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The one who deals the blow forgets.
The one who carries the scar remembers.
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PROLOGUE
NEWTOWN SQUARE PENNSYLVANIA, USA

1933

The bankers’ men were back. Smedley Butler sized up the one doing all the
talking—the bond salesman in the tailored suit. The visitor was sitting in
the vaulted main hallway the Butlers used as a living room, his cannonball-
shaped head framed by the retired general’s old command flags, medals,
swords, and assorted tropical bric-a-brac. Two mammoth red satin
umbrellas, given to Butler by villagers on his last overseas mission, to
China, swayed gently overhead atop their fifteen-foot poles.

The bond salesman, one Gerald C. MacGuire, represented himself as a
member of the American Legion, a veterans’ organization founded at the
end of the Great War. He was trying to persuade Butler to come to the next
Legion convention, in Chicago, to give a speech denouncing President
Franklin Delano Roosevelt—specifically his recent decision to take the
dollar off the gold standard. Butler, the salesman said, would travel in secret
with a few hundred legionnaire friends. Once they were at the convention,
they would spread out around the assembly and start a chant to demand that
Butler be given the floor.

What rank-and-file veteran could afford a five-day trip to Chicago in the
middle of the Great Depression, Butler wondered. MacGuire replied it
would all be taken care of: train tickets, hotels, everything.

“How do you get the money to do that?” the general asked.1

“Oh, we have friends,” MacGuire responded. Then he opened a bank
book showing $42,000 in deposits—worth over $850,000 nearly a century
later.

Butler was accustomed to people asking him for favors. It was the price
of fame. For thirty-three years and four months he had been in active
service as a United States Marine, a veteran of nearly every overseas
conflict dating back to the war against Spain in 1898.2 Respected by his
peers, beloved by his men, he was known throughout the country as “The



Fighting Hell-Devil Marine,” “Old Gimlet Eye,” “The Leatherneck’s
Friend,” and the famous “Fighting Quaker” of the Devil Dogs. Bestselling
books had been written about him. Hollywood adored him. President
Roosevelt’s cousin, the late Theodore himself, was said to have called
Butler “the ideal American soldier.”3 Over the course of his career, he had
received the Army and Navy Distinguished Service Medals, the French
Ordre de l’Étoile Noir, and, in the distinction that would ensure his place in
the Marine Corps pantheon, the Medal of Honor—twice.

But most who asked for an audience at the general’s converted
farmhouse in Newtown Square, a suburb on Philadelphia’s Main Line, did
not carry thick bankbooks, as the bond salesman did. Nor did they pull up
in his dirt driveway in a chauffeured Packard limousine. Butler wanted to
know more. Asking around in the days that followed, he learned MacGuire
had been a Navy man in the World War, and had suffered a skull fracture at
sea in 1918—off the exact spot on the coast of France where Butler had
been stationed. That explained the ties to the American Legion, if little else.

Over the following weeks, MacGuire continued the courtship. In
Newark, where Butler was attending the reunion of a National Guard
division, MacGuire showed up at his hotel room and tossed a wad of cash
on the bed—$18,000, he said.

“You put that money away before someone walks in here,” Butler
barked. Then he asked where all the money was coming from. MacGuire
told the general he was working for several wealthy backers. One of them
was Robert Sterling Clark—an heir to the Singer sewing machine fortune,
whom Butler had known as a lieutenant in China during the Boxer
Rebellion decades earlier. Another was MacGuire’s boss, the well-
connected financier Grayson M.-P. Murphy, who had close ties with the
nation’s most powerful bank, J. P. Morgan & Co., and Wall Street’s most
influential law firm, Sullivan & Cromwell.4 Clark himself paid a visit to the
Newtown Square house soon after, hinting broadly that he would cover the
Butlers’ mortgage if the Marine played ball.

The dates of the American Legion convention came and went. Butler
did not go. But then, a few months later, in early 1934, Butler received a
postcard from MacGuire. It was sent from the French Riviera, where the



bond salesman had just arrived after visiting Fascist Italy. About two
months later, Butler received another postcard, this time from Germany.
The Reichstag fire had happened a year earlier. Hitler was now chancellor,
on his way to becoming führer. MacGuire said he was having “a wonderful
time” in Berlin.

In August 1934, MacGuire called Butler from Philadelphia and asked to
meet. Butler suggested an abandoned café at the back of the lobby of the
Bellevue-Stratford Hotel.

“The time has come to get the soldiers together,” MacGuire said.
“Yes,” Butler replied. “I think so, too.”
He had no idea what they were talking about. He just wanted the

salesman to keep talking until the outlines of what he was really after
became clear.

First MacGuire excitedly recounted all he had seen in Europe. In Fascist
Italy and Nazi Germany, he’d learned that Mussolini and Hitler were able to
stay in power because they kept soldiers on their payrolls in various ways.
“But that setup would not suit us at all. The soldiers of America would not
like that,” the businessman opined.

But in France, MacGuire had “found just exactly the organization we’re
going to have.” Called the Croix de Feu, or Fiery Cross, it was like a more
militant version of the American Legion: an association of French World
War veterans and paramilitaries organized under the populist authoritarian
Col. François de La Rocque. On February 6, 1934—six weeks before
MacGuire arrived—thousands of members of the Croix de Feu had taken
part in a riot of mainly far-right and fascist groups that had tried to storm
the French legislature. The insurrection was stopped by police; at least
fifteen people, mostly rioters, were killed. But in the aftermath, France’s
center-left prime minister had been forced to resign in favor of a
conservative.

MacGuire had attended a meeting of the Croix de Feu in Paris. It was
the sort of “super-organization” he believed Americans could get behind—
especially with a beloved war hero like Butler at the helm.

Then he made his proposal: The Marine would lead half a million
veterans in a march on Washington, blending the Croix de Feu’s assault on



the French legislature with the March on Rome that had put Mussolini’s
Fascisti in power in Italy a decade earlier. They would be financed and
armed by some of the most powerful corporations in America—including
DuPont, the nation’s biggest manufacturer of explosives and synthetic
materials.5

The purpose of the coup was to stop Roosevelt’s New Deal, the
president’s program to end the Great Depression, which one of the
millionaire du Pont brothers had deemed “nothing more or less than the
Socialistic doctrine called by another name.”6 Butler’s veteran army,
MacGuire explained, would pressure the president to appoint a new
secretary of state, or “secretary of general affairs,” who would take on the
executive powers of government. If Roosevelt went along with this, he
would be allowed to remain as a figurehead, like the king of Italy.
Otherwise, he would be forced to resign, placing the new super-secretary in
the White House.

Smedley Butler knew a coup when he smelled one. He had been in
many himself. He had overthrown governments and protected “friendly”
client ones around the world on behalf of some of the same U.S. bankers,
lawyers, and businessmen who were apparently trying to enlist his help.

It had been largely on their behalf that Butler and his Marines trained
and helped put into power the Hitlers and Mussolinis of Latin America:
dictators like the Dominican Republic’s Rafael Trujillo and Nicaragua’s
soon-to-be leader, Anastasio Somoza, who would employ violent repression
and their U.S.-created militaries to protect American investments and their
own power. MacGuire’s easy dismissal of electoral democracy recalled the
disdain for other republics past U.S. presidents had shown. The resulting
interference in other countries’ affairs had been prodded on and aided by
moneyed interests like J. P. Morgan; MacGuire’s boss, Grayson Murphy;
and their globetrotting lawyer friends at Sullivan & Cromwell.

In other words, Butler knew these people. He knew the world they
traveled in. He had made a life in the overlapping seams of capital and
empire, and he knew that the subversion of democracy by force had turned
out to be a required part of the job he had chosen. “I spent most of my time
being a high-class muscle man for big business, for Wall Street and for the



bankers,” Butler would write a year later. “In short, I was a racketeer for
capitalism.”7

And Butler knew another thing that most Americans didn’t: how much
they would suffer if anyone did to their democracy what he had done to so
many others across the globe.

“Now, about this super-organization,” MacGuire asked the general.
“Would you be interested in heading it?”

“I am interested in it, but I do not know about heading it,” Butler told
the bond salesman, as he resolved to report everything he had learned to
Congress. “I am very greatly interested in it, because you know, Jerry, my
interest is, my one hobby is, maintaining a democracy. If you get these five
hundred thousand soldiers advocating anything smelling of fascism, I am
going to get five hundred thousand more and lick the hell out of you, and
we will have a real war right at home.”

Eight decades after he publicly revealed his conversations about what
became known as the Business Plot, Smedley Butler is no longer a
household name. A few history buffs—and a not-inconsiderable number of
conspiracy theory enthusiasts—remember him for his whistleblowing of the
alleged fascist coup. Another repository of his memory is kept among
modern-day Marines, who learn one detail of his life in boot camp—the two
Medals of Honor—and to sing his name along with those of his legendary
Marine contemporaries, Dan Daly and Lewis “Chesty” Puller, in a running
cadence about devotion to the Corps: “It was good for Smedley Butler /
And it’s good enough for me.”

I first encountered the other side of Butler’s legacy in Haiti, after I
moved there to be the correspondent for the Associated Press. To Haitians,
Butler is no hero. He is remembered by scholars there as the most mechan
—corrupt or evil—of the Marines. He helped lead the U.S. invasion of that
republic in 1915 and played a singular role in setting up an occupation that
lasted nearly two decades. Most notoriously, Butler instigated a system of
forced labor, the corvée, in which Haitians were required to build hundreds
of miles of roads for no pay, and were killed or jailed if they did not



comply. Haitians saw it for what it was: a form of slavery, enraging a people
whose ancestors had freed themselves from enslavement and French
colonialism over a century before.

Such facts do not make a dent in the mainstream narrative of U.S.
history. Most Americans prefer to think of ourselves as plucky heroes: the
rebels who topple the empire, not the storm troopers running its battle
stations. U.S. textbooks—and more importantly the novels, video games,
monuments, tourist sites, and blockbuster films where most people
encounter versions of American history—are more often about the Civil
War or World War II, the struggles most easily framed in moral certitudes of
right and wrong, and in which those fighting under the U.S. flag had the
strongest claims to being on the side of good.

“Imperialism,” on the other hand, is a foreign-sounding word. It brings
up images, if it brings any at all, of redcoats terrorizing Boston, or perhaps
British officials in linen suits sipping gin and tonics in Bombay. The idea
that the United States, a country founded in rebellion against empire, could
have colonized and conquered other peoples seems anathema to everything
we are taught America stands for.

And it is. It was no coincidence that thousands of young men like
Smedley Butler were convinced to sign up for America’s first overseas war
of empire on the promise of ending Spanish tyranny and imperialism in
Cuba. Brought up as a Quaker on Philadelphia’s Main Line, Butler held on
to principles of equality and fairness throughout his life, even as he fought
to install and defend despotic regimes all over the world. That tension—
between the ideal of the United States as a leading champion of democracy
on the one hand and a leading destroyer of democracy on the other—
remains the often unacknowledged fault line running through American
politics today.

For some past leaders, there was never a tension at all. When the U.S.
seized its first inhabited overseas colonies in 1898, some proudly wore the
label. “I am, as I expected I would be, a pretty good imperialist,” Theodore
Roosevelt mused to a British friend while on safari in East Africa in 1910.8

But as the costs of full-on annexation became clear, and control through
influence and subterfuge became the modus operandi of U.S. empire,



American leaders reverted seamlessly back to republican rhetoric. They
could do so because, as Sven Lindqvist has written of colonialism in all its
forms, “the men representing civilization out in the colonies were
‘invisible’ not only in the sense that their guns killed at a distance, but also
in that no one at home really knew what they were doing.” (Though it
should not be forgotten that the United States still has five wholly owned
colonies today in Puerto Rico, the U.S. Virgin Islands, Guam, American
Samoa, and the Northern Mariana Islands, along with a plethora of largely
uninhabited smaller islands and atolls.)9

The denial deepened during the Cold War. In 1955, the historian
William Appleman Williams wrote, “One of the central themes of American
historiography is that there is no American Empire.”10 It was essential for
the conflict against the Soviet Union—“the Evil Empire,” as Ronald
Reagan would call it—to heighten the supposed contrasts: they overthrew
governments, we defended legitimate ones; they were expansionist, we went
abroad only in defense of freedom.

Even capitalism was played down as a motivation during those years. In
early drafts of his 1947 speech announcing a policy of “containing” Soviet
expansion, President Harry S. Truman stressed the economic imperatives of
keeping countries in the U.S. orbit, particularly those essential for access to
oil in the Middle East. But that sounded too base—“like an investment
prospectus,” Truman complained—so his team scrapped it for rhetoric more
likely to persuade Congress to throw money at foreign wars. In his final
draft, Truman proclaimed that “it must be the policy of the United States to
support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed
minorities or by outside pressure.”11

As long as the United States seemed eternally ascendant, it was easy to
tell ourselves as Americans that the global dominance of U.S. capital and
the unparalleled reach of the U.S. military had been coincidences, or fate;
that America’s rise as a cultural and economic superpower was just natural
—a galaxy of individual choices, freely made, by a planet hungry for an
endless supply of Marvel superheroes and the perfect salty crunch of
McDonald’s fries.



But the illusion is fading. The myth of American invulnerability was
shattered by the September 11, 2001, attacks. The attempt to recover a sense
of dominance resulted in the catastrophic “forever wars” launched and, as
of this writing, still burning at various levels in Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya,
Syria, Somalia, and elsewhere. The deaths of well over half a million
Americans in the coronavirus pandemic, and our seeming inability to halt or
contend with the threats of climate change, are further reminders that being
the richest and most powerful empire on Earth has its limits, and we can
neither accumulate nor consume our way out of a fragile and interconnected
world.

I experienced the gulf between the promise and realities of American
power most acutely during my years living in Haiti, particularly in the
aftermath of the catastrophic 2010 earthquake. I watched with horror and
frustration as my neighbors waited in vain for the promised U.S.-led efforts
to rescue and rebuild. Instead my country deployed thousands of armed
troops to keep people from migrating, while shuffling around billions of
dollars in Haiti’s name. Precious little was ever put into people’s hands on
the ground. Despite an upwelling of sympathy from millions of Americans,
those in business and government ended up channeling their energies into
the worst of our historical patterns, treating Haiti’s disaster as an
opportunity to make profits and execute political schemes, treating Haitian
lives and priorities as largely irrelevant.12

As I looked through history to find the origins of the patterns of self-
dealing and imperiousness that mark so much of American policy, I kept
running into the Quaker Marine with the funny name. Smedley Butler’s
military career started in the place where the United States’ overseas empire
truly began, and the place that continues to symbolize the most egregious
abuses of American power: Guantánamo Bay. His last overseas deployment,
in China from 1927 to 1929, gave him a front-row seat to both the start of
the civil war between the Communists and the Nationalists and the slowly
materializing Japanese invasion that would ultimately open World War II.

In the years between, Butler blazed a path for U.S. empire across the
world, helping seize the Philippines and the land for the Panama Canal, and
invading and helping plunder Honduras, Nicaragua, Haiti, the Dominican



Republic, Mexico, and more. Butler was also a pioneer of the militarization
of police: first spearheading the creation of client police forces across Latin
America (known in most Spanish-speaking countries as the Guardia
Nacional and in Haiti as the Gendarmerie), then introducing those tactics to
U.S. cities during a two-year stint running the Philadelphia police during
Prohibition.

Yet Butler would spend the last decade of his life trying to keep the
forces of tyranny and violence he had unleashed abroad from consuming
the country he loved. He watched the rise of fascism in Europe with alarm.
Perhaps he intuited at some elemental level the observation that would be
voiced decades later by the Pan-Africanist political philosopher Frantz
Fanon: “What is fascism but colonialism in the heart of a traditionally
colonialist country?”13 He would spend his last stores of energy in antiwar
speeches and anti-imperialist tracts. In 1935, Butler published a short book
about the collusion between business and the armed forces called War Is a
Racket. The warnings in that thin volume would be refined and amplified
years later by his fellow general, turned president, Dwight Eisenhower,
whose speechwriters would dub it the military-industrial complex.

Late in 1935, Butler would go further, declaring in a series of articles
for a radical magazine: “Only the United Kingdom has beaten our record
for square miles of territory acquired by military conquest. Our exploits
against the American Indian, against the Filipinos, the Mexicans, and
against Spain are on a par with the campaigns of Genghis Khan, the
Japanese in Manchuria and the African attack of Mussolini.”14

Butler was not just throwing stones. In that article, he repeatedly called
himself a racketeer—a gangster—and enumerated his crimes:

I helped make Mexico and especially Tampico safe for American oil interests in 1914. I
helped make Haiti and Cuba a decent place for the National City Bank boys to collect
revenues in. I helped in the raping of half a dozen Central American republics for the benefit
of Wall Street.… I helped purify Nicaragua for the international banking house of Brown
Brothers in 1909–12. I brought light to the Dominican Republic for American sugar interests
in 1916. I helped make Honduras “right” for American fruit companies in 1903. In China in
1927 I helped see to it that Standard Oil went its way unmolested.

During those years, I had, as the boys in the back room would say, a swell racket. I was
rewarded with honors, medals, promotion. Looking back on it, I feel I might have given Al



Capone a few hints. The best he could do was operate in three city districts. We Marines
operated on three continents.15

Butler was telling a messier story than the ones Americans like to hear
about ourselves. There is no Saving Private Ryan about the U.S. conquest
of the Philippines. The Library of the Marine Corps at Quantico keeps
Butler’s antiwar tract hidden away from the handful of books about Butler
and his Marine contemporaries’ lives—shelving a few copies of War Is a
Racket with other critical texts, including a thin volume of writings by Karl
Marx.

But we ignore the past at our peril. Americans may not recognize the
events Butler referred to in his confession, but America’s imperial history is
well remembered in the places we invaded and conquered—where leaders
and elites use it and shape it to their own ends. Nowhere is more poised to
use its colonial past to its future advantage than China, once a moribund
kingdom in which U.S. forces, twice led by Butler, intervened at will in the
early twentieth century. As a rising People’s Republic embarks on its own
imperial project across Asia, Africa, and Latin America, Chinese officials
use their self-story of “national humiliation” to position themselves as an
antidote to American control, finding willing audiences in countries
grappling with their own histories of subjugation by the United States.

The dangers are greater at home. As a candidate and then as president,
Donald Trump preyed on American anxieties by combining the worst
excesses of those early-twentieth-century imperial chestnuts—militarism,
white supremacy, and the cult of manhood—with a newer fantasy: that
Americans could reclaim our sense of safety and supremacy by disengaging
from the world we made; by literally building walls along our border and
making the countries we conquered pay for them.

To those who did not know or ignored America’s imperial history, it
could seem that Trump was an alien force (“this is not who we are,” as the
liberal saying goes), or that the implosion of his presidency has made it safe
to slip back into comfortable amnesias. But the movement Trump built—a
movement that stormed the Capitol, tried to overturn an election, and as I
write these words still dreams of reinstalling him by force—is too firmly
rooted in America’s past to be dislodged without substantial effort. It is a



product of the greed, bigotry, and denialism that were woven into the
structure of U.S. global supremacy from the beginning—forces that now
threaten to break apart not only the empire but the society that birthed it.

The story of the making of America’s global empire is at once more
sweeping and smaller than one might expect. It involves forgotten wars
against martial artists and criminal syndicates, marvels of engineering and
human endurance, and zombies. (You read that correctly.) But the circle of
people who were involved throughout was claustrophobically small. Names
like Roosevelt, Alfred Thayer Mahan, Herbert Hoover, Roger Farnham, and
the law firm of Sullivan & Cromwell pop up again and again. Their
interests meanwhile were furthered and protected by an astoundingly tight
coterie of Marines, including Dan Daly, John Lejeune, Littleton Waller, and,
most of all, Smedley Darlington Butler.

No individual embodied this story more than Butler. His contradictions
are America’s. He helped create them; he fought, unsuccessfully, to resolve
them. Butler was blind to many things. He never understood the ways that
racism drove the policies that sent him into war and shaped the way he
thought and acted when he got there. (The racist language he and his
contemporaries threw around in conversation and their letters was often
shocking; fair warning.) He died without ever fully reconciling his deepest
contradictions, leaving them to scatter kaleidoscopically across the edges of
communal memory: the decorated hero, the conspiracy whistleblower, the
mechan imperialist, the rogue critic.

How did a venerated veteran turn into a crusader against war? When did
the armed vanguard of the banks decide he had been a “racketeer for
capitalism”? And why, in a nation founded on promises of democracy and
liberty, have so many cast their lot with authoritarianism—both in Butler’s
time and ours? These are not simple questions, I learned. To answer them, I
had to immerse myself not only in Butler’s life and writings, but also in the
places where he fought, whose complex stories are intertwined with our
own.

As I did so, I thought about the work of the great Haitian scholar
Michel-Rolph Trouillot, who wrote that “any historical narrative is a
particular bundle of silences”—of events downplayed or forgotten, of



perspectives excluded from the archives. “One ‘silences’ a fact or an
individual,” Trouillot wrote, “as a silencer silences a gun.”16 In order to tell
the full story of the people and forces that made America’s empire, and how
the debts they incurred are now coming due, I realized I had to lace up my
hiking shoes and follow the trail the Marines blazed. It turned out to be a
five-year journey that took me all over the world. But the story would have
to start where it began and ended for Butler, in his hometown of
Philadelphia.
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ONE
PHILADELPHIA

As far as I know, the world’s only public monument to Smedley Butler is a
modest plaque inside Philadelphia’s city hall. I paid it a visit one sunny
afternoon. The behemoth municipal complex rises up from the middle of
the boulevard, its limestone-and-granite tower soaring 548 feet into the sky.
At the top stands a far more famous monument to one of Butler’s fellow
Quakers: William Penn, the founder of the city and of the state that bears
his family name.

Penn arrived in America in 1682, dreaming of freedom and profits.
Many of his fellow first settlers of Pennsylvania were also Quakers, as
members of the Religious Society of Friends are still known. They were
fleeing religious persecution in England. Most threatening to the empire
was the Quakers’ “Peace Testimony,” in which the faithful pledge to abstain
from “all outward wars and strife and fightings with outward weapons, for
any end or under any pretence whatsoever.” Thousands of Friends were
imprisoned for refusing to serve in the military or swear an oath to the king.
Hundreds died in the king’s jails.

Penn promised his American colonists the right to substantial religious
freedom and self-government by an elected assembly. He also asked them
to respect the rights of the native Lenape peoples, whose ancestors had
lived on the land he was colonizing for thousands of years.

But Penn was also a craven businessman. He had sold off half a million
acres of Lenape territory before he even opened talks with the tribal elders,
and enslaved multiple Africans on his estate. “Though I desire to extend
religious freedom, yet I want some recompense for my trouble,” Penn



wrote. His settlers broke his promise to respect the Lenape almost
immediately.1

This was the tension at the heart of the city Penn founded, the place he
named Philadelphia—“place of fraternal love” in ancient Greek—and of the
country whose independence was proclaimed in its statehouse in 1776.
Conceived on ideals of peace, justice, and brotherhood, it would be built on
conquest and exploitation.

The thirty-seven-foot-tall bronze statue of Penn was installed atop the
city hall tower in 1894. His broad-brimmed Quaker hat was the highest
point downtown for nearly a century.

The simpler bronze plaque to Smedley Butler is hidden inside the
entrance, fifty stories below. It commemorates neither his years of conquest
nor his subsequent pursuit of peace, but a stint fighting Philadelphia’s
gangsters when he briefly led the city’s police department in the 1920s. The
inscription reads:

He enforced the law impartially
He defended it courageously
He proved incorruptible

By the nineteenth century, Philadelphians had grown restless. Their city was
perfectly positioned as a terminus for railroads to haul settlers and troops
across the continent, and to bring resources and money back the other way.
Through the former Lenape lands west of the Schuylkill River, the
Pennsylvania state government built a transportation corridor dubbed the
“Main Line of Public Works.”

Railroad barons built summer mansions along the Main Line tracks. As
the inner city swelled with immigrants and formerly enslaved people in the
years after the Civil War, the bosses set up commuter service so they, and
the bankers and lawyers who worked for them, could live in their suburban
homes full-time. In 1884, a few families set up a private high school on the
grounds of a Quaker college to educate the new crop of wealthy white boys



growing up on the Main Line. They called it the Haverford College
Grammar School.

One of the school’s students in 1898 was Smedley Butler. He was the
oldest son of a prominent Quaker family in the Main Line town of West
Chester. His father, Thomas S. Butler, was the district’s congressman. But
the real money and power belonged to the family of his mother, the former
Maud Mary Darlington. The Darlington name was all over West Chester’s
streets, civic buildings, and banks. Thomas owed his congressional office to
Maud’s father, Smedley Darlington—one of his predecessors in the seat,
and the boy’s namesake.

Smedley Butler was scrawny but scrappy. At sixteen years old, he loved
baseball, football, and his classmates’ attention. The only classes he liked
were public speaking and Latin, where the teacher offered dramatic
retellings of ancient naval battles. (“He could so imitate a storm raging on
the sea around the Roman galleys,” Butler would later recall.)2 His father,
Thomas, expected the boy to follow him into law. Acting might have been a
better career choice, but Smedley was not conventionally handsome.
Thomas had saddled him with the signature Butler nose, a protruding
hawk’s beak that dominated his young face. The rest of his features were
pure Maud: puffy steel-blue eyes, sandy reddish hair, and a wily resting
smirk.

In early 1898, Thomas began bringing home stories from Washington
about a brewing political crisis with Spain. One of the old Iberian empire’s
last remaining colonies, Cuba, was in revolt. Cuban exiles and their
scattered allies among the U.S. elite were trying to push Congress to
intervene.

In late January, President William McKinley dispatched the USS Maine,
one of the Navy’s first two steel battleships, to protect American business
interests and lives.

Then, on February 17, the Philadelphia Inquirer dropped on the
Butlers’ doorstep with startling news. The Maine had exploded in Havana
Harbor. At least 258 American sailors and Marines were dead. Smedley
pictured their lifeless faces, floating in the burning bay.



For an upper-class couple like Maud and Thomas, the Maine disaster
was a blow to America’s nascent global ambitions. For a distracted
teenager, it offered something even more consuming: a mystery. No one
knew what had caused the explosion. For weeks, newspapers ramped up
speculation, offering competing theories. Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World
quoted an American doctor who claimed to have overheard Spaniards in
Havana making threats against the Maine before it blew. Not to be outdone,
William Randolph Hearst’s New York Journal claimed, without evidence,
DESTRUCTION OF THE WAR SHIP MAINE WAS THE WORK OF AN ENEMY. The media
mogul offered an astounding $50,000 cash reward (over $1.5 million today)
for “exclusive evidence that will convict the person, persons or government
criminally responsible.”3

No evidence was found. On March 21, a U.S. naval court of inquiry
announced that the destruction looked consistent with an outside explosion
—possibly by a floating mine. But even the court had to admit that it could
not fix responsibility for the destruction of the ship “upon any person or
persons.”4

But by then, Smedley, like millions of other Americans, knew exactly
whom to blame. In their attempts to push the United States into the fight for
Cuban independence, the war caucus had spent years selling stories of
Spanish cruelty. One Spanish colonial governor in particular, Don Valeriano
Weyler y Nicolau, had become a villain at American dinner tables for
killing noncombatants, burning homes and farms, and his forces’ taste for
rape and torture.

“Butcher” Weyler’s most notorious innovation was aimed at starving the
insurgency of public support. He had ordered hundreds of thousands of
Cuban civilians rounded up into squalid garrison towns, behind barbed wire
and guarded by soldiers with machine guns. The Spanish called it
reconcentración. U.S. newspapers translated it into a newly coined term:
concentration camps.5

Photographs circulated of grown men reduced to living skeletons and
visitors sitting atop mountains of reconcentrado bones. In a typical article,
the New York Times reported that forty Cuban men, women, and children
had tried to evade capture in a cave in Matanzas Province, only to have the



Spanish soldiers set fire to the caverns and shoot those who ran outside
gasping for air.6

Such stories hit close to home for Philadelphia Quakers raised on
accounts of their ancestors’ torture and imprisonment without trial. A
Quaker newspaper, the Friends’ Intelligencer and Journal, featured the
eyewitness reports of Clara Barton—the founder of the American Red
Cross, who was in Cuba to distribute food and medical aid to the camps—
describing her volunteers’ battles with “filth and death.”7 As winter turned
to spring in 1898, the Friends establishment continued condemning Spanish
brutality in Cuba while characteristically protesting the American march to
war.

But the boys at the Haverford School were not interested in such
nuances. When Congress declared war, they gathered around the bonfires
singing “We’ll Hang Governor Weyler to a Sour Apple Tree” and stripped
the yellow from the maroon in their school’s colors so it would look less
like the Spanish flag.8

Schoolyard rallies weren’t enough for Maud Butler’s oldest son. “I
clenched my fists when I thought of those poor Cuban devils being starved
and murdered by the beastly Spanish tyrants,” Butler later said. “I was
determined to shoulder a rifle and help free little Cuba.”9

There were several obstacles to overcome before he could join the
cause. The first was his age—two years below the minimum. An attempt to
sneak off and convince the local Army unit to take him ended with the
commander telling him to “run along home.”10

Then there was his father. Thomas Butler had joined nearly all of his
Republican colleagues in voting for the war, but he wasn’t about to see his
eldest child go off and die in a Caribbean ditch.

Thorniest of all were the Quakers. Neither of his parents were devout,
but they had passed on many of their sect’s values to their son. His whole
life, Smedley would address his loved ones in the Quaker plain style: using
“thee” and “thou,” always signing letters to Maud “thy affectionate son.”
Although both of Smedley’s grandfathers had fought for the Union in the
Civil War, that had been considered a special case by some Friends, whose
opposition to war was matched only by their hatred of slavery.



It was Maud who broke through the barriers. She understood, more than
anyone, what going to war meant to her son. Had the world been different,
she likely would have gone to fight Spain herself.

To Thomas, she suggested letting Smedley start at a junior officer’s
rank: a benefit available to the rich and politically connected at the time,
and one that might serve to keep him in training longer and out of the
hottest fights.

To the West Chester Quaker meeting, she made her position plain: expel
Smedley and the Darlington family fortune goes with him.

The solution to the age problem turned out to be the easiest of all. On a
Monday morning in April before dawn, Smedley snuck out again. This
time, his mother was with him. While Thomas slept, Maud and her teenage
son walked the half mile to the West Chester train station. Nearly six hours
and two trains later, they arrived at the Marine Barracks in Washington,
D.C. Maud waited outside as her son lied about his age to the colonel
commandant.11 He surely did not care. The Marines needed all the bodies
they could get.

Butler left the Haverford School before graduation to begin training. He
was thrilled at the first sight of the sergeant major who led his instruction: a
towering spit-and-polish Scotsman who had fought under Sir Horatio
Kitchener in the recent British colonial conquest of the Sudan.12 But as the
days unfolded, Smedley realized where he really was: a holding pen for
daddy’s boys. One of Butler’s fellow recruits was George Reid, nephew of a
high-ranking Marine Corps officer with the same name. Another was
Robert Francis Wynne, the son of a prominent New York journalist—a
pretty boy with short hair pomaded and parted down the middle. (For
reasons lost to time, the boot campers decided to call him “Pete.”)

The sergeant major drilled the boy recruits on what were considered
essential officers’ skills, like memorizing regulations and organizing dress
parades.

In the meantime, Lt. Col. Robert W. Huntington’s new Marine battalion
deployed to Cuba without them. At night, Smedley, Pete, and George would
hunker down with the newspaper, devouring the updates from the



correspondents on the beach where the Marines had landed: Guantánamo
Bay.

The junior officers’ deployment orders finally arrived the day after the
Fourth of July 1898. Maud made sure she and Thomas were at New York
Harbor to see their son off. She wore her best blue-and-white silk dress with
the big balloon sleeves. Smedley watched her standing on the dock until
she’d vanished into the horizon.13
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TWO
GUANTÁNAMO

It would take Butler five days to reach Guantánamo by ship. A century later,
there were faster ways to get there. On a humid Monday before dawn, I
joined the check-in line in a little-used concourse at Fort Lauderdale–
Hollywood International Airport, taking my place behind the paunchy
contractors, human-rights monitors in natural fibers, and yawning young
veterans with jet-black tattoos. The triweekly charter flight was operated by
a cargo carrier with a fleet of ancient Embraer regional jets that smelled, for
some reason, like ammonia. The ticketing website assured us we were
going “to Guantanamo Bay … & Back Again.”

The most direct route would have been to fly directly over Cuba’s Sierra
Cristal mountains to the naval station perched on the island’s southeastern
shore. But the Cuban government does not allow U.S. aircraft to go that
way—threatening to shoot down any plane that uses its airspace to reach a
base Fidel Castro once called a “dagger plunged into the heart of Cuban
soil.”1 Instead our pilot traced a route over the Bahamas, loping southeast
until I spotted the peaks of my former home in Haiti. Then he slashed back
west over the white-capped waves of the Windward Passage. As I leaned
forward to snap a picture of Cuba’s emerald coast, I was nearly jolted out of
my seat by what felt like a dead stop in midair. The pilot executed a hard-
right turn, then dove. The cabin rattled like a cage as we careened sharply
toward a tiny landing strip cut into the bay’s leeward edge. We thudded
down and skidded to a halt just as the dark blue sea came back into view.

Stepping onto the runway, I was blinded by sunlight. A U.S. sailor with
a clipboard ordered me to remove my sunglasses and hat. The only



languages I heard as we crammed into seats on the gray fifty-foot utility
boat that would take us to the main part of the base were English and a
smattering of Arabic from the lawyers and translators. There was nothing
other than the heat to indicate we were in Cuba. We shoved off across the
turquoise bay, the Stars and Stripes fluttering from the stern.

It had taken a lot of effort to get this far. Naval Station Guantanamo Bay
is an active installation.2 There are strategic airfields; Navy, Coast Guard,
and of course Marine detachments; and a naval hospital. It is also, more
notably, home to the most notorious prison camp in the world—a place
where inmates are denied their basic rights and kept outside the boundaries
of any system of law. It had taken a year of phone calls and emails to
convince the Defense Department that I was not coming primarily to
investigate the condition of the detainees.

I disembarked nearly at the same spot where Smedley Butler first set
foot on foreign soil over a century before. Chief Mass Communication
Specialist Monique Meeks, the Navy public affairs officer assigned to me,
was waiting at the dock. With a volley of cheerful questions about my trip,
she ushered me into a white Ford pickup.

The main drag, Sherman Avenue, looked like a suburb in central
Florida. We passed a supermarket/department store running a sale on North
Face jackets and an outdoor movie theater. There was the famous “Gitmo”
McDonald’s, where news photographers love to take pictures of Ronald
McDonald waving past the concertina wire. Past that were the residential
neighborhoods: condo complexes with identical plastic playgrounds on
every cul-de-sac. The combined elementary, middle, and high school was
up the road.

“So you’re here looking for the general. What was it again?” Meeks
asked as we sat down for lunch at a make-your-own-burrito place.

“Smedley Butler.”
“Right.” She smiled at the name. Butler had not left anywhere near as

much of a direct legacy at Guantánamo as he did in the places he went after.
He arrived as an unremarkable sixteen-year-old recruit, weeks after the
major battles had been fought. But this was nonetheless a vital site in the
story of the United States’ rise as a global hegemon, and in Butler’s life



personally. Guantánamo Bay was not only the first place he was deployed,
but the first place U.S. forces landed in the 1898 war that displaced Cuba’s
incipient democracy—the invasion that kicked off the United States’
scramble for empire. This installation was America’s oldest overseas base, a
symbol of everything one generation of leaders dreamed the United States
could be, and now the embodiment of what it had become.

The public affairs office had made a list of the historical sites I could
see. “If you’re interested in seeing the fence line, let me know. Have to
check with the Marines,” Meeks said, as she dipped a chip into her salsa.

I decided to press my luck. I knew there was little chance of seeing the
prison camps. But I asked if we could go by the former site of Camp X-Ray
—the cellblock used to house the first prisoners brought from Afghanistan
in 2002. The site was no longer in use. The captives held there had long
since been released, died, or moved to better-guarded and more-hidden
places. I thought maybe an abandoned site wouldn’t be off-limits.

Meeks was friendly and professional, but any journalist trying to visit
the base was suspect in the era of the prison camp, and doubly so in the age
of Donald Trump. She said she’d look into it.

New arrivals had long been drawn to the inviting harbor on Cuba’s
southeastern shore. Waves of island-hopping peoples who first settled the
Caribbean prized the bay, guarded by two curled fingers of land a mile and
a half apart. Inside is a coastline pocked with sheltering nooks, fringes of
wild mangrove, and high hills carpeted with sawgrass and cactus. They
fished its plentiful schools of snapper, jacks, and parrotfish, and hunted
iguanas and small alligators in its hills. The last of the native peoples who
lived there, the Taíno, gave it the name it still bears today: Guantánamo,
“land between rivers.”

Christopher Columbus first dropped anchor in the bay in 1494. Arriving
from the neighboring island he called Hispaniola, he rowed to shore, stole
some fish off a barbecue a terrified group of Taíno had left behind, and
claimed all of Cuba for his employers in Spain.3



During the European wars for domination of the Atlantic that followed,
Guantánamo remained a strategic prize. In 1741, the British vice admiral
Edward Vernon captured the bay and renamed it Cumberland Harbour.
Vernon’s crew was full of sailors from Britain’s North American colonies
who wrote home encouraging their friends and relatives to rush down to the
bay—“now or never for a plantation on the island of Cuba.” Disease and
local resistance ended the brief occupation. But one of Vernon’s crewmen,
Lawrence Washington, was so inspired by the voyage that he named his
new Virginia plantation after its commander. Washington died soon after;
the plantation—Mount Vernon—ended up in the hands of his half brother
George.4

The people of the country Washington helped found would not give up
their hunger for the island, nor its valuable eastern harbor. When Thomas
Jefferson left the White House in 1809, he wrote his successor, James
Madison, to suggest the places he should annex next: Florida, Canada, and
Cuba. With them, the author of the Declaration of Independence wrote, “we
should have such an empire for liberty as she has never surveyed since the
creation.”5

The idea especially appealed to the next generations of enslavers, who
saw Cuba as a location for one or more potential slave states that could give
them a permanent hold on Congress and the Electoral College. In 1851, a
group of Americans followed a Venezuelan-born merchant, Narciso López,
in an attempt to overthrow the Spanish colonial government in Cuba. (The
practice of carrying out a private invasion was known at the time as
“filibustering.”) When the plotters were discovered and executed in
Havana, whites rioted in New Orleans to demand the U.S. annex Cuba
anyway. López had tried to recruit Senator Jefferson Davis and Robert E.
Lee, then a U.S. Army major, to lead his mission. Both declined. But Davis
kept pushing to annex Cuba as the next president’s secretary of war.6

Ironically, the future secessionists’ efforts were undone by racism:
several presidents balked at trying to purchase Cuba for fear of absorbing,
as President Millard Fillmore had put it, “a population of a different
national stock, speaking a different language.”7



Even as Spain lost all its Latin American territories on the mainland, it
kept its hold on la siempre fiel isla—the ever-faithful island—by
maintaining good relations with the Cuban elites, who used their slave
plantations to fill the empire’s tax coffers. But eventually the liberal ideas of
equality and self-government—and Africans’ quests for freedom that had
sparked revolutions in nearby Haiti and elsewhere across the Americas—
stirred discontent in Cuba as well. In 1868, a plantation owner named
Carlos Manuel de Céspedes gathered his enslaved workers at his sugar mill
in eastern Cuba, declared them all free, and asked them to join him in
revolution. War raged for ten years, until the Spanish managed to exploit
enough racial, class, and regional divisions in Cuban society to crush the
rebellion.8 But even a series of reforms, including the abolition of slavery,
did not quell Cubans’ hunger for independence.

The United States was emerging from its own civil war at the time.
Destructive as that conflict had been, it rechanneled the profits of a prewar
economy built on Black labor, cotton, continental expansion, and the
financing of all three into an industrial boom. That boom had in turn been
fueled by new waves of immigration, wartime leaps in technology, and
resources taken from the conquest of even more Native American lands.

The new wealth changed the way Americans ate. Until then, their diets
had consisted mostly of things that could be grown or wouldn’t spoil at
home: pork, usually salted or smoked, mashed up corn, and easily stored
vegetables like turnips, pumpkins, and beans.9 With more money, tastier
food could be imported. The most popular import was sugar. From 1866 to
the turn of the twentieth century, U.S. national sugar consumption
skyrocketed from roughly half a ton to 2.66 million tons per year.10

Manufacturers depended on sugar for canning. Mothers put it in their
children’s porridge. Brewers used it for beer. And by far the largest supply
of sugar—nearly equal to all other sources, foreign and domestic combined
—came from Cuba.11

The island in turn became dependent on the U.S. market. Cuban and
American capitalists poured money and labor into sugar production, letting
other industries wither away. When, in 1894, Congress raised tariffs on
Spain’s colonies, the island’s economy reeled.



A year later, an exiled Cuban journalist, poet, and activist named José
Martí took advantage of the economic unrest. Martí had spent years in the
United States raising money and weapons from Cuban émigrés. In April
1895, Martí landed his rebel force near Guantánamo and launched a new
war.

Martí’s revolution offered a new generation of Americans a chance to
revisit the idea of making Cuba part of their “empire for liberty.” The war
caucus was led by the thirty-seven-year-old Theodore Roosevelt, who at the
time was New York City’s police commissioner. The scion of a wealthy
Manhattan family of manufacturers and landowners, and a Harvard-trained
historian and popular writer in his own right, Roosevelt believed the United
States was the future power of the world. He also believed it was the duty
of the white race, particularly the “English-speaking peoples,” to “spread
into” and make productive the “world’s waste spaces.”12 When McKinley
won the presidency in 1896, Roosevelt finagled an appointment as assistant
secretary of the Navy and started pushing for war with Spain.

McKinley was not interested in Cuba. His full attention was on acting,
in his campaign’s words, as an “advance agent for prosperity”—which in
practice meant as a servant of America’s new class of multimillionaires. He
was particularly loyal to a group of businessmen who had paid off his
crippling debts from an 1893 depression, then bankrolled his way to the
White House. Those backers were nervous about plunging into a costly
overseas war. Moreover, the power to declare war still rested firmly in
Congress—where any bill depended on the support of former Confederates,
who, stripped of their slave economy, no longer had as much use for Cuba.

To sell the case for war, expansionists and Cuban exiles organized
junkets to publicize the horrors of Spanish rule. Many Americans were
especially moved by the story of Martha Thurston, a U.S. senator’s wife
who died of a heart attack on an aid mission to “Butcher” Weyler’s
concentration camps.

In an impassioned floor speech, Senator John Thurston declared it his
wife’s dying wish to free Cuba and its people. As if speaking directly to
McKinley’s donors, he promised war would literally pay dividends: “War
with Spain would increase the business and the earnings of every American



railroad. It would increase the output of every American factory, it would
stimulate every branch of industry and domestic commerce, it would greatly
increase the demand for American labor, and in the end every certificate
that represented a share of an American business enterprise would be worth
more money than it is worth today.”13

On April 11, 1898, with the inconclusive results of the inquiry into the
Maine disaster in hand, McKinley asked Congress for a declaration of war.
To win the last holdouts, the legislators added a last-minute amendment
sponsored by Senator Henry Teller of Colorado promising not to formally
annex the island.

Sanctioned by their government, Americans were swept up in the
righteousness of their cause. Teddy Roosevelt resigned his administration
post and volunteered to organize an Army cavalry unit. Even a middling
student at a Quaker boys’ school on Philadelphia’s Main Line could see
himself as the vanguard of an international crusade.

In a letter written three years earlier, the revolutionary Martí had warned
this day would come. Before dying in his very first battle, he told a friend in
Mexico that, if the Cubans did not win their independence quickly, the
United States would invade, and that from there a U.S. empire would grow.
“My duty, as I understand it and have the spirit to realize it, is to prevent,
through Cuba’s independence, the United States extending itself across …
the lands of our America,” Martí wrote. “I lived inside the monster and I
know its guts.”14

Second Lt. Smedley D. Butler arrived off Santiago de Cuba on July 10,
1898. His first sight of a foreign country was a palm beach littered with
burned-out ships. He thought their splayed hulls looked like the ribcages of
slaughtered animals.

Butler had little time to get his bearings before he, Pete Wynne, and
George Reid were ushered off their transport onto a smaller ship called the
Vesuvius.15 The long dynamite cruiser was shaped like a knife, with three
fifteen-inch pneumatic guns that rose through the deck like trumpets, still



cooling from battle the night before. It took off with a jolt. For two hours,
Smedley grabbed the railing, closed his eyes, and tried not to throw up.

At Guantánamo Bay, the recruits’ orders were to report to the
commander of the Marine battalion, Colonel Huntington, whose exploits in
Cuba they had been reading about in their training barracks for weeks. But
when Smedley, Pete, and George stepped onto the rickety dock in their
dress blue uniforms, the colonel was nowhere to be found. All the recruits
got were snickers and derisive glances from the enlisted men. Most had
arrived at Guantánamo with the initial invasion force exactly one month
earlier. They had been through a lot in that time.

At first, in the hours after the battalion’s June arrival, its position had
seemed secure. The Spanish garrison had already fled heavy bombardment
from the U.S. warships in the bay. But at eight o’clock that first night, a
picket sounded the alarm. “The steady tramp of men and the noise of rolling
stones down the mountain side indicated the approach of the enemy,” an
aide recorded in the battalion diary.16

The ambush began at dusk the second day. Spanish Mauser bullets fell
like rain. When the shooting stopped, the acting sergeant major and the
battalion’s only competent surgeon were dead. A patrol found two sentries
under a tree. Their bodies looked as if they had been butchered with a
hatchet.17

Colonel Huntington was an experienced commander. He’d started as a
young Union soldier in the first land battle of the Civil War, Bull Run,
thirty-seven years earlier. Since then, he’d commanded a legation guard in
Japan, protected U.S. property during a civil war in the Colombian state of
Panama, and survived a South Pacific typhoon. Throughout his career, the
Marines had remained an undersized, underfunded rump of the Navy. With
America’s first overseas war, the government finally needed the one tiny
branch that had experience putting men with guns on ships. But everything
about the mission had been hasty and improvised. Huntington’s aging
fellow officers had rounded up every young white body they could find—
mostly working-class men from across the Northeast. Most had no fighting
experience outside a bar.



Terrified by how his Marines had fared in their first taste of combat,
Huntington rushed a message to his senior officer, Commander Bowman
Hendry McCalla on the flagship USS Marblehead, asking for permission to
retreat.

“You were put there to hold the hill and you’ll stay there. If you are
killed, I’ll come out and get your dead body,” the commander replied.18

That hill, McCalla knew, was key. If the Marines could hold the coast,
the Navy could control Guantánamo Bay as a point to anchor, refuel, and
resupply. Its ships could then secure the landing zone thirty miles down the
coast at Daiquiri Beach, where the main Army expeditionary force was to
arrive in two weeks for the attack on Santiago de Cuba.

If they failed, the Spanish could neutralize the bay, and possibly win the
war.

America’s expansionist dreams might have ended right there were it not
for the next party to arrive: eighty-two allied soldiers of the Cuban
Regimento Guantánamo under the command of their colonel, Enrique
Thomas y Thomas. Most had been born in slavery. All were experienced
insurgents—mambises, they were called in Cuba—hardened in some cases
by three decades of fighting for their freedom.

They also knew the area. Thomas, whose orders were to find the
yanquis and ensure their survival on the beachhead, asked for a meeting
with McCalla aboard the Marblehead. “Comandante,” Thomas said, “I
promise you that if within three days from this moment the situation has not
improved, it will be because not one Cuban [of my regiment] remains
alive.”19

The Cuban colonel then gave the Americans a history-changing piece of
intelligence: the reason Guantánamo Bay was so sparsely populated—why
they had found nothing but a bombed-out garrison and abandoned fishing
village when they arrived—was that it had few sources of fresh water. The
Spanish were only able to remain in the area because of a single well still in
their possession, in a nearby valley called Cuzco. If the allies destroyed it,
Spain would be forced to retreat.

On the morning of June 14, a joint force of mambises and Marines had
headed to the Cuzco Valley under the Cuban’s command. The Americans



were supervised by Capt. George F. Elliott, a pipe-smoking fifty-one-year-
old Marine from Greene County, Alabama. It was only a two-mile hike, but
a fierce morning sun was baking the hills. Woody cactuses and sawgrass
slashed the men’s legs. Before long, some of the poorly trained and
dehydrated Marines began to falter.

As the allies mounted the humpback ridge overlooking the valley, they
broke into three columns. When the first column reached the crest of the
ridge, a Cuban captain fired a single shot and the battle began.

The Spaniards, highly visible in their white uniforms, took cover under
thickets of sea grape and fired back. Shouting “¡Viva Cuba Libre!,” the
mambises charged. Two were immediately killed. But the charge kept the
Spanish off the hillside. The second column of Cubans and Americans
reached the front of the hill and opened fire.

Suddenly, a shell cracked out of the sky and exploded beside them. The
Americans and Cubans dove for cover.

McCalla had dispatched the USS Dolphin, a steel-clad gunboat powered
by sails and coal, to bombard the area in support of the ground force. But
the sailors had mistaken the second allied column for their enemies. The
Americans were shooting at themselves.

Elliott ordered a signalman to call off the ship. But the message didn’t
get through. Shells were getting closer by the second. Sgt. John Henry
Quick, an aptly named twenty-seven-year-old from West Virginia, raced to
the top of the hill, where he knew he would be visible to both ship and
enemy. Fixing a polka dot handkerchief to a stick, Quick used an old Civil
War–era signal code called “wig-wag” to carefully spell out the ship’s name
—a confirmation of his identity. The signalman on the Dolphin confirmed,
and the ship’s six-pounder guns and revolving cannon quieted. Then Quick
signaled again, this time communicating the correct range coordinates.20

Shells exploded in the sea grape thicket. The Spanish scattered for their
lives. Some ran directly into Enrique Thomas’s third column and were
mowed down. For five hours, the allies hunted down stragglers.

That evening, the Americans and Cubans destroyed the well and burned
the Spanish comandancia. Four hundred and four years of Spanish rule in
Guantánamo were over. Some Marines stuck a pole into the ground, and Lt.



Herbert Draper hoisted the Stars and Stripes. Pvt. Frank Keeler recorded the
moment in his diary: “Three times, three cheers went up from the battalion,
and from all the ships in the harbor came back an answering echo … ‘The
Flag up, and up to stay.’”21

Today the Cuzco Valley lies inside a weapons storage area, off-limits even
to most naval station personnel. As a result, it’s uncannily well preserved.

On a sunbaked morning, Chief Meeks drove me there in the white
pickup truck. The small-town bustle of the main base fell away as we
crunched into the green hills along a fine gravel road. In the middle of the
valley, amid woody cactuses, there was what looked like a broken well with
a stone foundation and yellow brick sides, covered loosely with rotted wood
beams. A few feet away lay a mound of broken red brick.

After a few minutes poking around the high weeds, Meeks found a path
and started hiking up the ridge. Despite a loose rock the size of a cantaloupe
careening into my shin, I managed to scramble after her to the top. The
view was magnificent. We were 350 feet above the sea. The Atlantic
stretched to the horizon. To our left was the next razorback ridge. Beyond it,
just out of sight, was the main complex of the prison camp.

Standing there, Meeks recounted the version of the story that’s been
passed down by generations of the U.S. military: “Huntington dispatched
two companies with the support of the Dolphin. But then the Dolphin
started firing on the Marines!” Meeks pointed with her sunglasses to the
edge of the green ridge, where Sergeant Quick had stood. “The Spanish
were coming up after him. He got the Dolphin to take them out.” She
mimicked the sound of a gun.

But that framing of the story leaves out a crucial detail: the Cubans. Not
only was destroying the well the Cuban colonel’s idea, the mission was
carried out under his command. Captain Elliott, the future Marine Corps
commandant who supervised the Americans, affirmed that at least 10
percent of his force abandoned the fight because of heatstroke. Thomas
courteously credited the Americans as “brave and patriotic” but noted that
“the climate has told on them.” In the battle’s decisive moments, the allies



found themselves in hand-to-hand combat in the razor-sharp grass, a style
of fighting at which the more experienced mambises excelled.

Without the Cuban fighters’ intervention, it seems likely Spain would
have kept the well, the bay, and maybe the island. Guantánamo today might
be known as a Caribbean Mallorca. Or, if the Cubans had not come to save
the Marines, maybe they would have simply won the war on their own, in
which case Guantánamo Bay would still be in their hands. Instead, all three
nations’ stories went in radically different directions.

The American reimagining of the Battle of Cuzco Well began immediately.
Captain Elliott had pressed Stephen Crane—the celebrated author of The
Red Badge of Courage who’d come to Guantánamo as a correspondent for
Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World—into service as an aide at Cuzco Well.
Crane’s dispatch from the battle recast Sergeant Quick as a latter-day
version of the hero of his Civil War novel, who at the climax also weathers
enemy fire while holding a flag.

Crane relegated the Cubans to nameless extras: a “hard-bitten, under-
sized lot, most of them negroes,” whose “animal-like babble” (otherwise
known as Spanish) was just another noise on the battlefield. When he
revised the story for his memoirs, he wrote the Cubans out almost
completely.22

Those were essentially the versions of the story of the Battle of Cuzco
Well that Smedley Butler, Pete Wynne, and George Reid stayed up reading
at night in the Marine Barracks in Washington. “[The Marines] had hit some
stiff fighting, and the papers had been filled with details of their fine
conduct,” was all Butler remembered of the stories decades later.23

Those who’d gone to Cuba with the idea that they were going to save
people who looked like José Martí—a fair-skinned son of Spanish
immigrants—were shocked to learn that most of the Cuban army and 40
percent of its officers were Black. Once the U.S. Army arrived, they also
found themselves relying on segregated Black units, such as the “Buffalo
Soldiers” of the Tenth Cavalry, who landed with Gen. William Shafter’s V
Corps at Daiquiri Beach on June 22.



White American troops “showed less contempt for the white-skinned
Spanish enemy before them than for the blacks battling alongside them,”
the historian Adriane Lentz-Smith has written.24 After Roosevelt’s spotty
record in the July battles for Santiago (among other things, his “Rough
Riders” could not bring their horses), the future president burnished his
reputation by repeatedly telling a story about pulling a gun on Black U.S.
soldiers he thought were fleeing the Battle of San Juan Hill—only to be
informed by an aide at the last second that they were restocking rations
behind the lines. Roosevelt knew white readers would get the joke: that it
was natural to assume Black soldiers were cowards. Yet Roosevelt knew the
truth—that the Buffalo Soldiers had played a critical role in the charge that
would make him a national celebrity.*

As the war neared its end, the dismissal of Black soldiers on all sides
hardened into a conviction that Cubans were a “mongrel” race unfit for self-
rule.25 In the late summer of 1898, the New York Times interviewed a white
U.S. Army major whose unit was accused of cowardice. He tried to shift
blame to his Cuban allies, calling them the “dirtiest, laziest, most worthless
lot of niggers it has ever been my lot to encounter” and “an absolute
hindrance to us at all times.” But, the American officer concluded, “We
didn’t go to Cuba to fight for the Cubans anyway. We went there to avenge
the Maine and I think we succeeded.”26

When the commandant in Washington had informed Butler, Pete Wynne,
and George Reid that they were to join Huntington’s now-famous battalion
in July 1898, Smedley’s mind had raced with excitement and dread. “I had
done so much talking about this war that there was no way out of it,” he
later recalled.27

Now he was at Guantánamo and still could not find the colonel he was
supposed to report to. Following directions at the docks, the three friends
climbed the hill that housed the main cluster of tents, which the Marines
called Camp McCalla. By the time they reached the top, they were
drenched with sweat through their blue wool dress uniforms. But all they
found were a group of old men with matted beards lazing on boxes and



canvas chairs. These men were wearing undershirts and pieces of khaki
uniforms the recruits had not seen before. Orderlies, Butler assumed. He
asked one of them for directions to the lieutenant colonel. The old man
arched an eyebrow. “Going to help him win the war are you?” he asked.
The others laughed.

Furious, Pete Wynne ordered the old man to stand in the presence of
officers. This made the other old men laugh so hard one of them fell off the
box he’d been sitting on.

Just as Butler was about to start yelling too, a private came up, saluted
the man in the canvas chair, and called him “Colonel.” Huntington nodded
back.

Things only got worse from there. Smedley learned that the man who’d
laughed himself off the box was his new captain, Mancil C. Goodrell. The
bearded, ramrod Ohioan towered over Smedley’s skinny, five-foot-eight
frame. He handed him one of the new linen khaki uniforms, better suited for
the heat, then motioned for the recruit to follow. Butler picked up the little
tin trunk containing everything he’d brought to Cuba: some shirts,
underwear, a sewing bag, an extra pair of shoes, and a Bible. Then he
followed the captain to his first post, a salt marsh on the edge of camp.

As second lieutenant, Butler should have been in charge of the picket.
But the men barely regarded him, having already taken their positions for
the night. Goodrell patted Butler on the head and left him in the hands of a
sergeant. The lower-ranking officer laid out Smedley’s bedroll under a bush,
then went back to the line.

As night settled in, Butler watched the moonlit leaves above him. The
air was thick as steam. Fat mosquitoes pelted his arms and back. Suddenly,
a rifle cracked. His body jerked involuntarily, bracing for the bullet. But the
only noises he heard next were the heaving of his own breath and his hands
shaking against the bedding. All he wanted was to go home to his mother.
He stayed awake until Goodrell returned at dawn.28

Looking back across a storied battlefield career, it might seem strange
that Butler would carry with him a memory of that single sleepless night.
But he would never forget the fear and isolation he felt on his first night at
war, just when it seemed he had finally arrived.



In truth, it wasn’t the enemy Butler should have feared that night. Seven
times as many U.S. troops died from illness as from battle wounds in the
war—mostly typhoid, as well as malaria and yellow fever.29 Officers tried to
control the epidemics with strict hygiene, but they were woefully ill-
informed about what measures to take. They had mostly ignored the work
of Cuban scientist Carlos Finlay, who theorized two decades earlier that
yellow fever was transmitted by mosquitoes. It would not be until after the
war, in 1900, that Maj. Walter Reed, a U.S. Army physician and namesake
of the future military hospital, would go to Cuba and prove Finlay’s theory
to the military’s satisfaction—a breakthrough that would pay dividends in
tropical operations to come.

Butler was not spared in the meantime. A few weeks into his
deployment at Guantánamo, he was knocked down with a raging fever, the
first of countless bouts with tropical disease he would face in his career.
Captain Goodrell visited him regularly in his sickbed. “He came and read to
me and rubbed my hot head and did me innumerable little kindnesses,”
Butler recalled.30

It isn’t clear why the fifty-four-year-old veteran took such a shine to the
sandy-haired recruit. Maybe he identified with him, having joined the
military as a teenager in the Civil War. Or maybe Goodrell had been
ordered to look after a useful congressman’s son.

Whatever his motivation, the attention created an indelible bond. After
Butler recovered, Goodrell took him on hikes beyond the perimeter of the
camp, where he imparted life lessons. He taught the young officer to always
look out for his enlisted men: “If you will insist on carrying but the canteen
of a single man, your company will move.”31

Another time, on a two-man patrol through the moonlit cactus hills into
enemy territory, Goodrell remarked that it seemed like a good night for an
ambush. Seeing the teenager was properly spooked, Goodrell subjected him
to a terrifying tale about being the sole survivor of such an attack during the
Civil War. It was a good story. It might have even been true. Butler took the



implicit message and carried it with him for the rest of his life: never show
fear, especially in front of another Marine.

The perimeter that Butler and Goodrell patrolled in 1898 differs only
slightly from the limits of the naval station today. The line is still guarded
by Marines. One balmy afternoon, Meeks and I were escorted out to the
base’s far edge by Sgt. Tanner Bullock. As we raced down the desert road, I
spotted two layers of fencing. One was made of chain link topped with
coiled barbed wire. Beyond that ran a line of high nets strung between
wooden poles.

“Whiskey Echo Five Bravo,” Bullock rattled into his radio. “Two pax.
Heading for end zone.”

Our destination was Marine Observation Post 31. The installation itself
is unremarkable: a low-slung concrete building painted in forest-green
camouflage and an olive-drab watchtower, marked on its Cuba-facing sides
with American flags. What sets it apart is its job: overseeing the North East
Gate, the main door between the United States’ oldest overseas base and the
Republic of Cuba.

For more than half the twentieth century, Cubans and Americans
crossed freely back and forth through that gate. The adjacent city of
Caimanera was a famous “liberty town” where servicemen got loaded and
stumbled in and out of bordellos. In turn, many Cubans held jobs as drivers,
janitors, and waiters on the base. In the days when Cuba was a U.S.
tourists’ playground, Gitmo was known as a low-pressure post of tropical
sunsets and carnivals sponsored by Bacardi rum.

The arrangement had its roots in the aftermath of 1898, when
McKinley’s secretary of war, Elihu Root, drafted a law laying out
conditions for a partial withdrawal of U.S. troops. Stuffed into an
appropriations bill by the powerful senator Orville Platt, the law said the
U.S. could invade Cuba again whenever it wanted and barred future Cuban
governments from making treaties with other powers. It also required Cuba
to “sell or lease to the United States lands necessary for coaling or naval
stations”—namely, Guantánamo Bay.



With that, U.S. corporations and banks—including J. P. Morgan & Co.,
Sullivan & Cromwell, and the powerful United Fruit Company—gained
control of Cuban sugar, tobacco, railroads, mining, and utilities.32 Whenever
their control or profits were threatened, they sent the Marines from
Guantánamo. In 1912, for instance, the Marines crushed an uprising by
Black Cuban war veterans demanding equal rights. Such invasions and
occupations were a constant source of humiliation for a people who had
spent thirty years fighting for independence. “I don’t think they even
respected their own mothers. They would approach the houses, see a pretty
woman in the window or in the doorway, go up to her, and say, ‘Fucky,
fucky, Margarita,’ and in they would go,” Esteban Mesa Montejo, an Afro-
Cuban veteran of the independence war, told an interviewer in the 1960s.33

The Platt Amendment was repealed as a part of a general softening of
the U.S. imperial presence in Latin America in 1934. But its replacement
law maintained the U.S. right to keep Guantánamo forever—affirming it
could leave the bay whenever it wanted but providing no provision by
which Cuba could terminate the lease.34

U.S. control over Cuba’s government remained similarly intact. In the
1950s, Cuba was run by Fulgencio Batista, a Cuban army sergeant who had
seized power in a coup. Under his rule, the per-capita value of U.S.
investments in Cuba was three times more than its investments in the rest of
Latin America combined.35 In exchange, the United States looked the other
way at Batista’s repressive violence and his constant short-circuiting of
democracy.

The bond between Batista and Washington created an unassailable link
in many Cubans’ minds between capitalism, dictatorship, and the United
States. Some looked back to José Martí and the independence war for
inspiration. Fidel Castro, a lawyer who tried to run for congress in an
election Batista canceled, had grown up on a farm less than sixty miles
from Guantánamo Bay. Castro’s absentee father was a former Spanish
soldier who fought against the Cubans and Americans, then made a tidy
fortune as a tenant sugar plantation manager for United Fruit.36

In 1953, Castro was arrested for leading an attack on a government
barracks in Santiago. At his trial, he mocked Batista with an allusion to



Martí’s last letter, calling the dictator a “monstruum horrendum” who
“doesn’t even have guts.”37 From exile, Castro launched a revolution by
further emulating Martí: procuring a yacht, filling it with fighters and
weapons, and sailing for eastern Cuba.

As Castro’s guerrillas fought their way through the mountains, the U.S.
funneled firebombs to Batista’s troops from Guantánamo Bay. After the
dictator fled into exile on New Year’s Day 1959, Castro declared he had
completed the work of the mambises: “This time … the revolution will be
consummated. It will not be like the War of 1895, when the Americans
arrived and made themselves masters of the country.” Castro’s new
government nationalized U.S. subsidiaries, including his father’s former
landlords at United Fruit.38

Nothing mocked Castro’s vision of total independence more than the
naval station in his childhood backyard. But all he could do was
symbolically refuse to cash America’s monthly rent checks of $4,085.
(Castro claimed to keep them in a desk drawer.)39

In 1960, the U.S. imposed a crippling embargo on Cuba after Castro
nationalized two U.S. oil refineries that refused to process Soviet
petroleum.40 In 1961, the naval station took part in a thwarted coup attempt
at the Bay of Pigs. A year later, the discovery of Soviet missiles in Cuba
nearly provoked a nuclear war, prompting the temporary evacuation of all
civilians from Guantánamo Bay.

After a Cuban soldier was shot to death near the fence line in 1964—by
a Marine, Castro said—the Cuban leader took a page from Enrique Thomas
and tried cutting off the base’s water supply. The U.S. commander built
desalination plants.41 Sergeant Bullock proudly showed me the cut water
pipe near the Marine guard post, preserved as a symbol of the severed ties.

The empire and its recalcitrant client state built opposing guard posts on
opposite sides of the naval station’s perimeter. They dug trenches, planted
cactuses, and buried tens of thousands of land mines. When Cubans threw
rocks at the observation posts, the Americans built the high net fences. The
Cubans put up floodlights to blind the American sentries. The Marines
responded by building a giant reflector disc bearing the Corps seal: the
Eagle, Globe, and Anchor.



I climbed the observation tower with Sergeant Bullock and looked over
the fence into the no-man’s-land, where thousands of rusting land mines
were still buried under the brush. On one side was a totalitarian Communist
state, dedicated to thumbing its nose at U.S. imperialism while ensuring
complete domination over its own people. On the other was the forty-five-
square-mile base, the birthplace of America’s overseas empire, now
surrounded by hostile territory.

The North East Gate was essentially sealed. The last remaining Cuban
workers either quit or moved permanently to the American side. Those still
living on the installation are retired now, in a convalescent home on one of
the base town’s cul-de-sacs. They are the last of a generation of Cubans
who remember a time when Guantánamo Bay represented, even to a few,
something different than it does today.

The public relations office turned down my request to visit Camp X-Ray.
“It’s slated for demolition, and there’s a lot of debris. We wouldn’t want you
getting hurt,” Meeks explained, with a bit of a wink.

I did get a view of the empty cages of the former Camp Iguana, where
children as young as thirteen were once held.42 And I was given a brief,
distant glimpse of the warrens of barbed wire that marked the security
check to the main prison camp, as Meeks watched closely to make sure I
didn’t sneak a photo. But mostly, I had to rely on inference to suss out when
I was close to something or someone with ties to the prison. An increase in
“No Photography” signs was one telltale clue. I also learned that those
currently assigned to prison duty removed their Velcro name patches from
their uniforms, so detainees couldn’t identify them.

The insistence on hiding any trace of the detention center seemed to go
beyond a mere need for security. Only forty people were imprisoned at the
base when I visited, out of a high-water mark of roughly 780. It was not
hard to keep them out of sight. Tramping through the weeds at the former
Camp X-Ray would have likely revealed little about what had gone on
there, much less in the interrogation rooms where prior detainees have
reported they were isolated, shackled for hours, and forced to urinate on the



floor. The most extreme torture is believed to have been done far from
Guantánamo entirely, in “black sites” in Afghanistan and friendly client
states such as Thailand, Saudi Arabia, and Morocco.43 So what was my
government so intent on hiding?

On my last night on the base, as I walked down an unlit winding road to
my assigned quarters, I thought about someone I used to know. James Foley
and I went to the same journalism school, a few years apart. After he
graduated, we’d struck up a friendship over text and email. In 2012, he
vanished while covering Syria’s civil war. Years went by without news.
Then in August 2014, my phone buzzed with Jim’s name. But it wasn’t a
text from him. A video titled “A Message to America” had been released by
the radical jihadist group calling itself the Islamic State in Iraq and al-Sham.
While a masked man loomed over him, Jim recited a message denouncing
the latest round of U.S. bombing in Iraq. His last recorded words were, “I
guess, all in all, I wish I wasn’t an American.” Then the man cut off his
head.44

For his execution, Jim’s killers dressed him in a safety-orange jumpsuit,
the radioactive hue of hunting vests and traffic cones. We all knew what it
symbolized: it was the color of the jumpsuits at Guantánamo Bay. A
Spanish journalist held with Jim wrote that ISIS had modeled its whole
underground gulag on the secret American prison system exemplified by
Guantánamo. Captives were handcuffed and blindfolded, stripped naked,
waterboarded, and subjected to mock executions.45 By dressing an
American journalist in Guantánamo’s color—a uniform some of his captors
had been forced to wear—ISIS believed it was justifying his murder and
showing America’s moral bankruptcy, while recruiting others to their cause.

It was that strange, terrible quality, that unending symbolic power, that
ran like a live wire through Guantánamo’s history. The features that made
the bay a plaything of European empires also made it the target for
America’s first overseas invasion. Its resulting status—not quite Cuba, not
quite the United States—provided the legal justification for George W.
Bush’s administration to argue the prison there would not be subject to any
nation’s laws. The erasing and dehumanization of nonwhites and foreigners



that marked the bay’s first days in American hands would echo through the
wars of empire to come.

When the first blindfolded, shackled detainees touched down on the
airstrip in 2002—guards shouting in their ears, “You are now the property
of the U.S. Marine Corps!”—Guantánamo completed its journey from
landform to base to symbol.46 Its name became mythic, a black hole into
which Americans could imagine their enemies simply disappeared; an
expression of the strength of the most powerful nation in the world, to be
seen and feared by all, consequences be damned. It was the silence that
guards that myth, it seemed, that my minders were charged with protecting
above all.

Butler’s last weeks at Guantánamo were a flurry of activity. Cruisers
steamed out of the bay to sink enemy ships and shell batteries along the
coastline. On July 21, 1898, the USS Massachusetts left with three
thousand soldiers to conquer Puerto Rico. News came in that U.S. forces
had also landed in the Spanish colonies of the Philippines and Guam. For
days, rumors flew that the Marines were headed to a final, desperate scrap
for Cuba.

On August 5, the battalion was ordered aboard the USS Resolute. “I am
writing this in a little hot stateroom so thee must not expect a very lengthy
epistle,” Smedley wrote his mother. “Word has just come that we are going
to the Isle of Pines and that we will not get off tomorrow. I don’t know
where we will land and I guess nobody else does either.”47

They never reached the Isle of Pines.48 The Resolute ran into battle
along the way at Manzanillo, a last Spanish redoubt and a key port on
Cuba’s southern coast. Mambises attacked by land. The Resolute and five
other ships supported them by sea. The ship’s guns deafened Smedley as
they convulsed the deck. Finally, the orders came: Marines ashore at dawn.

All night, Butler steeled his nerves for his first combat. He thought of
his mother. He thought of his mission. He tried to remember his training
from Captain Goodrell.



Finally, the sun broke over the Sierra Maestra mountains, and a ship
pulled alongside to deliver the news: Spain had signed an armistice. Butler
had not come to help win the war after all, at least not by firing a gun. He
could not know that U.S. military rule over Cuba would continue, nor that a
new epoch of world history had just begun. All he knew was that, for the
moment, he and the Marines were going home.
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THREE
LUZON, PHILIPPINES

Butler returned from Cuba feeling like a hero. As his transport steamed into
Portsmouth, New Hampshire, in August 1898, fishermen swarmed and
cheered the homecoming Marines from their boats. After a few weeks in
mass quarantine, Butler paraded with the battalion through a throng of
fifteen thousand strong, screaming themselves hoarse for the conquerors of
Guantánamo.

Philadelphia newspapers covered Butler’s arrival home in West Chester.
Maud and Thomas tried to coax him into staying and finishing school. But
Smedley felt like a warrior now, a man who’d seen and done too much to
go back to books and baseball. Next time, he quietly hoped, he might even
get to see combat.

Like most of his countrymen, Smedley assumed the war was over. Spain
had surrendered. Cuba was, as far as Americans cared to know, free. But
across the world’s biggest ocean, hasty decisions and outsized ambitions
had plunged the United States into its first Asian quagmire.

Before heading to Cuba, while still assistant secretary of the Navy,
Roosevelt had ordered Commodore George Dewey to gather his U.S.
Asiatic Squadron in Hong Kong and, if war broke out, attack the Spanish
fleet in the nearby Philippines. On May 1, 1898—six days after the United
States declared war on Spain—Dewey did just that. The sneak attack was
unexpectedly successful—perhaps catastrophically so. In just over six
hours, Dewey’s little squadron had captured, burned, or sunk nearly the
entire Spanish Pacific fleet in Manila Bay.1



The victory “opened a vista of possibilities,” as McKinley’s chief naval
adviser, Capt. Alfred Thayer Mahan, put it. For three years, revolutionaries
on Luzon, the biggest and most populous island in the Philippines, had been
engaged in a revolution to overthrow Spanish rule. Some U.S. officials
imagined an alliance with a coequal Philippine Republic, which might be
willing to lease the Americans a port or two.2

The more hard-core expansionists saw a bigger opportunity. Earlier that
decade, in 1893, a University of Wisconsin historian named Frederick
Jackson Turner had proposed a theory to explain both the astounding post–
Civil War U.S. prosperity and a growing sense of unease. An economic
depression had been brewing at the time. Miners and railroad and factory
workers were going on strike for better wages, only to be crushed with
deadly violence by police, private security, and the National Guard. Some
were turning to socialism or anarchism, emerging philosophies that saw
hierarchy and class oppression at the root of the suffering of the poor.

Turner offered an alternative thesis that was more appealing to
America’s governing elites. For centuries, he noted, Americans had flocked
west across an ever-moving frontier in search of what Turner called “free
land.” Turner imagined that this frontier—the “meeting point between
savagery and civilization”—was a “magic fountain of youth” that had built
a national character of free enterprise, independence, and individualism.
But in 1892, the superintendent of the U.S. Census had announced that
white settlers now claimed so much land in North America that there could
“hardly be said to be a frontier line” at all.3

The implications of Turner’s “Frontier Thesis” were alarming: if the
frontier made America great, its vanishing portended doom. Expansion’s
end would mean not just a dwindling of resources to extract and Native
American lands to steal, speculate, and build on. It might mean the end of
American capitalism itself.

But suddenly in 1898, thanks to Dewey’s victory in Manila Bay, a new
source of “free land” beckoned in the Philippines: Seven thousand fertile
islands, tantalizingly stretching almost the exact length of the west coast of
the continental United States. An American East Indies. And a chance to



fulfill the ultimate aspiration of merchants and kings since the days of
Marco Polo: a direct route to China.

Seizing the islands was legal, from a U.S. standpoint. Senator Teller’s
amendment to the declaration of war against Spain had only outlawed the
annexation of Cuba. It said nothing about other Spanish territories. U.S.
forces had seized Puerto Rico; the arrival of a single Navy cruiser was all it
took to capture Guam. McKinley also used the cover of war to annex
Hawai‘i, a formerly independent kingdom overthrown by U.S. sugar
planters in a private coup five years earlier, as well as part of Samoa and the
Wake Island atoll. With the addition of the Philippines, that would all add
up to a network of coaling stations that would at last allow American
merchant and warships to travel from the coast of California directly to the
Far East—without ever having to rely on another power’s ports.4

But the Philippines would be the most daunting link in that chain. The
archipelago was home to more than seven million people. They spoke a
hundred languages and dialects and had a dizzying array of religions and
cultures, including a Roman Catholic majority on Luzon and large and
historically independent Muslim populations in the southern islands.

Many Filipinos were also ready to continue fighting for their
independence. The nationalists on Luzon, mostly ethnic Tagalogs, had
battled the powerful Spanish army to a stalemate by 1898. When the
Americans declared war on Spain, the president of the First Philippine
Republic, Emilio Aguinaldo, raced to a secret meeting with the U.S. consul
in Singapore. As Aguinaldo understood him, the consul promised the
United States would honor Filipino independence if he would join forces
against their common enemy, Spain.5

Aguinaldo’s cabinet fiercely debated the offer. Some of his advisers
believed Dewey’s Asiatic Squadron might play the role for them that the
Marquis de Lafayette and the French fleet had played for George
Washington’s forces in the American Revolution. Others feared they would
simply be trading one imperial master for another.6

The deciding moment came when one of Aguinaldo’s most trusted
advisers argued that the United States’ principles of self-government—and
its founding creed, “that all men are created equal”—would never allow the



North American giant to become a colonial power. To underscore this faith,
Aguinaldo and his cabinet quoted Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence
in their own (“that these Philippine Islands are, and of right ought to be,
free and independent”). And they adopted “the colors blue, red, and
white  … of the flag of the United States of North America” for the new
Philippine national banner, as another “manifestation of our profound
gratitude toward this great nation for its selfless protection.”7

They miscalculated. Many Americans did believe in a version of those
principles; they’d inspired thousands of young men like Smedley Butler to
volunteer for a war against “the beastly Spanish tyrants” in the first place.
But there was no consensus that those principles ought to be extended to
everyone. As many American thinkers and officials saw it, most people on
their own continent did not deserve full rights, much less bronze-skinned
islanders on a distant archipelago. Senator Teller himself pronounced on the
Senate floor: “The doctrine that the consent of the governed is essential in a
republican government has many exceptions.… We exclude the alien, we
exclude the ignorant and vicious, we exclude women and infants—
rightfully.”8

In fact, it had been even more extreme authoritarian racism that came
closest to preventing the annexation. Senator Benjamin Tillman—a one-
eyed ex-Confederate who’d overseen a surge in lynching as governor of
South Carolina and called for exterminating Black people who did not
submit to white rule—warned that annexing the Philippines would mean
“another million and a half of negroes, ten million Malays, Negritos,
Japanese, and Chinese, to say nothing of the hundreds of thousands of
mongrels of Spanish blood” joining the republic. (Tillman bragged in the
same speech about having stripped Black people of their right to vote in
South Carolina’s new state constitution, one of the pioneering documents of
Jim Crow.)9

“Pitchfork Ben” Tillman, as he was known, was absurdly racist, the
kind of hissing Lost Causer who made Roosevelt’s circle sound humane by
comparison. But the aims of the supposedly more genteel Northerners were
no less bloodthirsty. In a speech to a Boston Republican club in 1898, four
days before Dewey’s attack on Manila Bay, Senator Albert J. Beveridge of



Indiana, a close Roosevelt ally, had declared that “the Philippines are
logically our first target,” and if, “as a part of the Almighty’s infinite plan,”
that meant “the disappearance of debased civilizations and decaying races
before the higher civilization of the nobler and more virile types of man”—
then so be it.10

For Roosevelt and his allies, these ideas meshed seamlessly with the
notions of good government and conservation that inspired them elsewhere
to create food safety laws and the first national parks.11 Rudyard Kipling,
the bard of British imperialism, spun the idea into a catchphrase in his new
poem “The White Man’s Burden”—which he dedicated in a forgotten
subtitle to “The United States and the Philippine Islands.”

This debate was taking place in a time of compromise, since dubbed the
Redemption Era, in which white Northerners and white Southerners healed
the divisions of the Civil War by tolerating the reestablishment of white
supremacy through both legislation and violence, while focusing on their
own prosperity. “Foreclosing black citizenship seemed a small price to pay
for reunion between North and South, and between Northern capital and
Southern capitalists,” Adriane Lentz-Smith has written. War was central to
this project.12

In the Philippines and the other newly seized territories, the compromise
found between the racist isolationists and the racist expansionists was
blessedly simple: the Philippines and other new colonies would fall under
U.S. control, but their peoples would have no rights under the Constitution.

The Supreme Court sanctioned the idea. The justices—seven of whom
had just upheld domestic segregation in Plessy v. Ferguson—found in 1901
that, though Puerto Rico was not a “foreign country,” it was “foreign to the
United States in a domestic sense”—“inhabited by alien races” who could
not be governed “according to Anglo-Saxon principles.” Over the following
years, similar findings would be applied to the Philippines, Guam, and what
would soon be called American Samoa. Just as Plessy had allowed the
racial division of the continental United States, the so-called Insular Cases
split the new imperial United States into “‘practically two national
governments,’ one bound by the Bill of Rights, the other not,” the historian
Daniel Immerwahr has written.13



On August 13, 1898, the Spanish helped the Americans stage a mock
battle in Manila, surrendering the capital to the United States before
Aguinaldo’s army could enter.14 (The Spanish generals preferred to leave
the islands to a white-ruled nation rather than admit defeat to native
Malays.) When the Filipinos protested that the Americans were reneging on
their deal, the State Department denied knowing anything about its consul’s
promises in Singapore.

McKinley sealed the betrayal with a $20 million payment to Spain in
exchange for international recognition of U.S. rule over the Philippines. He
then issued a proclamation to all the peoples of the archipelago, promising
the United States had come “not as invaders or conquerors, but as friends”
on a mission of “benevolent assimilation.”15

Relations on Luzon fell apart. “Where these sassy niggers used to greet
us daily with a pleasant smile and a Benhos Dias, Amigo, they now pass by
with menacing looks,” a First California Regiment soldier wrote home in
January 1899.16 (In that early stage of building a new white identity politics,
that soldier’s only frame of racial reference was apparently the
European/African split, as expressed by the language’s basest racial slur.)

“All this never would have occurred,” a Black American soldier wrote
anonymously to a Wisconsin newspaper, “if the army of occupation would
have treated [the Filipinos] as people.”17

The Army set up outposts to prevent attacks from their former allies. On
February 4, 1899, a panicking twenty-three-year-old private in a unit from
Lincoln, Nebraska, fired on a group of Filipino soldiers near a reservoir on
the outskirts of Manila, and the new war began.

Though the Americans outgunned their adversaries, it soon became
clear that the state volunteer units that made up the bulk of the U.S. Army—
already stretched thin from fighting in Cuba—were not up to the task of
winning a war against Filipinos fighting on their own turf, for their own
homes. Congress began debating whether to increase the size of the
standing federal army, a step many Americans had long opposed.

In the meantime, the federal government deployed the reinforcements
they already had direct control over: the Marine infantry. In April 1899,



Butler accepted a commission as a first lieutenant of Marines and boarded a
cross-country train to San Francisco, bound for the archipelago.

While I was packing for my trip to the Philippines to search for the
Marines’ legacy there, my phone buzzed with a news alert: “Gunshots and
explosions heard at a mall, casino and hotel complex near Manila’s
international airport.”

I’d known already that the islands were mired in two overlapping crises.
One was a slow-burning campaign of repression focused on small towns
and Manila’s slums. Officially dubbed Operation Double Barrel—better
known as the “War on Drugs”—it was in practice a green light for police
and allied gangs to murder the poor with impunity. From 2016 to 2018,
between five thousand and twenty thousand people were killed.18

The other was a more literal war on the southern island of Mindanao,
where Muslim separatists in the city of Marawi had sworn allegiance to the
Islamic State. With the support of foreign advisers from the United States,
Russia, and China, the Philippine military was pounding the jewel of
Maranao culture into rubble.19

The two crises had one thing in common: the country’s president,
Rodrigo Duterte. The lapsed Catholic mayor of the largest city on
Mindanao, Duterte had won a surprise election in 2016 and quickly become
known internationally for his bombast: cursing President Obama and the
pope, bragging about killing three men while he was mayor, and mocking
his own daughter’s disclosure of having been raped.20 Duterte openly
aligned himself with figures from the brutal Marcos dictatorship, which had
ruled the Philippines from 1965 to 1986, and oversaw the murder of
thousands of Filipinos and the torture of tens of thousands more while
enjoying the robust support of the United States.

It seemed at first that the casino attack was blowback from the war in
Marawi, especially after ISIS’s Syria-based propaganda network claimed
responsibility. But Philippine national police quickly issued a statement
rejecting ISIS’s claim, identifying the attacker as an out-of-work casino
employee trying to pay off his debts.21 Adding to the confusion, the police



issued warnings that more terrorist attacks in Manila were imminent.
Figuring out what was going on in the Philippines, I realized, would not be
easy.

To help me navigate this place, I arranged to work with a fixer—a
translator and guide who specializes in helping foreign reporters. Rica
Concepcion was a veteran journalist herself, who had years of experience
covering her country and had crisscrossed Asia as a documentary producer
until her partner and co-filmmaker passed away. It was a testament to our
countries’ disparities of wealth and power, that a highly regarded Filipino
journalist could make more working for a visiting American than she could
with an outlet at home.

Rica burned through war stories as fast and deliberately as she did her
cigarettes. By the time we met, guiding foreigners through the War on
Drugs had become her full-time job. She and her Formula 1–ready driver,
Manny, would pound coffee and nicotine all night, waiting for a call to race
to the latest “crime scene,” which in Duterte’s upside-down world was a
place where the police had just killed someone. They called it “the night
shift.”

“I was glad when you called,” she told me as Manny jockeyed through
traffic on our first afternoon together. “You work during the day.”

For our first outing, we toured the capital. In the century since the first
U.S. invasion, Manila had become massive beyond reckoning. More than
twenty million people live there, packed into what is now the capital of a
nation of more than one hundred million. Traffic is atrocious. Drivers
jockey for position on the elevated highway that arcs around the city like a
coiled spine, past fashion billboards and pulsating waterfalls of LED lights.

After finding an exit ramp off the elevated highway, Manny raced down
a narrow corridor of market stalls, smoothly avoiding a slow-moving
jeepney—one of the city’s ubiquitous psychedelic-colored public buses,
built in the style of old U.S. troop transports. Eventually we hit a wall of
traffic even Manny couldn’t break through.

“I have to tell you, now that you’re here, it will be hard to find Filipinos
who know the American War,” Rica said as we waited to move.

“Oh?” I replied.



She nodded. “People here don’t ask questions about the past.”
I’d heard such warnings before. The Filipino historian Vicente Rafael

calls this the result of the “manufacturing of amnesia,” a product of decades
under U.S. colonial educators and elites who, as he told me, “gave up and
collaborated and benefited from American rule.”

Still, that seemed to be changing, if slowly. Duterte had broken with his
predecessors by routinely and publicly bringing up the violent history of
U.S. colonization in the islands. Like many would-be autocrats, he had no
use for the courtesies that democrats need to placate their electoral bases. In
July 2017, he responded to U.S. congressional criticism of his human rights
record by sniping: “I will start with your past sins. I will produce—from
your archives—the photographs that you took of the people you murdered
here in the Philippines.… You’re investigating me and the internal affairs of
my country? I’m investigating you.”22

Some signs of colonization were still right on the surface. There was
Taft Avenue, named for William Howard Taft, the U.S. president and later
chief justice of the Supreme Court who rose to fame as the first civilian
governor-general of the Philippines. The street runs parallel to the
thoroughfare that fronts Manila Bay, named Roxas for the first post-
independence Filipino president, though many locals still call it by its older
name: Dewey Boulevard. To my left washed the steel-gray waters where
Spain’s Pacific empire met its end at the guns of Dewey’s squadron. To my
right was a Kentucky Fried Chicken.

We passed the imposing U.S. embassy and stopped by the Manila Hotel
—the California-mission-style jewel of urban designer Daniel Burnham’s
partially realized “Manila Plan.” Gen. Douglas MacArthur had lived there
when he was field marshal of the Philippine Army in the years before World
War II. (His father, Arthur C. MacArthur Jr., was yet another U.S. colonial
governor-general of the islands, from 1900 to 1901.)

Past the dense concrete warrens of the central city, we climbed the leafy
parkway of McKinley Road toward the city’s new financial center, the
neighborhood of Makati. Rising ahead were glass-and-steel towers where
Filipinos ply their English skills into jobs as call center agents for Verizon,
IBM, Citibank, Aetna, and other companies. It was evening, and the lights



were coming on. Because their clients were in the United States, the call
centers worked American hours, up to twelve time zones away.

As we concluded the tour and wound back toward my guesthouse, Rica
told me about her experience shooting a documentary in Laos. She had
visited Long Tieng, a high limestone valley that housed a CIA airfield
during the secret U.S. war there in the 1960s and 1970s.23 When the
Americans retreated from Southeast Asia after the fall of Saigon, Long
Tieng went from to being a thriving secret city of tens of thousands to a
husk of a town. Twenty years later, Rica met abandoned lovers who’d raised
servicemen’s children and Hmong street hustlers who greeted her with an
American-style “Hey, man!”

“The Americans trained people there and then they abandoned them,”
Rica recalled. She said it reminded her of the Philippines.

Butler’s regiment arrived in Manila Bay on May 23, 1899. They were
posted on the opposite side of the bay from the city, at the tip of a double-
pronged peninsula the Tagalogs called Kawit, the name for a kind of
fishhook it resembles. The Spanish called it Cavite. For centuries, an old
Spanish naval base there had guarded the mighty galleons that carried
Chinese silk and spices to Spain’s colonies in the New World and brought
gold and silver back the other way—a trading system that had once made
the Spanish empire the envy of its rivals. With Spain’s surrender, the base,
and the bay, belonged to the United States.

To Butler’s unending frustration, that position kept him out of the fight
at first. An Army unit at the base of the peninsula held off the closest enemy
fighters. Adding insult to injury, they were Pennsylvania Volunteers—a
sister unit to the one that had rejected him on account of his age a year
before. He had nothing to do but drill and watch Filipino fishermen trolling
on wooden platforms, surrounded by the protruding masts of the Spanish
battle cruisers Dewey’s squadron had sunk. The closest thing to action the
Marines saw in their first few months was running out to watch the Navy’s
ships fire at the Filipinos on the opposing shore.



“I want Papa to go to the President, or somebody who has authority, and
request that I be ordered for duty with one of the regiments up at the front,”
Butler, now eighteen, wrote Maud in a frantic scrawl in August 1899. “If
you have any ambition for me to make a name for myself please have this
done.”24 He was so upset he forgot to use his Quaker “thees” and “thys.”

For about as long as there have been boys, there have been dreams of
becoming men on the battlefield. At that moment, however, American
society was becoming particularly obsessed with manhood. The United
States was transforming from a country of manual laborers into one where
people rode machines to office jobs. Electricity and plumbing would soon
mean less chopping and hauling at home. The Civil War generation was
retiring, taking tales of courage and honor with them. Women were
campaigning for, and in a few states had already won, the right to vote. As
the historian Kristin L. Hoganson has argued, male leaders feared that all
these trends portended national feminization and ruin. “War, they believed,
would return the nation to a political order in which strong men governed
and homebound women proved their patriotism by raising heroic sons.”25

Roosevelt had made the case for war’s powers of potency at an all-male
Republican social club in Chicago in April 1899. Standing before battle-
worn U.S. flags from Gettysburg and San Juan Hill, the soon-to-be vice
president preached “the doctrine of the strenuous life”—a call for men and
boys to show “those virile qualities necessary to win.” Roosevelt lauded
British rule over India and Egypt for having “trained up generations of
men.” A healthy state depended on rigid gender roles, he said. “When men
fear work or fear righteous war, when women fear motherhood, they
tremble on the brink of doom; and well it is that they should vanish from
the earth.”

Opportunity lay in the Philippines. “The guns that thundered off Manila
and Santiago left us echoes of glory, but they also left us a legacy of duty,”
Roosevelt boomed. If American men did not root out the “savage anarchy”
of Filipino self-rule, “some stronger, manlier power would have to step in
and do the work.” Roosevelt then turned to the conclusion that would define
his career, and in many ways the coming decade:



The twentieth century looms before us big with the fate of many nations. If we stand idly by,
if we seek merely swollen, slothful ease and ignoble peace, if we shrink from the hard
contests where men must win at hazard of their lives and at the risk of all they hold dear, then
the bolder and stronger peoples will pass us by, and will win for themselves the domination of
the world.26

While the applause echoed in the Hamilton Club, Butler was already on
the way to the Philippines. But Roosevelt might as well have been speaking
directly to him. Manhood was the quality Smedley craved most. He wanted
the stature of his Scottish drill instructor, the confidence of Captain
Goodrell, the courage under fire of Sergeant Quick. Above all, he wanted to
prove he was not just a congressman’s son.

“At the end of thy latest letter thee enjoined me to be a good man and a
good soldier,” Butler wrote his mother. “Now any fool can be a good man if
he tries hard enough but not every man will make a good soldier, so I will
devote my energies towards the latter and the former will follow I think.”
(“My precious Smedley,” Maud wrote in response, “I never read such a
good letter in my life … thee surpasses thyself in everything that is good
and wonderful.”)27

Butler’s desire to prove his manhood burned so hot that it blinded him
to the moment when a war he’d joined to free peoples from imperialism
became a war to subdue a colony.

U.S. officials were hell-bent on capturing the Philippine president,
Aguinaldo, convinced that doing so would end the “insurrection.” To free
up troops to push north along the rail line, they first needed to dismantle
networks of resistance around Manila, particularly in Aguinaldo’s home
province of Cavite. In October, Governor-General Elwell Otis issued
directives to “attack and severely punish these Cavite insurgents.”28

The Marines were to march down the peninsula and take the crossroads
village of Noveleta. Smedley’s “A” Company was placed at the head of the
column. Just as they were about to go, the company captain was reassigned,
leaving the teenage Butler in charge.

As the Marines marched south, the peninsula and road narrowed. At
times the infantrymen had to walk single file, surrounded by swamp.
Trigger fingers swelled in the heat. Butler led the column around a corner



toward the causeway to the mainland. Suddenly, a group of Filipino soldiers
who had been lying in wait opened fire from a trench.

“A” Company dove to the ground. A sergeant named Alex McKinnon
—“a wild impulsive Irishman,” Butler later recalled—leaped to his feet and
started shooting back. As Butler grabbed him by the wrist to pull him down,
a bullet shredded McKinnon’s arm.29

The company to their rear started shooting, creating a deadly crossfire.
Some Marines jumped into the swamp. Spattered with McKinnon’s blood,
his men waiting for his orders, Smedley felt his stomach shrink into a ball.
In his very first battle, he’d just led the entire battalion into an ambush. His
mind went wild with regret and fear. An image came to him of his mother,
Maud, spanking him over her lap as a little boy.30

Butler later tried to describe the instinct that took over in moments like
that one. “The feeling of a human being next to you,” he would write, “with
the knowledge that he is probably just as much frightened as you are seems
to break the spell, and the natural desire to hide from each other any
weaknesses gives courage to both.”31

Rising unsteadily to his feet, he ordered the men to fire. What Butler
didn’t know, what no one had told him, was that just three years earlier
Filipino insurgents fighting under Aguinaldo and Gen. Santiago Álvarez
had used that very choke point to wipe out at least four hundred Spanish
soldiers.

But the Americans had an advantage. Thanks to an inspired piece of
tactical preparation, the gunboat USS Petrel was sweeping down the coast
to their right in support of the advance.32 Its shells whipped by and exploded
across the Filipino positions. The Marines roared and charged into the haze.

Flanking through rice paddies, the Americans chased the insurgents into
Noveleta. Fresh waves of gunfire came from nipa-grass huts. Butler’s men
took refuge in a trench. A private named John McDonald peeked over the
edge, then snapped backward, a crimson stream running down his face. The
company surgeon rushed over and, pulling fingers through McDonald’s
blood-soaked hair, breathed a sigh: the bullet had only grazed the skull. But
when the doctor sat McDonald up to get a better look, the private’s forehead



burst open. A second shot had hit its mark. Butler and the men returned fire
and charged, leaving McDonald’s limp body behind.33

In short order, Noveleta was in American hands. The rest of the
province, and soon the island, would follow. The Marines sang “My
Country ’Tis of Thee” under a mango tree, then went back to base, burning
houses along the road.34

Later that day, an orderly sent to bury the dead noticed that McDonald
was still breathing. The private woke from a coma two weeks later and was
shipped home to a Philadelphia naval hospital. Thomas Butler regularly
visited the twenty-four-year-old soldier who’d served under his son, and
used his position in Congress to secure him a lifelong pension—a rarity in
that war. But McDonald would never see again; the second bullet had
shattered his optic nerve.

Butler often talked about his first battle. In his memoirs, he spoke
honestly about the fear he’d felt—often as a comic foil to highlight the
strenuous duty he’d endure in wars to come. But though those retellings
often included the shattering of McKinnon’s arm, Butler does not seem to
have written or spoken publicly about what happened to Private McDonald.
Perhaps that trauma was too much for him to process and bear. But for the
rest of his life, Butler held on to the newspaper clippings his mother sent
him about his father’s visits to his blinded comrade in the hospital.

When I visited Noveleta over a century later, I met a man named Salvador
Garcia. He was ninety years old. He wore a blue hat that said “NAVY,” a
Masonic ring, and a white polo shirt. Embroidered above his heart were a
bald eagle and the words “Proud to be a USA American.”

Garcia was hanging out in the mayor’s office. Though he had traveled
about as far around the world as a person could go, he’d always come back
to his hometown. “All the people here I know and they know me,” he said.
“Also, I am the one who is running the cockpit here. You know what the
cockpit is?”

I thought of airplanes and ships.
“A cockpit is where they hold the cockfighting.”



“Oh, yes,” I said. “An actual cockpit.”
He laughed hard. “I’m a big small-time cockfighting aficionado.”
Garcia was born in Noveleta in 1927, twenty-eight years after Butler,

McDonald, and the Marines crushed the insurgency in his town. He grew up
under the U.S. colonial regime and was forced to learn English in
American-run schools.

His strongest memories began when he was fourteen, when the Japanese
soldiers arrived. The invasion of the Philippines started on December 8,
1941, ten hours after the attack on Pearl Harbor. By the end of the month,
the Americans were trapped on the nearby Bataan Peninsula, and the
Japanese were in control of Noveleta. They gathered all the able-bodied
men eighteen years and older and drove them away on trucks, never to be
seen again.

For three years, young Salvador and the rest of the survivors lived as
virtual slaves to the Japanese. They watched their food supplies dwindle
until there was nothing but kamote, a type of sweet potato. The Americans
returned in 1945 and with the help of Filipino guerrillas drove the Japanese
out. A year later, President Truman granted the devastated islands their
long-belated independence—minus a few carve-outs for preferential trade
as well as space for U.S. military bases, much as the Platt Amendment had
done with Guantánamo in Cuba.

Garcia had dreamed of going to college, but there was little chance of
that in postwar Noveleta. So he signed up for a job as a steward’s mate with
the richest, most powerful institution he knew, the U.S. Navy.

The military was still legally segregated then. But it was not clear where
Asians and Pacific Islanders, including the American-but-not-American
Filipinos, were supposed to fit. Once, at a naval station in San Francisco,
Garcia tried to board a military shuttle with another Filipino. After a few
seconds of confusion, the driver told one of them—Salvador didn’t
remember which—to sit with the whites in the front, and the other to sit in
the back.

“What did you say?” I asked.
“I said, ‘Oh, gosh. What a life.’”



Eventually Garcia moved up the ranks. He was granted U.S. citizenship
in 1952, the year he turned twenty-five—a benefit he’d never enjoyed
despite having been born on U.S. soil. He served on an aircraft carrier in the
Vietnam War. One of his daughters became a nurse in California. A son
followed him into the Navy. When Salvador retired, he finally went to
college.

Here was a man who represented the promise, or at least some promise,
of America. Despite incredible odds and blatant discrimination, in a life
roiled over and over again by the vicissitudes of U.S. (and Japanese)
imperialism, he had grabbed onto the slimmest of opportunities, held on,
and prospered.

I tried to ask what he studied in college, but he didn’t seem to hear me.
Instead he said, “At the time they were hiring some ex-Navy men to Iran.
You know Iran?”

“Iran?” I assumed I had misheard.
“Bell Helicopter in Iran. I spent two years in Iran and I was captured

there.”
“Captured? By who?”
“I was a hostage. Khomeini’s soldiers.”
My jaw dropped. When I looked through old newspapers later, I read

about the Bell Helicopter employees who’d been imprisoned inside the
Royal Tehran Hilton at the outset of Iran’s 1979 revolution.35 A group of
Iranian revolutionaries fighting in the name of the Grand Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khomeini had overthrown the monarch Mohammad Reza Shah,
who had himself been restored to power in a CIA-sponsored coup* two and
a half decades earlier. U.S. citizens were immediate targets. Garcia tried
hiding in a bathroom when fighters stormed the hotel, only to be dragged
into the lobby.

“Woo! I was so scared. I thought—I was saying, ‘Uh-oh, this is the
end.’”

One of Khomeini’s soldiers told him to pull out his blue U.S. passport.
He looked it over and asked, “Are you American?” Garcia looked at me and
started laughing so hard his voice nearly whistled.

“What did you say?” I asked him.



“What can I say? I cannot deny that. I said, ‘Pil-Am.’”
“Pil-Am?”
“Pil-Am. Filipino American.”
Garcia and the other Bell employees were freed after a week.

Khomeini’s student followers stormed the U.S. embassy in Tehran nine
months later. Those fifty-two Americans would remain hostages for over a
year.

“That’s amazing,” I said.
He smiled a big wrinkled smile. I looked again at the patriotic

embroidery above his heart.
“Okay,” he replied. “I’ll see you in the States sometime, maybe.”

In late 1899, while the Army was chasing Aguinaldo north on Luzon, the
Marines fell back into waiting at Cavite. Waiting, Butler was learning, was
most of war. The brass stressed readiness with competitive drills, but most
of the time was passed with cockfights and bouts of heavy drinking. Butler
adopted a pony. He was assigned a room with his old friend from boot camp
and Guantánamo, Pete Wynne, which did little to alleviate the drinking.

The victories meant soldiers could roam more freely, allowing them to
introduce a new, more personal element of occupation to the women of
Luzon. This, too, did not come without casualties: at the new Cavite Naval
Hospital, sexually transmitted infections outpaced every other malady,
including gunshot wounds and malaria.36 In a story recounted by a future
Corps commandant for its supposed comedic value, one Marine complained
of his Tagalog girlfriend: “When I asked her to explain things, she smiles
like a hyena and says, ‘No Sabe, Sargento!’ What the hell can I do about it?
I can’t tame her and I’m afraid to kill her.”37

If the young Quaker took part in such things, he doesn’t seem to have
written about it. Butler later said he spent most of his nights so homesick he
cried himself to sleep, only to be embarrassed by the memory the next
day.38

In December 1899, a new major arrived at Cavite. At five foot four,
forty-three-year-old Littleton W. T. “Tony” Waller was even shorter than



Butler. His ego made up for his size. Waller was Waller’s biggest fan, and
he didn’t care who knew it. He walked with his chest barreled out and
groomed his graying mustache into a flashy imperial. It quivered when he
barked in his aristocratic Virginia Tidewater drawl. Waller had won a small
amount of fame within the Corps during an 1882 port intervention in Egypt,
and commanded ship-guard Marines in the naval battle of Santiago de
Cuba. He could also put away an unrivaled amount of alcohol. With a more
“swarthy complexion,” another Marine wrote, Waller “might have tied a
bandana around his head, set his teeth in a knife athwart his jaw, and made a
good Comrade Blackbeard.”39

Waller was the virile model of soldiering manhood Butler had been
looking for. He kept as close to the Virginian as possible, following him
even on routine beach patrols. When Waller implemented a few of his
suggestions on improving guard duty, Butler beamed in a letter to his
mother: “Major seems to have every confidence in me.”40

One day, a traveling Japanese tattoo artist showed up at Cavite. Guys
took turns at the needle. One picked a favorite animal. Another chose a
portrait of his wife. Butler chose the design that now meant more to him
than any other in the world. The artist traced the eagle across the front of his
shoulders, talons perched on the globe across his chest, the anchor and
fouled rope behind. The tattoo immediately got infected, and Butler spent a
few days knocked down with fever as a result.41 But wherever he was, from
then on, he’d wear the emblem of the United States Marines.

As Butler fell deeper into the rhythms of life on a forward base, he
stopped writing home. Letters piled up from his parents. Maud became
particularly prolific in the spring of 1900. Often using her husband’s
congressional letterhead, she sent near-daily updates on the family, life in
West Chester, and politics. She took particular interest in the state of the
fights over Marine Corps appropriations in the House; far less in the
ceremonial duties of a congressman’s wife. (“My forte is not in the line of
entertaining gentlemen,” she noted.)42

At the end of May, Maud sent her son a clipping from the Philadelphia
Inquirer—an illustration of the battle cruiser USS Newark. “I always had a
motherly instinct in the Newark. If thee had gone on her thee would perhaps



have experienced some active duty,” she wrote. Her clipping omitted the
short accompanying item: the ship was carrying Marines to China, where a
popular uprising was targeting foreigners.43

By early June 1900, the insurgency on Luzon had been severely
weakened. Though the rest of the archipelago was by no means in American
hands, it was secure enough to start moving Marines elsewhere. Orders
came down for Major Waller to transfer with 104 enlisted men and eight
officers to reinforce Guam. George Reid, Pete Wynne, and Smedley Butler
volunteered to join him. Though Butler had heard nothing but bad things
about the freshly captured Pacific island (“a Hell Hole,” he’d written, ruled
by a “tyrant” of a Navy captain), he jumped at the chance to follow his new
mentor.44

Then the orders changed. The situation in China was rapidly
deteriorating. The U.S. envoy in Beijing had requested Marines to protect
Americans—starting, as Maud Butler had noticed, with the ones aboard the
Newark. Now a full invasion was in the works. The Navy ordered Butler
and the rest of Waller’s detachment to head to China instead.

While I was in Manila, I found myself invited to a party of the Filipino arts
set. A few of the islands’ better-known movie stars were there, hanging out
in an upstairs lounge decorated with the shell of an old jet fuselage. A pop-
punk band from Mindanao was playing on the stage below, singing in a
language the Manileño Tagalog speakers I was sitting with couldn’t
identify.

“I hear you’re doing research on the American War,” a film critic sitting
at my table shouted over the din. “Was the guy you’re following at Tirad
Pass?”

I shook my head. That was a battle fought during the northward pursuit
of Aguinaldo, in 1899; it’s often known as the “Philippine Thermopylae”
because it featured a small Filipino rear guard sacrificing itself against a
much larger U.S. force. Only the Army was involved on the American side;
Butler and the Marines were at Cavite at the time.



“That’s a shame!” the critic said. “They’re shooting a movie about it
right now up in Tarlac. We could probably get you onto the set.”

“I mean—I could go anyway.”
“OK! You better be careful, though. Once they see a real live American

there, they’ll probably cast you as a villain.”
That’s how, on my last full day on Luzon, I ended up on the set of

Goyo: The Boy General. The film was the second in a planned trilogy about
the U.S. conquest of the Philippines. This was something new. Like Filipino
society as a whole, the country’s movie industry had seldom dealt with the
collective trauma of American colonization. Instead, generations of
filmmakers had channeled their anxieties into allegory: science fiction and
horror flicks that told “imperialism’s history in scenes of blood-curdling
terror, mild eroticism, and immensely pleasurable schlock,” as the Filipino
American film scholar José B. Capino has written.45

Then, in 2010, a young director named Jerrold Tarog, fresh off a short
film about a haunted funeral parlor, read a Wikipedia article about Gen.
Antonio Luna—a Filipino commander who served as chief of staff in the
early months of the Philippine-American War. Tarog was captivated by the
story of a brilliant, headstrong general who fiercely resisted the Americans
—only to be assassinated on the orders of Aguinaldo, who was jealous of
his rising power and fame.

The result was the first film in the series, Heneral Luna. It was released
in 2015 by a Manila art-house studio, and promptly flopped on its opening
weekend. Multiplex owners tried to rush it off their screens to make room
for the next installment of Marvel’s Avengers series.

But before Luna could be shunted from theaters entirely, a small group
of Filipino students was able to see it, and in it, they recognized its
groundbreaking potential. Tarog’s film depicted Americans as they are
rarely portrayed in Hollywood: duplicitous, relentless killers. The movie’s
real villain, though, was the divisions in Filipino society. At a crucial
moment, the title character turns nearly to the camera and says: “If we are
to become one nation, we must go through a radical change. My brothers
and sisters, we have an enemy bigger than the Americans—ourselves.”



Supporters rallied to sell out the remaining showings. Luna memes took
over social media. Superfans calling themselves Lunaticos Bravos
cosplayed as Filipino heroes of the war. Ticket sales tripled from the first
week to the second, despite the film being on half as many screens. By the
end of the year, Luna had become one of the highest-grossing Filipino
movies ever made.46

The sequel, Goyo, was about another officer: the dashing “Boy General”
Gregorio del Pilar, who was killed by the Americans at Tirad Pass at the age
of twenty-four. It was announced Marvel Universe style, in a post-credit
teaser trailer following Luna. To star, Tarog tapped Paulo Avelino, a
heartthrob known for romantic comedies like I’m Drunk, I Love You and
Status: It’s Complicated!

I arrived on the set in a large public park early on a Tuesday morning. It
was the Fourth of July; or as it’s been known in the islands since their
belated independence, “Philippine-American Friendship Day.”

As the critic had predicted, the casting director sized me up and decided
to cast me as a U.S. soldier. When she realized they didn’t have soldier’s
boots big enough to fit me, she assigned me to the prisoners of war. The
costume department took my shoes and glasses, dressed me in a ratty wool
uniform with the buttons popped off, and sprayed fake dirt on my face and
bare feet. A tech snatched my phone away (“not period appropriate,” she
noted). Then I was lined up with my fellow “prisoners”—a mix of
foreigners and light-skinned Filipinos who’d answered a casting call on
Facebook.

The scene was of a prisoner exchange at a rural train station, in which
the Filipinos were handing over captured Americans in a deal to buy the
fleeing Aguinaldo time. Maj. Gen. Arthur C. MacArthur (Douglas’s father)
and another American general were to enter and exchange a bit of dialogue
with their Filipino counterpart, Gen. José Alejandrino, while we prisoners
of war shuffled in glumly behind him. I tried to channel what Butler might
have felt if he’d been caught in a similar situation.

At first my debut as a Filipino film extra went smoothly. Despite the
fact that I was barefoot and couldn’t see without my glasses, I walked in on
command, hit my mark, and glowered. Then we did it again. Then again.



And again. It slowly dawned on me that I had signed up for a military-style
exercise in repetition. I did not notice the monsoon clouds rolling in.

“Thirteen of our men in exchange for a cease-fire? They can’t be
fucking serious,” the fake-bearded actor playing Brig. Gen. Loyd Wheaton
said for the millionth time.

“MacArthur” snorted in agreement. “This is all a grand waste of our
time. Otis won’t—”

Just then, the winds picked up, and a sudden hard rain fell. Water burst
through plastic sheets that doubled as a station roof.

“Fuck!” Alvin Anson, the actor playing the Filipino general, shouted as
a torrent of water crashed into his face. Someone from the costume
department ran over and shielded him with a plastic poncho. The camera
crew rushed to cover their equipment.

“Where do we go?” one of the other prisoners asked me. It seemed we
had to fend for ourselves.

Before long the water was rising over my feet, real mud mixing with the
fake dirt. One of the other Americans, a former missionary named Andy,
pointed to a tangle of thick black wires beside us.

“I get electrocuted all the time in the Philippines,” he warned. “Nothing
is grounded, the wiring is terrible, and it’s two hundred twenty volts.”

I flagged down a tech. He told me he wasn’t worried. “You have no
shoes on,” he said, deadpan. “You’ll go first.”

The water kept rising. The concrete platform started to sag. The
loudspeaker occasionally crackled in Tagalog. I put my hand on the
station’s brick wall to get my bearings. It was Styrofoam.

“Prisoners, you can go into the train car!” a production assistant
helpfully chirped in English, and we cozied in with some “market women”
and extras dressed as Filipino soldiers in their pin-striped blues. But the
“train” had a gap-filled plywood roof, and water poured in over the
dangling wires there, too.

By the time the rain stopped, the sun had dropped low over the
Zambales Mountains. Tarog called it a day. As cast and crew took turns
wading through a moat that had risen around the fake train station, I asked



an assistant director about the electricity. Why hadn’t they turned off the
lighting rig when the downpour started?

“When it’s been on for that long, it gets too hot to turn off just like that
in the rain,” she patiently explained. “We could blow a transformer. Or start
a fire.”

Clouds of steam were evaporating off the lights. It was like the empire
in which we’d trapped ourselves and millions of others in places like that a
century before: Too dangerous to turn off. Too dangerous to keep on. I
turned to look for my fellow Americans, making their way across the water.
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FOUR
NORTHERN CHINA

The trouble in China, like so much in Smedley Butler’s life, began back in
that auspicious summer of 1898. After months of heavy rain, dikes built to
contain the Yellow River along the fertile central plains failed.1 Millions
were left homeless. In what seemed like mockery from heaven, the floods
were followed by an even more crippling drought. “We ate corn cobs to get
by. Some people did not even have corn cobs—they ate cotton,” a survivor
remembered.2

The ruling Qing dynasty, ensconced hundreds of miles away in the
Forbidden City of Beijing, seemed indifferent to the farmers’ plight.
Christian missionaries—mostly Americans, British, and Germans—opened
their doors to starving families. But many of the plainspeople were
suspicious of the foreigners. Some thought they might have even caused the
flood and famine by offending the gods with their strange religion.

It was in this atmosphere of hunger and suspicion that a new kind of
figure appeared on the plains. Some wore red turbans. Others went bare-
chested, sporting flowing black scarves around their waists. They traveled
from village to village, spreading the word about a way to end the cycles of
disaster through a magical style of fighting.

A villager from Shandong Province named Wang Qingen remembered
his first encounter as a teenager. The visitors took him and four friends to a
clearing outside his village and told them each to think of a favorite deity.
Wang chose Lord Guan, the warrior. Perhaps imitating the missionaries, he
made a sign of the cross, then did a traditional Chinese kowtow—bowing
his head to the ground three times. Then he felt the spirit take over. “It was



like a dream. I rode a bench and it became a horse. I rode a rope and it was
a dragon. I climbed a locust tree to challenge the gods.”3

The young men trained for weeks, first with wheat stalks, then knives
and swords. Finally, the visitors revealed their purpose: they were building
a holy army. “We must practice hard,” the fighters told Wang. “Then we can
drive the foreign devils back into the ocean and protect our homes.”

At first, the fighting bands took names based on their preferred fighting
styles, such as “Big Sword Society” and “Plum Blossom Fists.” As the
movement spread, and attacks on Christians and their missions accelerated
across the central plains, the fighters united under a single name: Yihequan,
or “Righteous and Harmonious Fists.” Unfamiliar with Chinese martial arts,
English-speaking missionaries described them with the closest word they
had: Boxers.

This all had come at an inopportune time for the Qing dynasty. For two
and a half centuries, the ethnic Manchu house had ruled a diverse empire
stretching from the Pacific to the Tibetan Plateau, and from Southeast Asia
to Mongolia. But their power had weakened. The British had invaded twice
during the nineteenth century—the second time in an alliance with the
French—to force the Qing to tolerate the trafficking of opium, especially
that grown in British India.

As a result of the Opium Wars, the Qing had granted land concessions
and trading privileges in port cities such as Shanghai and Tianjin. The
British annexed even more territories, including Hong Kong. France leased
five hundred square miles of southern Guangdong Province, which it
administered as part of its colony of French Indochina (now Vietnam, Laos,
and Cambodia). Germany seized Qingdao, a port on Shandong’s Pacific
coast. Russia had taken part of Manchuria. Most disturbingly to the imperial
family, Japan, which the Qing considered an inferior power, won a shocking
victory in an 1895 war and took Taiwan.

Like the farmers, Beijing elites were disturbed by the foreign
encroachment, but their response took a different form. On June 11, 1898—
the day after Huntington’s Marines landed eight thousand miles away at
Guantánamo, while Butler was still in boot camp—a group of intellectuals
had launched a democratic reform movement. They even convinced the



twenty-six-year-old Guangxu Emperor to join them, with plans to create a
constitutional monarchy.4

But the Hundred Days’ Reform was thwarted by the real power in
China: the ruthless and skillful Empress Dowager Cixi. She had not risen
from a status as a low-ranking teenage concubine to the de facto ruler of the
world’s most populous empire without learning how to outmaneuver a
relative. Cixi threw her nephew under house arrest, executed six of his most
prominent advisers, and sent the rest of the would-be reformers fleeing for
their lives.

That meant the Empress Dowager, not her reform-minded nephew, was
the leader to whom foreign diplomats appealed to counter the Boxer threat
in late 1899 and early 1900. Cixi didn’t need foreigners to remind her of the
threat a fanatical sect could pose: she’d first come to power during the
Taiping Rebellion, an 1850 revolt that began when a Cantonese cult leader
who studied with a Southern Baptist missionary from Tennessee declared
that he was Jesus Christ’s younger brother and tried to overthrow the Qing.
More than twenty million people had been killed in that fourteen-year war.5

But the hard-line conservatives at court, led by the militant Prince Duan,
suggested an alternate strategy: instead of trying to contain the
troublemakers, the Qing should ally with them. Perhaps these “righteous
fists” might accomplish what the government could not: stop the foreign
encroachment entirely.

By the summer of 1900, the situation was ready to explode. Drought
refugees flowed north into Tianjin and Beijing, carrying stories of
massacres on the plains. Boxer bands looted foreign shops, burned
churches, and destroyed train and telegraph lines.

“The country is full of the wildest rumors and threats. The people have
nothing to do but talk and they talk of killing the foreigners and Christians,”
Susan Rowena Bird, a missionary from Ohio, wrote in her journal in rural
Shanxi Province. “We feel that the end may not be far off for any of us.”6

Many in Washington had been waiting for a moment like this one. Some
of the United States’ most powerful families had gotten rich in China, often
in tandem with the Opium Wars. The first U.S. multimillionaire, John Jacob
Astor, made part of his fortune smuggling opium into China. The Forbes,



Delano, and Cabot families of Massachusetts used their narco-profits to
found enduring political dynasties.* By 1900, it had become an article of
faith that China’s “limitless market” was the key to America’s global future.
Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, an ally of Theodore Roosevelt and scion of the
opium-smuggling Cabots of Boston, wrote a month into the war with Spain:
“All Europe is seizing on China, and if we do not establish ourselves in the
east, that vast trade, from which we must draw our future prosperity, and
that great region in which alone we can hope to find the new markets so
essential to us, will be practically closed to us forever.”7

In early 1900, Secretary of State John Hay got the Europeans to agree to
an “Open Door” policy, in which any Western power (or Japan) could do
business in China, but none would dominate. Such a proposal from the
upstart United States would have been turned aside “with a shrug and a
smile” a few years earlier, Lodge crowed, “but to the power which held
Manila Bay, and whose fleet floated upon its waters, they were obliged to
give a gracious answer.”8

With the Boxer crisis, the opportunity for more assertive intervention
was at hand. The European powers had spent the last decade carving up
Africa along lines drawn at a conference in Berlin; it seemed clear that
China’s continent-sized empire was to be next. Alfred Thayer Mahan,
President McKinley’s naval adviser, wrote a series of articles arguing that
China was a “carcass” soon to be devoured by “the eagles” of Europe and
Japan—and that America should grab a spot on the perch. With McKinley’s
big-business backers in mind, he declared: “Every step forward in the
march that has opened China to trade has been gained by pressure; the most
important have been the result of actual war.”9

On June 5, the U.S. diplomatic minister in Beijing called for U.S.
warships to join the international force massing in Bohai Bay near Tianjin.
Knowing Congress was unlikely to approve a third overseas war in two
years, McKinley made a fateful decision: he became the first president in
U.S. history to order the full-scale invasion of a sovereign country without
seeking legislative approval.10 Congress did not challenge him.

On June 17, Maj. Littleton Waller’s most promising lieutenant wrote his
mother as he sped north aboard the USS Solace through the South China



Sea:

There has been a revolution in China as nearly as we can make out and all the European
Powers have landed their Marines and Blue Jackets and we are to represent the great
“American Republic.” … It is needless to say I am the happiest man alive.

Thy affectionate son,
Smedley D. Butler11

One hundred and seventeen years later, another warship was racing in the
opposite direction through the South China Sea. After years of preparation,
China’s first aircraft carrier, the Liaoning, was finally combat ready.

On July 7, 2017, the sixty-thousand-ton ship arrived off Hong Kong for
its official debut.

General Secretary Xi Jinping had timed the showing to take place on the
heels of a state celebration: the twentieth anniversary of the end of British
rule over Hong Kong. For the Chinese Communist Party, the 1997 handover
was a signal reversal of what it calls the “Hundred Years of Humiliation”—
a period that officially starts with the First Opium War in 1842 and ends
with the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949.12 The
invasion of the allies to halt the Boxer Rebellion in 1900 plays a central role
in that narrative.

Many Hong Kongers, probably rightly, saw the aircraft carrier’s arrival
as a show of force, meant to intimidate the territory’s pro-democracy
movement into submission. But the primary audience were the powers
across the seas. Xi had spent his first five years in office asserting China’s
global might in a way not seen since the Qing dynasty’s height. On the
economic end, there was the “One Belt, One Road” initiative—a worldwide
development project of pipelines, highways, railroads, “streamlined border
crossings,” and ports, with the ultimate goal of putting the Middle Kingdom
back at the center of global trade.

On the military side, Xi’s government was outstripping the defense
spending of every other nation, with the glaring exception of the United
States.13 The Chinese defense ministry had announced plans for at least two
more aircraft carriers. Part of this new fleet’s job, a ministry spokesman



said, was “safeguarding sovereignty” over what China now claims as its
“territorial seas”—a large swath of the Western Pacific that includes mostly
uninhabited islands and resource-rich sea lanes also claimed by Vietnam,
Brunei, Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philippines, and Japan, as well as
Taiwan.14

Watching all of this carefully were officials in the United States, who
consider most of those lanes neutral territory (in which it, as the world’s
largest naval power, enjoys de facto primacy). The U.S. Navy defends that
claim through confrontational “Freedom of Navigation Operations”—
entering contested spaces and conducting military exercises, in effect daring
the Chinese military to respond.15

While visitors and the press gathered to gawk at the Liaoning, I was
stuck nearby in the Hong Kong International Airport, stranded overnight by
the sudden no-fly zone declared for the carrier’s debut. When I finally
arrived, bleary eyed, in Beijing, Chinese state television was filled with
images of exuberant visitors lining up to ride the elevator to the Liaoning’s
flight deck, gawk at rows of J-15 Flying Shark fighter jets, and strike poses
waving the red flags of modern China and Chinese-ruled Hong Kong.
Official press restrictions were relaxed, ensuring the images would be
transmitted all over the country and the world.

In case any of that was too subtle, an anonymous man visiting the
aircraft carrier from nearby Guangdong Province spelled out the message
for a reporter from the New York Times: “This shows our country is growing
up,” he explained. “We can compete with the United States now, because
you bully us.”16

On June 18, 1900, the USS Solace arrived in Bohai Bay. Eight nations’
warships jockeyed for position, more interested in spying on one another
than coordinating an invasion or avoiding collisions. It took Major Waller
two days to flag down a German freighter to ferry his Marines ashore. As
with his arrival in Cuba two years earlier, Smedley Butler found himself
once again standing alongside Pete and George, on a ship off a freshly
bombarded foreign coastline, with no idea what lay in store.



The fleet’s first step had been to seize control of the Hai River delta by
shelling and raiding the installations that guarded it: the Dagu Forts. This
was of great strategic importance, as controlling Dagu meant controlling
both the rail line and the Hai River. Upstream at Tianjin, the river fanned
into a system of canals and waterways that ultimately connected nearly all
of China. One of these offshoots was the northern spur of China’s Grand
Canal, which led directly to Beijing.

Butler and the rest of Waller’s detachment stumbled into camp beside
one of the captured forts at around three in the morning, stepping around
sleeping bodies and hot piles of manure. They awoke to a cacophony of
empires. British officers sat beneath the Union Jack alongside turbaned
Sikhs from British India and knife-wielding Gurkhas drafted from Nepal.
North African zouaves and Indochinese tirailleurs downed their morning
coffees under the French tricolor.17

Then there were the upstarts: Japan, whose European-style whites
sparkled with global ambition, and Italy, whose black capercaillie
headdresses masked their recent failure at colonizing Ethiopia. Most
ostentatious were the Germans, in spiked leather helmets and mustaches
styled after those of their emperor, Kaiser Wilhelm II. The impetuous forty-
one-year-old German leader wanted the China campaign to announce his
Reich’s arrival as a world power; he had ordered his troops to fight in such
a way “that no Chinese will ever again dare look cross-eyed at a German.”18

The Marines were dressed in blue campaign coats. Their broad-
brimmed felt hats, designed for fighting the Lakota, Cheyenne, and other
native peoples on the Great Plains, made them look every bit the cowboys
their allies expected them to be. After a late breakfast, Waller ushered the
men aboard a commandeered flat-bottom coal train to head toward Tianjin.

The Marines had no maps. There was no briefing. They relied on what
they called “Dame Rumor.” Some heard that Boxers had mined the train
tracks. Another Marine swore he’d read that white women were being
crucified in Tianjin. Every so often the Marines had to jump off to repair the
broken tracks in front of them. The grinding, halting ride did nothing to
calm their nerves. Somewhere along the way, Butler heard a loud bang from



one of the train’s other cars. An eighteen-year-old Marine had become so
overcome with terror that he’d shot himself in the heart.19

Ten miles down the line, the train caught up with a column of Russian
infantry. Waller flagged down their commander, an officer named Savitsky,
and offered to give them a lift to Tianjin. The shared ride didn’t last long.
Around 1 A.M. the train reached a bombed-out bridge. They would be
continuing on foot from there. As he climbed the other side of the shallow
ravine, Butler could see the glow of the fires burning in Tianjin.

“On either hand a flat, bleak country stretched away into nothingness,”
a lieutenant from New York named Frederic “Fritz” Wise recorded.20 Within
a few hours, bodies started appearing in the river, waterlogged and gray in
the morning light. “Some drifted against the banks and stuck in the mud
where wolfish dogs tore and gnawed at them.” These were likely some of
the Tianjinese who’d tried to flee the coming battle, only to be caught by
Boxer sentries, robbed, and hacked to death.21

Tianjin in those days was divided into two sections. Closer in toward
the coast were the foreign concessions: European-style banks, houses, and
hotels where foreign citizens were permitted to live and work. Farther up
the Hai River was the Chinese city of Tianjin, surrounded by ancient walls.

As the allied column neared the concessions, a volley of shells exploded
in front of them. Any remaining delusions about China being an easily
picked “carcass” were flayed in a hail of bullets. The whole company
dropped to the ground. Butler found himself in the dirt next to Waller—
who, with a salty smile, told the young Marines he was waiting to hear the
sound of a shot going through someone’s head. “A bullet that hits the skull
sounds like a stone splashing into a pond,” the major added. This did not
help morale, Smedley later recalled.22

Butler reached blindly for rocks, built a little fort around his head, and
peeked around the corner. The enemy was five telegraph poles ahead.

The Marines struggled to their feet. The ensuing fight was bloody—at
least three Marines were killed—but it did not last long. Realizing the allies
were badly outnumbered by the Chinese forces, the Russians beat a hasty
retreat toward the safety of the rail line. Waller ordered the battalion to
follow. But first, Butler asked the company sergeant for a report.



The sergeant did a quick head count. “Private Carter is missing, sir.”
With a sigh and a grip on his rifle, Butler ordered four Marines to

follow him. Another lieutenant came too. Near the Chinese lines, they
found the private “groaning and writhing, in a mud puddle near the railroad
track.” White bone stuck out of his leg. As bullets whipped past, Butler and
the other lieutenant made bandages out of their shirts, ignoring Carter’s
screams that they should leave him to die. They lifted the private as the
other Marines got off as many shots as they could to keep the nearby
Chinese forces at bay. It took another four hours to drag Carter back to
camp.23

It was like Noveleta all over again: Waller and Savitsky had marched
straight into an ambush, for want of a key piece of intelligence. Earlier that
month, the Empress Dowager Cixi had officially put the hard-liner Prince
Duan in charge of foreign affairs. With the invaders’ seizure of the Dagu
Forts, the last moderate voices in her court had been silenced, and the Qing
committed themselves to supporting the Boxers. That meant the force the
Russians and Americans had encountered was made up of both tens of
thousands of fearless Boxers—now calling themselves Yihetuan, the Militia
United in Righteousness—and Qing imperial regulars armed with powerful
modern artillery, including guns produced by the world’s leading arms
producer, Germany’s Friedrich Krupp.24

That evening, the promised allied reinforcements arrived. Among them
were Col. Emerson H. Liscum’s U.S. Army Ninth Infantry Regiment, fresh
from the Philippines. Facing superior numbers, the combined Chinese
forces fell back to the walled city, leaving the foreign concessions to the
invaders.

Waller’s Marines were placed at the head of the column. Butler braced
for the horror. But as they reached the bombed-out churches and Tudor
villas all they saw were relieved Europeans and Americans. There were no
crucified white women in sight—just a man handing out beer bottles, one of
which Butler gladly cracked open with his bayonet. The Marines paraded to
cheers and the sound of the buglers playing the popular song that had
become their unofficial anthem: “(There’ll Be) A Hot Time in the Old Town
Tonight.”25



I knew from previous trips to China that I’d need to work with a translator
or fixer, much as I’d done with Rica in the Philippines. But China’s
economic boom meant that all the journalists I contacted had full-time jobs.
In Tianjin, though, I found a young teacher looking for cash to embark on a
big step in the new Chinese life cycle: beating out millions of other young
couples to rent an apartment with her fiancé. “Nelly,” as she called herself
in English, was polite and eager to show off her city’s history. She met me
at the bullet train in a checkered dress. Her hair was streaked with auburn—
a foreign shade to match her adopted foreign name.

We decided to start by retracing the Marines’ path from the coastline. At
the gates of the Dagu Fort Ruins Museum, we ran across the sunbaked
concrete into a blast of air-conditioned shade. When my eyes adjusted, I
nearly jumped. Massive Qing soldiers and Boxers crawled out of the walls
in bronze, pointing swords and a cannon in our direction. On the other wall,
huge brass inscriptions in English and Chinese laid out the lesson the
exhibit was designed to instill: “A weak nation will inevitably be bullied.
Only a strong country can thrive in peace.”

I asked Nelly if she’d been to the museum before.
“Yes, of course. In school,” she said, folding her parasol. “On Tomb-

Sweeping Day.”
The exhibit traced the history of China’s encounters with a rapacious

outside world. It opened with portraits of Columbus, Bartolomeu Dias, and
Vasco da Gama, whose explorations were in part aimed at finding a route to
the fabled riches of Kublai Khan. An exhibit showed Qing officials
confiscating British opium. Cannonballs and long Qing rifles from the
British and French sieges of Dagu during the Opium Wars lined the hall.

At last we reached the climax. Under a title card reading “National
Calamity,” placards introduced the “Eight Power Allied Force” that
attacked the forts on June 17, 1900. Nelly instantly recognized the photos of
foreigners looting, pillaging, and executing captives. She had studied the
Boxer War in school: under the centralized state curriculum, each of
China’s hundreds of millions of students goes through it once in eighth



grade, then again in high school, in preparation for China’s devilish national
college entrance exam, the gaokao.

I asked if she still remembered the details. She laughed. But she
remembered the basic thrust: China was weak. The foreigners were greedy.
“The Qing were closed off from the—what do you call it, the worldwide
development of technology.”

“The Industrial Revolution?”
“Right. They did not believe in modern things, like electricity.”
I later found an official teacher’s guide. It recommends using Yihetuan

poems and songs to “arouse students’ interest” before detailing the horrors
of the war. At the end of the unit, teachers are instructed to ask: “How can
we wash away this historical shame?” Suggested answers include
improving education, technology, and strengthening the Chinese armed
forces. The teacher is told to impart: “Only when the country is rich and
strong, standing in the forest of the world powers, can we wash away this
history of humiliation.”26

The taxi back to Tianjin took half an hour on the expressway. On the
way we passed groves of identical apartment towers, some literally rising
before our eyes. The Chinese government had decreed the land the Marines
and their allies fought their way through a century before the “Binhai New
Area”—a planned community for three million people, featuring two free
trade zones, a spaceship-like library, and assembly plants for Boeing and
Airbus passenger jets. A skyscraper was under construction; within a few
months its top floor would be higher than the new One World Trade Center
in New York.

“Bubble housing,” Nelly explained with a sigh. “They build more, the
prices go up more. But someday maybe no one will want to buy it.”

We got out of the cab near the site of the former foreign concessions.
The European architecture is, if anything, grander than it was in Butler’s
day: Renaissance archways, art deco balconies, and the gray colonnades of
banks that look like they dropped through a time warp from Victorian
London. The Notre Dame des Victoires church, torched by the Boxers, had
been rebuilt to its neo-Gothic splendor.



We were not the only tourists. Visitors from all over China, wallets
stuffed with the disposable renminbi of the new middle class, had also
flocked to Tianjin, eager to get a glimpse of real Western architecture for a
fraction of the cost of a trip overseas. A sign beckoned passersby to an
“Authentic European Restaurant.” Other visitors posed for selfies hugging
the oversized matryoshka dolls that dotted the former Russian concession.

In “Marco Polo Square,” built as the Piazza Regina Elena during the
days of the former Italian concession, a family from Xi’an stopped to
admire an Italianate fountain featuring a statue of Winged Victory. In the
style of overcautious tourists everywhere, the father wore his backpack on
the front.

As Nelly chatted with him, I noticed we were standing near the former
location of the barracks where Butler’s company had bivouacked in 1900.
They’d been in bed one night when a pair of shells came through the roof,
raining twenty square feet of concrete onto their heads. (“Luckily no one
was severely hurt,” Smedley wrote his mother.) The British soldiers across
the street were not so lucky; the shell that landed in there killed one and
wounded four as it tore the building to pieces.27

I asked Nelly what the father thought of the Western buildings.
“He says they are OK,” she translated. “But he is disappointed so many

are reconstructions.”

The final assault on the Chinese city of Tianjin began on July 13, 1900. To
guide Butler’s company, Waller conscripted a twenty-five-year-old engineer
from Iowa named Herbert Hoover, who’d moved to the foreign concessions
to oversee a coal mining project. The doughy engineer told Waller he knew
his way around the city walls from his regular horseback rides with his
wife, Lou. Butler was surely pleased to learn that Hoover was a Quaker.

But when young Herbert followed the Marines over an earthen wall and
slid onto the battlefield, he froze. The air was choked with smoke. Fat
bullets rained down, spitting mud up as they hit the ground below. The
Marines were supposed to link up with the Ninth Infantry, but they were



nowhere to be seen. Hoover had led them to the wrong place—a cemetery,
no less.28

Butler shouted down the line, asking Hoover where to go next. By his
own admission, the future president was useless. (“I was completely scared,
especially when some of the Marines around me were hit,” Hoover wrote in
his memoirs.)29 The Marines tried to dig shallow trenches to take refuge, but
they kept hitting water. Screams echoed down the line as man after man
was struck. As Butler sloshed through a mud patch to rescue a wounded
Marine, he felt a sharp, burning sensation in his right thigh. At first, he
thought the wounded man had kicked him. Then he saw the hole, clean
through the muscle. Collapsing in pain, he crawled to a nearby grave
mound for shelter. His blood pooled in the watery ground.

Before going to war, Butler had dreamed of getting shot—“not too
seriously, but sufficient to leave a scar.”30 He hadn’t expected it to hurt this
much.

A hand grabbed him. It belonged to Henry Leonard, a fellow lieutenant
from Cavite. A sergeant, Clarence Sutton, took his other arm, and together
they dragged Butler off the field. At some point, Leonard got shot in the
arm as well, but continued dragging his friend to safety. Delirious and in
shock, Butler leaned on Sutton for the long walk back to the concessions.
Someone gave him a swig of brandy to ease the pain.

In the hospital, Butler learned the battle’s toll. Leonard’s left arm had to
be amputated. The man Butler tried to rescue had died. The Ninth Infantry,
stuck alone on the extreme right side of the allied line, had taken heavy
losses; its commander, Colonel Liscum, was among the eighteen killed.
One in seven of the 750 coalition soldiers who’d fought in the battle died.31

That night, a Japanese engineer saved the allies from disaster. Rushing
forward under fire, he set off a guncotton grenade beside the city walls,
blasting himself and the main gate to pieces. The allies burst into the city
and slaughtered everyone they found. An American photographer who
entered the next day saw “a holocaust of human life.” Bodies, young and
old, littered the stone streets. The stench of rotting flesh wafted through the
ruined buildings. The allies estimated that as many as ten thousand Chinese
combatants and civilians had died.32



Inside the city walls, the allies buried their dead and burned the
Chinese. Then they got down to the real pastime of imperial warfare:
looting. The British, French, and Germans were most practiced at the craft,
but the Great Game’s newest entrants proved quick studies. In a burned-out
official’s residence, the Marines found a lode of silver bullion. They
estimated its value at $376,000—more than $11 million today. With the
authorization of the secretary of the Navy, the bullion was packed on barges
by the Marines and sold to a J. P. Morgan representative in Shanghai.33

The U.S. returned the money to China two years later as part of the
postwar negotiations. But somehow, ninety-five pounds of Chinese silver
ended up back in the hands of the Ninth Infantry. It was made into a silver
punch bowl, which they named after their slain colonel. Officers of the
“Manchu” Ninth still drink from the Liscum Bowl in official ceremonies to
this day.34

Nelly asked if I wanted to visit the Boxer shrine in Tianjin.
“There’s a Boxer shrine in Tianjin?” I replied.
She took me to the neighborhood of Hongqiao, just west of where the

old city walls had stood. Around the spot where Hoover froze and Butler
bled, there was a Holiday Inn with a built-in shopping mall.

The shrine, it turned out, was an active, three-hundred-year-old Daoist
temple to the scholar-god Lü Dongbin: master of internal alchemy,
vanquisher of devils. It had served as headquarters for the Yihetuan
commander Cao Futian during the war—an appropriately mystical space for
a leader whose followers believed he could turn himself invisible and be in
two places at once. (Cao’s supposed connection to the divine did not
dampen his brutality. According to one account, his men castrated and
decapitated a man ahead of the Battle of Tianjin—possibly a deserter—and
left his dismembered corpse as a warning outside the temple gate.)35

Around the brick-and-timber bungalow were faded Yihetuan flags and
racks of rusting guandao, heavy bladed spears on six-foot poles. I lifted
one; it must have weighed forty pounds. Nearby, in the center of the yard,
stood a bronze statue of Cao flanked by his fellow Boxer commander



Zhang Decheng and Lin Hei’er, known as the “Holy Mother of the Yellow
Lotus” and leader of the local unit of the women’s army, or Red Lanterns.

As I walked closer, I noticed there was something going on behind the
statue. On the grass at the edge of the compound was a group of people
holding swords tied with red and yellow handkerchiefs. They punched in
unison, slicing the air with their blades. The metal flashed white in the sun.

My God, I thought. They’re back.
I quickly realized the fighters looked more like my aging parents than

guerrilla reserves. The women wore patterned exercise blouses, the men
sweaty T-shirts. They mimicked the movements of their instructor: a short,
older man with a stringy black comb-over. He wore a cream-colored silk
uniform whose trousers hung loosely over a pair of red-striped tennis shoes.

When the class took a break, the teacher introduced himself. “Master
Baoshun,” he crooned, bowing slightly as he extended his hand. He asked
Nelly where I was from.

“Ah,” he replied when she told him. He nodded at one of his students.
“Her son is a doctor in Los Angeles.”

“Can you ask what they’re doing?” I asked Nelly. She listened to his
answer, then scrunched her nose. “I’m sorry, I don’t know how to say it in
English.” She repeated his answer slowly in Mandarin. I recognized the last
word: quan.

“Like Yihequan?” I asked, referring to the original name of the
“Righteous and Harmonious Fists.” The elderly students laughed.

Baoshun smiled. “Like the Boxers,” he said.
He told Nelly the four goals of his martial arts method, waiting patiently

as I wrote each down:

1. Defend against invaders
2. Self-protection
3. Keep fit
4. Create harmony

“The Yihetuan were simple farmers,” he told me. “They answered the
government’s call to defend our land. With our martial arts and our military
power, foreigners won’t invade us again—China isn’t weak like it used to
be.”



That last line had become familiar. But the rest didn’t match the history
I’d read. Far from answering a government’s call, the Yihetuan had started
as a rebellion against the Qing, and infighting ultimately plagued the effort.

But those were not the sort of details modern Chinese schools would
teach. The idea of divisions in the face of a foreign invasion was as taboo as
the fact that peasants rose up without government approval in the first
place. A schoolteacher I met elsewhere in China was so nervous about his
knowledge of Boxer-era infighting between the government and guerrillas
that he spent most of our conversation reminding me not to repeat his name.

The story I heard most frequently in China about the Boxer War was the
sacking and looting of the Old Summer Palace—the once-majestic complex
of royal mansions and gardens on the outskirts of Beijing. The ruins are
now a national tourist mecca, a kind of “Hundred Years of Humiliation”
theme park. But any damage the palace suffered during the Boxer Uprising
was incidental, because nearly all of it had been ransacked and burned by
the British and French forty years earlier, during the Second Opium War.
Perhaps it was more useful to imagine that China’s future rival—the United
States—had been involved in the destruction of a national treasure.

Such negotiations with the past are, of course, true everywhere.
“Ordinary folks … are likely to be more emotionally drawn to a past that
fits their preconceptions—a past they feel comfortable and identify with—
than to a past that is ‘true’ in some more objective sense,” Paul A. Cohen,
an American historian of China, has written.36

Baoshun said something to Nelly. “He wants to know if you would like
a lesson,” she translated.

I realized he was serious. “Oh, OK.”
The students cleared a circle by the outer wall. The master indicated I

should raise my hands, palms up and together, like a butterfly. Then he
punched me in the throat, stopping his hand just as his knuckle brushed my
skin.

Defend ourselves against invaders, I thought.
The class applauded.



With the looting over in Tianjin, there was little for Butler to do but watch
the hole in his leg heal and wait. In letters home, his attention hopped from
the weather (“hotter than Cavite”) to his friend (“poor Leonard”) who’d
developed gangrene on the stump of his amputated arm.37 As a reward for
his bravery and to fill the void left by the dead and wounded officers, Butler
was breveted to captain. A few days later, he turned nineteen.

By late July 1900, the question on every soldier’s mind was when they
were going to Beijing. Weeks earlier, the Empress Dowager had issued an
ultimatum for all legation staff to leave Beijing within twenty-four hours.
The chief German diplomat in China had been killed on the way to the Qing
foreign office the morning after. The surviving diplomats and their families
had decided to dig in, defended by a thin line of embassy guards, including
a small contingent of Marines. Surrounding them was the main force of the
Chinese regular army along with a quarter of a million Boxers. Beyond
them all, in the innermost palaces of the Forbidden City, was the Empress
Dowager herself.

“Dame Rumor” again ran wild. On July 5, the New York Times had
declared: ALL FOREIGNERS IN PEKING DEAD. The story was false, based on
erroneous British reporting, but it had catalyzed international attention. Like
the Cuban and Philippine wars that overlapped with it, the Boxer Uprising
coincided with the rise of the daily newspaper. Editors had access to more
stories from around the world than ever before, and they were learning how
to use the uneven drumbeat of developments to hook readers. Tales of
swarthy turbaned bandits attacking desperate Western women made for hot
copy. A Chicago newspaperman compiled poorly sourced and secondhand
accounts into the popular book Massacres of Christians by the Heathen
Chinese, and Horrors of the Boxers. A British filmmaker was filming
“Attack on a China Mission”—a four-minute short in which Boxers kill a
missionary before British sailors rush in to rescue his family—at a cottage
in East Sussex. (The English audience at its premiere demanded an
immediate repeat viewing.)38

The fear and hope reflected in letters from home overcame any
reluctance the Marines might have had about heading back into the fray.
Butler just prayed his leg had healed enough to go. On August 4, he jotted a



note to Maud, covering any dread he was feeling with Rooseveltian
swagger:

Nothing new, preparations all made, expect to run against 30,000 chinamen tomorrow
morning. Don’t be worried about me. If I am killed, I gave my life for women and children,
just as dear to some poor devil as thee and Horace are to me. Lots of love to all, Good bye.39

Nineteen thousand men set off for the ninety-mile journey, including
twenty-five hundred U.S. soldiers and Marines. The first resistance came at
the hamlet of Beicang, where Qing general Dong Fuxiang’s Chinese
Muslim troops and their Boxer allies were waiting. Dong’s goal, the allies
realized too late, was not to defend Beicang so much as to kill as many of
the invaders as possible before they reached the capital. His troops
destroyed a dike on the left bank of the river, pinning the French and
Russians behind floodwaters and a curtain of artillery fire. That left the
Japanese to again take the heaviest losses, directly attacking and
overwhelming the Chinese positions.*

As the column ground northwest, the veneer of order fell apart. It was
early summer in China, when the dry, hot air blows in from the Gobi
Desert, heating the North China Plain like a furnace. The rice boats the
Americans’ Chinese servants were tugging up the canal lagged behind
them. Butler felt lucky to befriend a veteran Marine, an old Greek
immigrant with big gold earrings, who was willing to share the moldy bread
and cheese he’d filled his knapsack with before leaving Tianjin.

The Marines were told not to drink any water they found, but in the
infernal heat that was impossible. “On one occasion we found a big earthen
bowl of water in a hut that we stormed,” Butler wrote. “We drank lustily
and immediately became ill.”40

The Japanese at the front of the column decided to avoid the heat by
leaving every day before dawn. The French took the opposite tack and hung
back until dark. The Americans were stuck in the middle, departing just
before the sun reached its zenith. Clouds of dust blew into their eyes and
peeling noses. Their horses died in the road. Sergeants yelled every insult
they could think of, trying to push the Marines on by force of rage. (Pete
Wynne took particular pleasure in joining in the harangues.) With his leg
still not fully healed, Butler often only made it by grabbing the musty



haunches of a mounted officer’s horse and letting it drag him part of the
way.

The good news was that the drought was starting to break, depleting the
Boxer forces as some men returned to their fields. The bad news was that
meant nights of torrential rain. And Butler, like most of the Marines, hadn’t
been issued a tent.

On August 13, they finally reached Beijing. “I could not help being
impressed with the dignity of the walls surrounding the ancient city. There
were miles of massive battlements, with huge gate houses,” Butler wrote.41

The Marines darted between the low-slung houses of the capital’s outer city
to avoid sniper fire along the road.

Eventually they reached the gate called Dongbianmen, where an
imposing corner fortress rose to a peaked red-and-green roof. A bugler with
the U.S. Army Fourteenth Infantry dropped his instrument and
mountaineered his way to the top. Others followed. They set fire to the five-
hundred-year-old corner tower, watching until the flames blasted through its
three-century-old ceiling, and opened the gate.

Waller called his favorite teenage captain over, and together he and
Butler climbed the ramp to see what was waiting on the other side. It was
another set of walls. (“Peking was all walls,” Butler later recalled.)42

Chinese troops were taking potshots at the entering infantry. Waller ordered
Butler’s company to take out the snipers. Butler hustled down to the road,
shouting for the men to hurry through the gate. As he turned to follow them,
a bullet zipped through the air. Pain exploded through his lungs, and the
world went black.

The Chinese government restored the burned-out tower at Dongbianmen in
the 1980s. When I visited, it housed a modern art gallery run by an
Australian. A small sign outside the door pointed to graffiti left by Russian
and American soldiers during the Boxer War. I made out a name in Cyrillic
letters, “Goshka Falaleev,” and penknife carvings reading “Stickel” and
“Paul F.”



The world’s best repository of Boxer memory lies a few hours south at
Shandong University, in the capital of the province where the uprising
began. Past the School of Marxism and a statue of the region’s most revered
native son, Confucius, I took an elevator to the Center for Boxer Movement
Studies. Professor Su Weizhi was waiting at a long table with two
colleagues.

The meeting opened formally with a recitation of credentials. Then Su
leaned forward and spoke. “Professor Su welcomes you,” the junior
colleague translated. “The Boxer issue is so big and so complicated. We are
glad to hear you want to do research on the Boxer movement.” We would
chat for a while in the office, he explained, then continue the conversation
over lunch.

For decades after Mao Zedong’s Communists won control of China in
1949, there had been little collaboration between Chinese and Western
scholars. The end of the Cold War and reforms under Mao’s successor Deng
Xiaoping in the 1970s had opened new possibilities, but obstacles
remained. Much of the best historical material remained scattered in
Western archives, and the steep language barrier meant many scholars
couldn’t understand each other’s work.

Su told me that foreigners make the mistake of looking at the Boxer War
through the eyes of their own countries’ missionaries, diplomats, and
businessmen, instead of the people whose country they invaded. The junior
colleague dutifully translated. Then he paused, and added, carefully: “Their
opinions on the Boxer Movement and the Chinese people are not—
objective, maybe.”

“Are not objective,” I repeated, making sure I understood.
“Yes,” the junior colleague said, pausing to see if I would respond. I

didn’t, and Su went on.
Unsurprisingly, the professor’s understanding of the rebellion was more

nuanced than that of the martial arts master at the Boxer shrine. He framed
the events through a century of Chinese political thought. “Revolutionaries
from the capitalist class” initially opposed the Boxers but later came to
praise their “heroic spirit,” he explained, channeling Marx and Mao. He
added, with a nod to the power-and-wealth-seeking policies of Xi Jinping:



“After all, that kind of spirit is necessary for a nation to move toward
independence, toward prosperity.”

I asked him if he thought the memory of the Boxer Rebellion influenced
modern Chinese policy. Was China less likely to intervene in other
countries because of its own relatively recent experiences with imperial
invaders?

He bristled. “No, no impact to speak of. The Chinese government
knows that if it wants to develop its economy, it has to open it up to the
world, and open it permanently.” The interpreter said something to him in
Mandarin and laughed nervously.

I decided to push the issue. China’s expansionist designs were hardly a
secret. On my trip through Asia, I’d been surrounded by signs of it: Filipino
newspapers were filled with reports of the new Chinese military airstrips,
radar, and antiaircraft guns on artificial islands in the South China Sea.
Philippine president Duterte’s trolling about his country’s American War
was in part a means of pivoting away from the increasingly unreliable
United States and toward China—which on the one hand was providing him
with massive infrastructure investments, and on the other was rattling its
saber over Filipino islands it claimed were inside its “territorial seas.”43

When I’d landed in Beijing, I had been greeted at customs by a huge
“One Belt, One Road” banner. At the same time the aircraft carrier Liaoning
was leaving Hong Kong a few days later, China inaugurated its first
overseas military base in Djibouti, across the Gulf of Aden from the
Arabian Peninsula. A U.S. Navy base was positioned just a few miles away.
“It’s like having a rival football team using an adjacent practice field,” a
U.S. analyst said with alarm.44

Given all that, I felt I had to restate the question: “Do you think China
can become an imperial power in the world again—in the sense that the
members of the ‘Eight Power Allied Force’ were a hundred years ago?”

The interpreter’s eyes widened. Su, apparently understanding enough
English to get the gist, laughed. The two went back and forth in muted
tones. It seemed the interpreter did not want him to answer.

But Su did anyway. “The ‘China Threat’ discourse is absolutely
groundless. China will not invade another country. The Chinese government



has made this commitment.” You could look to history, he said: the Great
Wall of China was built for defense.

I told him the United States usually says the same thing about itself.
“When we invaded Iraq in 2003, the Bush administration said that they
were doing it for defense.”

Su’s expression hardened. “These are really political issues that are
beyond our research.” Then he smiled broadly. “Besides, there are many
examples in international history that invading countries don’t come to a
good end!”

The interpreter studied my face for a reaction. “Maybe except
America,” he added, politely.

As the three professors huddled, I realized I’d overstepped. I resolved to
smooth things over at lunch.

Then the third colleague, who had not said anything until then, came
over to my side of the table. “I am sorry that Professor Su has another
engagement and cannot join for lunch,” he said. Also the junior colleague
couldn’t make it. Neither could he.

I thanked them and went back to the campus hotel to eat alone.

When Smedley Butler awoke, he was inside Beijing’s walls. It felt like
someone had taken a sledgehammer to his chest. “Stand back and give him
air!” a Marine shouted. Another ripped open his jacket and shirt and cussed:
“He’s shot through the heart.”

Butler knew that wasn’t true, but he couldn’t catch his breath to reply.
Then the unit’s bugler looked closer. The second button on his jacket was
flat as a toadstool. The bullet had cracked Butler’s breastbone and flayed a
chunk of Latin America off his chest tattoo before ricocheting away.
“Needless to say, I have kept the button,” Butler wrote his mother.45

Despite themselves, the allies’ chaotic, rivalry-ridden assault had broken
the last of the Chinese resistance. Racing to be first into the legations, the
Japanese and Russians hit the same section of wall before dawn, drawing
Qing units from across the city. This left the southern battlements, where
the British and Americans arrived, more lightly defended. Two British



Indian regiments, the Seventeenth Rajput and Twenty-Fourth Punjab
Infantry, found their way into a sewer and emerged in the legation quarter.46

The Americans halted their advance beside Tiananmen, the monumental
entrance to the Forbidden City. The U.S. commanding officer in China,
Gen. Adna R. Chaffee, may have wanted to avoid the further bloodshed he
would have provoked by violating the sacred space in the presence of the
Empress Dowager. But she wasn’t there. Once word came that the invaders
had breached Beijing’s innermost walls, Cixi gathered her nephew and
closest relatives, a handful of staff, and a favorite concubine and fled west
in a convoy of mule carts.

On August 16, confident the royals were gone, the allies marched into
the imperial palace. Smedley Butler was chosen to represent the First
Marines. He passed through a gate that for five centuries had been used
only by emperors, expecting to find mountains of diamonds, rubies, and
pearls. To his great disappointment, he only saw a bunch of paintings,
uncomfortable furniture, and some gold-leafed columns that chipped when
poked with a bayonet.47

With their supply lines exhausted, coalition forces were expected to
“forage” for food in the capital. The Marines spent the rest of their time
foraging, as Butler put it, for anything “that looked good to us.”48 They took
coins, candlesticks, porcelain, and ponies. Officers arrived to find Marines
patrolling in stolen silk boots and pajamas. General Chaffee noted the
looting in his official report, as well as “indiscriminate and generally
unprovoked shooting of Chinese.” He estimated the rate of civilians to
actual Boxers killed during mop-up operations at fifty to one.49

These stories did not stay in China. Foreign journalists, out of Boxer
horrors to report, turned to their own countrymen for material. Tales of
postwar abuses soon reached the United States, where misgivings some had
started feeling about their country’s imperial exploits were beginning to
harden into an antiwar bloc.

The criticism boiled over in late 1900, when the New York Sun profiled
the Rev. William Scott Ament, a Congregationalist missionary who
expropriated money and houses from Chinese civilians after the war.50 The
story got the attention of the most famous writer in America, Mark Twain.



Twain had initially supported the war with Spain, only to become enraged
when the would-be liberators turned around and “benevolently assimilated”
Puerto Rico, Guam, Hawai‘i, and the Philippines. In an essay penned for a
literary magazine, Twain used Ament’s crimes in China to blast the
hypocrisy and greed—and impending blowback—he now saw at the heart
of the entire American imperial project:

Extending the Blessings of Civilization to our Brother who Sits in Darkness has been a good
trade and has paid well, on the whole; and there is money in it yet, if carefully worked.… But
Christendom has been playing it badly of late years, and must certainly suffer by it, in my
opinion. She has been so eager to get every stake that appeared on the green cloth, that the
People who Sit in Darkness have noticed it—they have noticed it, and have begun to show
alarm.51

The American public was more interested in personalities than policy.
The reaction to Twain’s essay turned into a mud fight not over U.S. actions
in Asia but over Ament’s personal reputation and the specific amounts the
missionary was alleged to have extracted. Stung by the controversy, the
Anti-Imperialist League—of which Twain was a vice president—edited out
the most incendiary parts of his essay for later publications.52

Years later, Butler would look back on his role in the looting of Beijing
with equally belated shame. “I suppose we shouldn’t have taken anything,
but war is hell anyhow and none of us was in the frame of mind to make it
any better,” he would write.53

In the moment, though, he had to find other ways of dealing with his
ambivalence and the stress of the campaign. One night, the Marines threw
Major Waller a birthday party. Junior officers sat in a corner, smashing
looted Buddhas in hopes of finding something valuable inside. Butler and
his friends killed a mule and cut out its liver, which they served with bacon
and rum. Soon there was only rum. Butler got so thuddingly drunk that he
started belting out an old sea chanty—“Down along the coast of the High
Bar-bar-ee!”—until he passed out on the table, nose first.54

The surviving Marines were sent to Japan soon after for some R&R.
Butler never got off the ship. He developed a raging fever at Nagasaki and
was left in the care of a “colored fire man named Padmore.” The fetid water
he’d been drinking in the Chinese countryside, it seems, had caught up with



him. “The gunshot wounds had weakened me,” he reflected. “The typhoid
fever finished the job.” He fell into delirium. In nightmares he relived the
horrors of the battlefield. Years later, he told his family he’d experienced
death on that ship.55

Maud and Thomas crossed the continent to see Smedley’s ghostly pale,
ninety-pound frame descend from the ship at San Francisco. It had been a
year and a half since he had left for the Philippines. Thomas had written
Littleton Waller expressing his worry about Smedley’s condition in the
meantime. Maud had been more sanguine. When a West Chester newspaper
republished a short profile depicting her as a weeping mother, she wrote the
editor to say she was “extremely annoyed” and that the “hysterical
displays” attributed to her were “a lot of silly sentiment I never possessed.”
(The editor issued a retraction, saying: “The many readers of the News who
know Mrs. Butler will fully believe the above and at the same time
sympathize with her under such trying circumstances. Mrs. Butler is a
heroic woman and to credit her with saying soft things is unfair and
discourteous.”)56

Despite the controversies over looting, the China campaign again made
the Marines into national stars. The next year, Buffalo Bill would replace
the “Battle of San Juan Hill” section of his Wild West Show with a
reenactment of the Battle of Tianjin and the capture of Beijing. The posters
featured a Marine stabbing a Boxer with a bayonet at the gate where Butler
had been shot.57

Two thousand Main Liners turned out to the Assembly Building in West
Chester on January 17, 1901, to see Smedley Butler receive a ceremonial
sword. The recently promoted Capt. Henry Leonard received a gold medal
for saving the town’s new favorite son. He accepted it with his remaining
hand.58

The war hastened the Qing dynasty’s end. But the fall did not happen
overnight. The allies contented themselves with the internal exile of Prince
Duan and the execution of several officials and Boxer leaders including Cao
Futian. The Empress Dowager (and her still-imprisoned nephew) were



allowed to remain in power. In exchange, the foreigners got what they had
really wanted all along: money.

In September 1901, the parties signed one of the “unequal treaties”
Nelly and her classmates had to memorize in school. Known as the Boxer
Protocol, it required the Qing to pay 450 million silver taels, worth roughly
$10 billion today. The Russians demanded almost a third; the Germans
nearly a quarter. The Americans took the smallest share among the major
powers—about 7 percent. The Qing customs system became, in effect, a
“debt collection agency” for foreign governments. The Qing also agreed to
allow foreign troops in twelve cities, including Tianjin, and to dismantle the
Dagu Forts.59

McKinley’s successor, Theodore Roosevelt, would sign a broad new
U.S.-China commercial treaty in 1903, renewing the long-held hopes for a
marriage of U.S. industry and the world’s most populous market. Satisfied,
Roosevelt could stand at the Mechanics’ Pavilion in San Francisco in 1903
and declare: “Before I came to the Pacific Slope I was an expansionist, and
after having been here I fail to understand how any man … can be anything
but an expansionist!”60

Ordinary people paid the biggest price. An estimated one hundred
thousand Chinese were killed in the war; most who died had taken no part
in the uprising. In defeat, the Yihetuan had left the people of the plains
worse off than before as the Boxer Indemnity sapped the resources they
needed to survive. “In the beginning, when it was the Big Sword Society,
they used slogans like, ‘Kill the rich and give to the poor!’ ‘Kill corrupt
officials and work for the people!’” a survivor from Shandong Province
remembered. “But they never put those slogans into practice.”61

Even the missionaries, whose stories had given the allies the pretext
they needed to invade, were abandoned. Susan Rowena Bird was executed
by Boxers in late July, alongside five other Americans and several Chinese
Christians in Shanxi Province. The Marines and soldiers were 275 miles
away at the time. They never got closer.

For the elite intellectuals behind the failed Hundred Days’ Reform—
whom the Empress Dowager had sent into exile before the invasions started
—the disaster helped clarify a reimagining of their country. They could no



longer afford to be the borderless Da Qing Guo, the Great Qing Kingdom,
expecting tribute and kowtow from countries that no longer showed them
fear or respect. They would need a new national identity as a modern
nation-state.

One of the reformers, the journalist Liang Qichao, had spent part of his
exile in Hawai‘i. From Honolulu, he kept tabs on the news back home, met
refugees from the Boxer and Philippine Wars, and saw the young men
boarding U.S. warships to head across the Pacific. He had no doubt the
United States was “the preeminent rising power of the world,” as a
colleague wrote. “In the past, we were fearful of the savage ambition of
absolute monarchs, but now the desires of the mighty capitalists are even
more to be feared,” an unsigned editorial in Liang’s newspaper observed.62

Liang believed a reformed China could eventually assert itself among
the new powers. But another member of Liang’s circle, a philosopher and
physician known to his Western contacts as Sun Yat-sen, believed reforms
wouldn’t go far enough. What China needed, Sun thought, was a
revolution.63
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FIVE
SAMAR, PHILIPPINES

While Butler was resting and healing at his parents’ house in West Chester,
the United States’ first Asian quagmire was entering a dangerous new
phase. Throughout the first months of the war, the U.S. had been nearly
undefeated on battlefields across Luzon. Realizing the Filipinos could not
win in direct confrontation, in late 1899 the fleeing president Emiliano
Aguinaldo had ordered his troops to throw away their uniforms and melt
into the countryside to mount a guerrilla insurgency.

Filipino generals had been urging such a shift for months, arguing that
their knowledge of the terrain, connections to the local population, and
experience with the climate were their best advantages to exploit.
Aguinaldo had resisted, possibly out of a belief that a conventional victory
would be held in higher esteem by other nations. But with President
McKinley coming up for reelection against the antiwar Democratic populist
William Jennings Bryan, the embattled Filipino leader now calculated that
his best option was to raise the cost of the war in both money and lives and
force American citizens to demand a withdrawal.

Guerrillas on Luzon inflicted heavy losses, using snipers and booby
traps. Their most feared tactic was the “bolo rush”: leaping out of the bush
with guns and sharpened bolo knives—a farm tool similar to a machete—
and overwhelming a hapless patrol.1 American soldiers chasing these
guerrillas were pulled ever deeper into the hinterlands. Along the way, they
picked up local words. Bundók—Tagalog for “mountain”—was given an
American twang and made into slang for any wild and remote place. It was



only by going to the “boondocks,” the soldiers learned, that you could get
the measure of a country.2

To finance the insurgency, the soldiers on Luzon seized the supply of
the islands’ most valuable export: a strong, flexible fiber harvested from a
cousin of the banana plant known as abacá. Americans called it “Manila
hemp,” and before synthetics came along, it drove the global economy.
Shipbuilders used its fibers to weave ropes and sails. Electric companies ran
abacá belts through their city-powering generators. The oil boom minting
millionaires in Texas and California depended on miles of “Manila drilling
cable” pulsing through the derricks. Even the people counting the money
needed abacá to make their office supplies: they’re called “manila
envelopes” for a reason.

U.S. commanders wanted to destroy the hemp supply to starve the
insurgents out, but they were overruled by Washington and Wall Street.
There was simply too much money to be made from the export crop.
Instead, the Americans looked south of the big island toward the Visayas—a
group of six major islands and scores of smaller ones in the middle of the
Philippine archipelago.

Most promising was the island of Samar—a lush, mountainous expanse,
shaped like a butterfly’s right wing, where abacá grew thick. Samareños had
not taken part in the revolution against Spain; they spoke a different
language than the peoples of Luzon and considered them nearly as foreign
as the Iberians. They were equally indifferent to the fight against the
Americans. In January 1900, U.S. forces were ordered to Samar to, as a
commander put it, “render a sufficient quantity of hemp available for the
American market as soon as possible.”3

Aguinaldo also had designs on Samar. In 1899, he had sent one of his
most trusted generals, Vicente Lukban, to bring Samar and its neighboring
island, Leyte, into the Philippine Republic.4 An accomplished Tagalog
lawyer with a waxed mustache, Lukban was a committed bourgeois
revolutionary: tortured by the Spanish, then exiled by them along with
Aguinaldo to Hong Kong, he had commanded Filipino forces to a string of
victories against Spain during the brief American alliance.



In his year on Samar, Lukban had learned that managing the islanders
took more political than military skill. He learned to speak Samareño and
married a local woman. In the island’s mountainous interior, he forged a
tentative alliance with an aggressive apocalyptic cult, the Dios-Dios, on
promises of mutual protection. When Lukban learned the Americans were
coming for Samar’s abacá supply, he went on a propaganda offensive,
spreading word that their true purpose was “raping, pillaging, and
‘annihilating us later as they have the Indians of America.’”5

But the Samareños mostly ignored him. The people of the lowland
farms and fishing villages were too busy trying to recover from the ravages
of a recent typhoon. They just wanted to be left alone. Quietly, Lukban
ordered his lieutenants to kill and burn the houses of any Samareño caught
collaborating with the enemy.6

If the Americans had known that, they might have taken advantage of
the tension between the Luzon-led revolutionaries and the locals to divide
and conquer Samar. Instead, they bulldozed over everyone. When Lukban’s
small guerrilla bands started harassing the island’s hemp ports, U.S.
commanders moved to cut off the entire island’s food supply. The
Americans slashed fishing nets, burned crops, and shot livestock, including
the beefy water buffalo, known as carabao, that were often a village’s most
valuable possessions. Along the way they would sing their marching song:
“Underneath the starry flag / civilize ’em with a Krag.”*

On Luzon, the Americans had experimented with a carrot-and-stick
approach. Battlefield victories were followed by projects to build roads, rail
lines, telegraph stations, and hospitals. Schools where children could be
taught English and American propaganda were seen as “more beneficial
than troops.” These tactics had been adapted from the U.S. government’s
experience conquering and controlling American Indian populations on the
North American frontier.7

But that was not to be the approach on Samar. Unfortunately for
everyone, the Americans’ arrival on the mountainous island coincided with
a fight over strategy among the U.S. colonial command. With his reelection
on the line, McKinley had divided the job of governor-general overseeing
the Philippines in two: William Howard Taft, a federal judge from Ohio,



was put in charge of civilian affairs, overseeing the promised “benevolent
assimilation.” Meanwhile, a new military governor-general—Gen. Adna R.
Chaffee, the erstwhile commanding officer of U.S. forces in northern China
—was entrusted with overseeing those areas still deemed to be in
“rebellion.”

The two governors did not get along. Chaffee deemed Taft hopelessly
naïve after he called Filipinos, with equal parts racism and paternalism,
“our little brown brothers”—who, the future president had said, in time and
with proper tutelage, could develop the “Anglo-Saxon political principles
and skills” for self-rule.8

Eager to prove Taft wrong by demonstrating the greater efficacy of the
iron fist, Chaffee ordered the use of the tactics he’d learned in his thirty
years of war against the Apache, Cheyenne, and other Native American
tribes: concentration, devastation, and harassment.9 Like the Boxers,
Lukban’s soldiers were branded “bandits,” placing them and their fates
outside the law. It was a tactic Americans have used against insurgents ever
since, evolving into more modern variants such as “criminal,” “subversive,”
and “terrorist.”10

Some Samareños reluctantly turned to Lukban for protection. In 1901,
with McKinley now elected to a second term, the U.S. soldiers in Samar felt
free to push back harder. In August, the Ninth Infantry arrived aboard the
U.S. Army transport Liscum, named after their late colonel killed at the
Battle of Tianjin. Four companies of the “Manchu Ninth” were assigned to
towns along Samar’s southern coast.

The sleepy fishing village of Balangiga was assigned to Company C. Its
commander, Capt. Thomas W. Connell, was a by-the-book West Point
graduate who had fought in the Santiago campaign in Cuba, alongside
Liscum in China, and on Luzon. In strict accordance with his mandate,
Connell ordered the port closed and the village’s rice and fish stocks
destroyed, ignoring the villagers’ protests.

In their downtime, the men of Company C nursed their physical and
psychic wounds from the Boxer War with tuba, a local coconut wine.
(“When fresh tastes like cider, and is hell on fire when fermented,” a soldier
noted in a letter home.) On September 21, 1901, two soldiers got into an



argument with a local tuba vendor and drunkenly threatened to abduct a
waitress. The woman’s brothers ran over and beat the soldiers to a pulp.11

The next day, September 22, Connell ordered the people of Balangiga to
gather in the town’s plaza. Those who heeded the call found two medium-
sized conical canvas tents—tepees, basically—pitched on the north side of
the municipal hall. At Connell’s signal, the soldiers arrested all of the men,
at least 143 people. They were then divided into two groups and stuffed into
the tepees, which had been designed to sleep only sixteen people each.12

For six days, the Balangiganons’ only respite from those torturous
conditions were periods of forced labor. This included chopping up the
sweet potato and taro vines the villagers needed to survive the coming wet
season—plants the men of Company C thought were merely underbrush.
Each evening, the soldiers confiscated the sharpened bolo knives they’d
distributed among the prisoners for the job.

But the Americans in Balangiga proved as adept at monitoring their
situation as they were at recognizing crops. Some of the men imprisoned in
the overcrowded tents, the Company C soldiers failed to realize, were
Filipino guerrillas from elsewhere on Samar, who had come to secretly train
the locals in the art of armed resistance at the invitation of the town’s police
chief, Valeriano Abanador. By failing to distinguish between insurgents and
villagers, and abusing them both, the Americans had done what Lukban
could not: unite disparate factions of islanders in a common, national cause.

On the morning of September 28, 1901, as the soldiers of Company C
sat down in their mess tent for breakfast, they were assaulted from all sides
by rebel fighters, including many of the prisoners escaped from the tents.
Forty-eight U.S. soldiers were killed, along with twenty-eight Samareños,
in what Americans called the “Balangiga Massacre.” It was the worst U.S.
military disaster since Gen. George Custer showed up unprepared at the
Little Bighorn. Collier’s Weekly likened it to the Alamo.13

To reach Balangiga, I flew with Rica Concepcion, the fixer I’d hired in
Manila, to the city of Tacloban on neighboring Leyte. Then we set off
across a long bridge that winds like a red dragon across the channel islands



of the San Juanico Strait. At the entrance to Samar, rifle-toting Filipino
soldiers manned a checkpoint. They were on guard, Rica explained, for both
Maoist guerrillas who still patrol its mountains and ISIS fighters trying to
use the sparsely populated island to slip out of Mindanao into Tacloban. No
one seemed to care who was going into Samar.

For an hour we drove down the coastal highway, passing thick abacá
groves, until we crossed a small river bridge and reached Balangiga. In the
main square stood the San Lorenzo de Martir Parish Church, with its
Romanesque arches and squat bell tower. Across the way was the municipal
building, painted aquamarine.

Between them stood the most visceral monument I had ever seen:
dozens of life-sized, gold-painted statues arrayed in a horrific tableau. In the
middle were the men of Company C, forever frozen around their breakfast
table, as if in a nightmare. Their faces twisted in horror as they faced a
stylized doorway—representing the doors of the church—out from which
burst furious Samareño men, beginning the bolo rush. More fighters in
conical sarok hats crawled in from the sides. Police Captain Abanador
directed the action with his bolo and baton from a pedestal. Above them all
hung a representation of golden church bells in a stylized belfry, gleaming
in the noonday sun.

I stood in front of the monument for a few moments, absorbing its
ferocity. Then we headed over to the municipal building. Amid curious
looks, Rica explained to a receptionist that I was an American interested in
learning Balangiga’s history. Minutes later we were ushered upstairs into
the office of the mayor, Randy Duran Garza. We sat down at an intricately
carved wooden table. The town’s seal, featuring a silhouette of Abanador
and two golden bells, hung on a beige wall.

Garza was slight, with black hair and a youthful face. He seemed eager
to meet but reluctant to talk, perhaps embarrassed about speaking English
with me or Tagalog with Rica, instead of his native dialect of Samareño. So
I opened the conversation with what seemed like an obvious statement: “I
assume from seeing the monument in the square, that the memory of this
event is very important.”



“Yes, yes, of course,” the mayor replied, in an unexpectedly deep voice.
“Every year, we are celebrating the Balangiga Encounter.”

Rica and I exchanged a confused glance. Celebrating?
“September last year we had a reenactment,” Garza continued. “But this

year we are preparing so it will be an annual reenactment for the Balangiga
Encounter.”

“Can I see it?” I asked.
A short time later, the mayor’s IT guy, a short young man with spiked

hair named Pewie Cerilla, came in with a gray laptop and a CD-ROM.
The video opened with shots of a meticulously built set: a nearly scale

replica of the church, full-sized nipa-grass houses complete with porches
and windows, a courthouse, and a jail—a stand-in, in local memory, for the
prison tepees. Even the replica Krags looked accurately rendered. Hundreds
of spectators watched from folding chairs and standing along the sidelines
—it was staged on the soccer field of the town’s elementary school.

It seemed a hundred more people were in the pageant itself. The priest
was played by a real priest. A member of the city council played Police
Captain Abanador. The “Americans” were all young Balangiganon men,
most of whom had to dye their hair blond for the part.

“That’s me,” Pewie said, pointing to a villager in a pink shirt, white
pants, and flip-flops.

The pageant begins with scenes of tranquil village life, interrupted by
the arrival of the soldiers of Company C on the USAT Liscum—a large prop
boat built around a pickup truck. The soldiers in blue disembark and raise a
U.S. flag. Everyone stands at attention for a full rendition of “The Star-
Spangled Banner,” played over the loudspeakers.

Then the abuses start. The soldiers point their guns, mock and shove the
villagers, and overturn market baskets. One “American” throws a
Balangiganon woman onto the grass. He pantomimes unzipping his pants as
she screams in palpable horror. As the violence reaches its crescendo, the
video’s editors cut to a shot of the waving U.S. flag.

The music changes from somber to driven. A few dozen men and one
woman converge at the center of the field, holding lighted torches and
sheathed bolo knives. Abanador stands in front with his baton, barefoot and



dressed in a simple cotton uniform. He gives directions in Samareño as the
public-address announcer explains the plan over the loudspeaker in English:
Filipino officers disguised as women would sneak in weapons from outside
the town, hidden in hollowed-out bamboo containers and nipa coffins.
Meanwhile the only woman among the plotters, Casiana Nacionales, would
sneak up to the jail under the American soldiers’ noses. At the moment the
attack began, Nacionales would spring the prisoners—townspeople and
trained guerrillas both.14

“The dawn of September 28, 1901, promised a perfect day,” the
announcer says. “The Americans, after a mess call, settled down for a hot
breakfast in a relaxed atmosphere.” Company C gathers at a bamboo table
under a canvas tent. As they sit, the bleached-blond youths in blue uniforms
give each other high fives—an instantly recognizable, if anachronistic, sign
of their Americanness.

Abanador strolls past. As he passes the American sentry, Pvt. Adolph
Gamlin, he swings his baton, grabs the replica Krag from the soldier’s
hands, and smashes the rifle butt toward his face. The announcer repeats his
words in Samareño: “Atake, mga Balangiganon!” People of Balangiga,
attack!

The air is filled with the ringing of church bells. Bolo men cut the ties
on the mess tent, trapping screaming “Americans” underneath the canvas
flaps. Some of the soldiers scramble for cover, running across the soccer
field at full speed in every conceivable direction. Some are cut down by the
prisoners. Others run straight into the waiting bolos of men bursting out of
the church, led by Casiana Nacionales, defiantly waving her rosary.

As I watched the actors tumbling like acrobats, fighting and pretending
to cut each other’s throats, I thought of the testimony I’d read of one of the
massacre’s survivors:

The scene in the blood-soaked shack was awful, with dead and dying all around. I particularly
remember one man bleeding from a gaping wound in his forehead, sitting bolt upright on the
ladder in front of our shack, dying. Another soldier, Private Armani, was slashed across the
abdomen and was suffering intense agony. Private J. J. Driscoll was crawling on his hands
and feet like a stabbed pig, his brains falling out through a wound he had received.15



“That’s me!” Pewie repeated, as his on-screen self lunged at an
American. “I had to be careful. I was carrying a real bolo.”

Soon, there are blond Americans lying motionless across the field, a
smaller number of Samareño fighters beside them. “On that September
morning,” the announcer says, “the pent-up emotions suppressed for
centuries finally surfaced, when every Balangiganon risked his all for
freedom and liberty.”

The audience grows quiet. Everyone knows what’s coming next.

News of the Balangiga Massacre rocketed out of the Philippines on the
wires and straight onto front pages across the United States in the last days
of September and first days of October 1901. Many accounts made sure to
highlight the Filipinos’ alleged posthumous mutilation of the Americans’
bodies.16

It could scarcely have come at a more vulnerable moment for the
Americans, politically. The night before the massacre, a group of soldiers
returned from a supply trip to Leyte with staggering news: President
McKinley was dead. He’d been assassinated at a world’s fair* in Buffalo by
an anarchist who’d lost his job as a steelworker in the 1893 depression. The
assassin, Leon Czolgosz, had been troubled in part, a friend later said, by
the “outrages committed by the American government in the Philippine
Islands.”17

Teddy Roosevelt was now president, the youngest in the history of the
United States. The last thing the new leader needed was a public reminder
that his “splendid little war” against Spain—the war that had made him an
international star—had never really ended, that civilians who were
supposed to greet Americans as liberators were furious enough to kill them
instead. He raged at the War Department. It was “unpardonable” for an
officer to be “surprised,” Roosevelt said. If the commanding officer in
Balangiga, Captain Connell, “escapes death, he will, I presume, be at once
placed under arrest and tried by court-martial.”18

The acting secretary assured Roosevelt that Chaffee, the military
governor-general, had already ordered an investigation.19 But as the official



may have already known, Connell had not escaped. He had jumped out his
window ahead of an onrush of bolo men, only to be stabbed to death in the
street.

Chaffee believed the massacre proved he, not Taft, had been right all
along. “We are dealing with a class of people whose character is deceitful,
who are absolutely hostile to the white race and who regard life as of little
value, and, finally, who will not submit to our control until absolutely
defeated and whipped into such a condition.”20

To accomplish this, Chaffee ordered a new crop of generals to subdue
all remaining trouble spots. For Samar, he appointed Brig. Gen. Jacob H.
Smith. It was a dangerous choice. “Hell Roarin’ Jake” was legendarily
corrupt and a drunk. Court-martialed three times for insubordination and
dogged by creditors, Smith had only gotten his general’s stars, the military
historian Brian Linn has written, because of “his longevity, his physical
bravery, and the mistaken belief that he planned to retire.”21

But Smith had the one qualification Chaffee wanted: he’d spent twenty-
seven years as a captain in the wars against American Indians in the west,
and he was versed in the tactics of concentration, devastation, and
harassment Chaffee believed were necessary.22

The revenge began before Smith even arrived. On September 29, the
day after the massacre, cables flew from Chaffee to his subordinate, Brig.
Gen. Robert P. Hughes, to investigate the affair. Hughes ordered the
Eleventh Infantry on Leyte to cross the San Juanico Strait and “make a
desert of Balangiga.” That afternoon, they bombed the village into flames
from five hundred yards offshore with the guns of the USS Pittsburgh. By
October 8, an Army captain could report: “With the exception of the stone
walls of the church and a few large upright poles of some of the houses,
there is today not a vestage [sic] of the town of Balangiga left.”23

To exact vengeance across the rest of the island, Smith turned to the
group of men he knew would show the natives no quarter. He called for
three hundred Marines from Cavite, under the command of Smedley
Butler’s mentor, Maj. Littleton Waller. On October 24, 1901—nearly a
month after the massacre at Balangiga—Smith instructed Waller: “I want no
prisoners. I wish you to kill and burn. The more you kill and burn, the better



you will please me. I want all persons killed who are capable of bearing
arms against the United States.”24

“Capable of bearing arms,” Smith clarified, meant any boys at least ten
years of age.

Waller would later insist that he relayed Smith’s orders without the
instruction to commit genocide. But Smith also surely knew that the
Virginian could be counted on to be as brutal as possible. He would be
avenging the “Manchu Ninth”—the regiment who’d fought and died
alongside his Marines at Tianjin and Beijing. “Place no confidence in the
natives, and punish treachery immediately with death,” Waller ordered. He
added: “We have also to avenge our late comrades in North China, the
murdered men of the Ninth United States Infantry.”25

Among Waller’s Marines were John H. Quick, freshly awarded his
Medal of Honor for signaling under fire at Guantánamo and given the rank
of gunnery sergeant. Other names on his roster would soon become
similarly elevated luminaries of the Corps: David Dixon Porter, Alexander
S. Williams, and Hiram Bearss.

Butler, then on duty at the Philadelphia Navy Yard, would surely have
been among them had he not contracted his near-fatal case of typhoid in
China and been sent home. Not only was his mentor leading the mission,
but the officer at Cavite who selected the troops for Samar was his former
captain at Guantánamo, the newly promoted Lt. Col. Mancil C. Goodrell.

Waller set up his headquarters at the village of Basey, about forty miles
west of Balangiga. When he learned that some locals had been accused of
smuggling rice to Filipino forces, he ordered their entire barrio destroyed.
Then he set about burning nearby villages. For weeks, Waller’s Marines
destroyed rice, killed carabao, and burned homes. They also did what the
military commanders had wanted to do all along: confiscate and burn
supplies of “Manila hemp.” If the Marines believed a village was giving
information to Lukban, they burned it. If they found items they believed
belonged to the Ninth Infantry, they killed the people who had them in their
possession—and burned the village as well. Pvt. Harold Kinman wrote his
sister that his company was “hiking all the time killing all we come
across.”26



That was still not enough for General Smith. In early December, one of
Waller’s lieutenants, John H. A. Day, handed the major a new order, written
in Smith’s distinctively calligraphic scrawl. It read: “The interior of Samar
must be made a howling wilderness.”27

Smith and Waller’s fixation on total destruction of the insurgency led to
one of the most confounding episodes of the Philippine-American War: the
“March across Samar.” Just before New Year’s Day 1902, Waller led fifty-
six Marines, two Filipino scouts, and thirty-three porters on an expedition to
find a route bisecting the island, up the Lanang River and across the
mountains. Despite warnings from Army personnel on the island’s east
coast, and the unavailability of the company surgeon, he pushed forward,
driven by his “desire for some further knowledge of the people and the
nature of this heretofore impenetrable country.”28

It was the height of the monsoon. With the river too swollen to travel,
the Marines tied up the boats and continued on foot, but the trails
disappeared into mud. Soon, they realized they were going in circles,
crossing the same part of the river again and again. They camped. But the
ensuing days only got worse. Their maps fell apart. Lost, cutting their own
trail, they sometimes found themselves trying to climb waterfalls. Boots
disintegrated. Skin sloughed off the Marines’ feet, leaving open sores.
Leeches clung to their legs. They were running out of food, and it was too
wet to light fires. Rations ran to a single piece of raw bacon per man.

Waller decided to take thirteen of the most able-bodied Marines and
push forward as fast as he could, leaving Capt. David Porter in charge of the
remainder. He kidnapped a Samareño family—“2 men, 2 women, and a boy
of about 12”—and forced them to lead his fragmented unit back to Basey,
where he summoned a mission to rescue the main column.29 Eleven Marines
died from exposure. Nearly all the rest ended up in the hospital.

Waller—mortified, delirious with fever, and, if his track record was any
guide, probably drunk—blamed the Filipinos. He accused the scouts of
intentionally leading his men to their deaths.

Lieutenant Day used a new torture technique the Americans had
recently learned from the Spanish—the “water cure,” an even-more-brutal
precursor to waterboarding*—to force a porter into a vague, confused



confession of having attacked one of the Marines with a bolo. Day shot the
porter dead on the spot. Waller then ordered the rest of the Filipinos in the
party executed. Day threw together a firing squad and killed ten of them.
The number was probably symbolic: eleven dead Filipinos for eleven dead
Americans.30

The Marines would wrest a heroic narrative from the fiasco. As its
veterans went on to become senior Marine Corps generals, Waller’s blood-
soaked disaster was revised into the “March across Samar”—a story of
survival used to inspire the island-fighting campaigns of the South Pacific
and jungle counterinsurgencies to come. For the rest of their lives,
whenever one of the survivors entered a chow hall, all Marines present
would rise and say: “Stand, gentlemen! He served on Samar.”31

In the modern-day Balangiga pageant, Littleton Waller is one of the few
Americans identified by name. The actor playing him wears a cowboy hat
and carries a silver revolver instead of a Krag. He’s also the only Marine
who is not forced to bleach his hair.

Though Balangiga had been burned to the ground by the time Waller’s
Marines arrived on Samar, the pageant’s designers used them to represent
the entire American retaliation. Smith’s “kill and burn” order is read
verbatim over the loudspeaker. No music is played. For five agonizing
minutes, the only sounds on the field are shooting and screaming. Marines
in khaki uniforms murder a girl in a summer dress and bayonet villagers in
front of the church. Fire is set to the nipa houses, which burn so ferociously
it seems like the modern houses behind them might be consumed as well.

At the climax of the action, a few Marines climb the fake church belfry,
carefully remove the gold-foil-wrapped bells, and haul them away.

The importance of those bells cannot be overstated. In the century since
they were taken, they have become the embodiment not only of the memory
of the 1901 massacres, but the entire trauma of colonization—for
Balangiga, Samar, and in many ways the Filipino nation. Representations of
them are everywhere in the town. Beyond the bells in the pageant, the
monument, and the city seal, there was also a “Run for the Balangiga Bells”



ultramarathon and a Balangiga Bells painting competition. Mayor Garza
displayed a photo of two of the looted bells in his office.

The bells in turn became symbols of military sacrifice for the
Americans. They were brought back to the United States: two displayed in a
brick shrine at a military base in Wyoming; a third given to the Ninth
Infantry and eventually housed at a U.S. Army museum in South Korea.
The Wyoming plaque claims the bells were the signal to start the massacre
of Company C. Though the historical evidence for this is thin, by asserting
a connection between the bells and murdered soldiers, their theft was
transformed into an act of vengeance—a narrative that also helpfully
glosses over the Americans’ wholesale devastation of Samar and its
inhabitants.

Contests over objects imbued with the weight of history are fights over
the meaning of the past. In the United States, similar fights have occurred
with regularity over statues, or the singing of historically freighted songs.
That was why the U.S. military and Filipino nationalists argued so bitterly
and for so long over the bells’ return. Was the story of Balangiga—of the
whole history of U.S. expansionism, perhaps—a story of Americans trying
to improve the world, only to be unfairly attacked and forced into justifiable
revenge? Or was it a story of oppression, rape, and murder, culminating in
the looting of three sacred objects from a church?

I realized this was likely the reason I’d been given a VIP welcome into
the mayor’s office in the first place. My status as an American journalist,
Garza seemed to think, might put me in a position to relay to the U.S.
government his plea that the bells be returned. Several of his aides asked if
I’d ever seen the bells myself. A receptionist asked me if it was true that
they were made of solid gold.

The Balangiganons were not alone in their fascination. Duterte, the
Filipino president, also loved talking about the bells. For him they were a
convenient distraction from his authoritarianism and abuses, and a handy
refrain to needle the United States and signal his shift toward China—a way
to affirm his country’s position in a post-American world. Three weeks after
my visit to Balangiga, during his annual State of the Nation address to the
Philippine Congress, Duterte turned toward U.S. Ambassador Sung Kim



and demanded: “Give us back those Balangiga bells. They are ours.”32 He
was met with deafening applause.

Then, unexpectedly, it happened. In 2018, Donald Trump’s defense
secretary, the retired Marine general James Mattis, authorized the bells’
return. Shouts of congressional protest followed. Wyoming’s Republican
delegation blasted the giveaway of “a memorial to American soldiers killed
in action.” The bipartisan House of Representatives human rights
commission called on Trump to withhold the bells as a bargaining chip to
force Duterte to end his policy of mass killings under the cover of his “War
on Drugs.”33

But Mattis understood, perhaps in the face of the Philippines’ pivot
toward China, that a new narrative of U.S.-Filipino relations was needed. In
a brief speech at their handover in Wyoming, the retired Marine general
emphasized instances of Filipino and U.S. soldiers fighting side by side—in
World War II, Korea, Vietnam, and most recently against ISIS in Marawi.
Paradoxically, he reassured the audience—particularly the “Manchu
command” of the Ninth Infantry—that their predecessors’ actions would not
be disavowed: “To those who fear that we lose something by returning the
bells, please hear me when I say that bells mark time, but courage is
timeless.”34

On December 15, 2018, 117 years after they were stolen, Duterte stood
in front of a crowd of dignitaries, Catholic clergy, Mayor Garza, and
hundreds of cheering locals. He pulled a rope attached to the largest bell’s
clapper, and its ringing was heard in Balangiga once more.

Watching the ceremony from half a world away, I wondered: What
happens now? Will the bells, now returned, lose their symbolic power?
Could the memory of the massacre fade with them? Or will they become
central to a new narrative of righted wrongs, inspiring future generations to
ask new questions and seek more substantive justice—in both their
relationship with their former colonizer and at home?

Before I left the mayor’s office during my visit, I had asked Mayor
Garza how Balangiganons felt about Americans today. He answered by
talking about the Americans in his own family. One of his sisters married a
U.S. diplomat and followed him to Saudi Arabia. A brother was a retired



U.S. Marine. The reenactment and his demands for the bells’ return, he
assured me, were just about pride, and teaching young people about the
past.

But he must feel conflicted, I said—going outside his office every day,
seeing so many reminders of a brutal war.

“No,” he answered. “It doesn’t affect because it’s already finished. We
must embrace the reality now. Forget the past.”

“But you said it was important to remember the past.”
“Yeah,” the mayor responded. “For the history.”
“But this is what I’m confused about. It’s like—you have to remember

and forget at the same time.”
The mayor didn’t hesitate. “Yes,” he said.

Chaffee’s attempt to assuage President Roosevelt and the American public
with a campaign of vengeance and terror backfired. News of the atrocities
on Samar soon became as big a scandal as the massacre of the Ninth
Infantry itself. Stories from elsewhere in the Philippines followed, thanks to
soldiers’ letters that began slipping past military censors and into
newspapers.

Perhaps the most shocking revelation for Americans came from Brig.
Gen. J. Franklin Bell, whom Chaffee had appointed to “pacify” the
rebellious province of Batangas, on southern Luzon, at the same time he
hired Smith. Citing General Order 100, a standing Civil War code that left
wide latitude for dealing with guerrillas, Bell ordered civilians rounded up
into what he called “zones of protection.”

The soldiers, some of whom had been in Cuba, knew exactly what these
were: “a reconcentrado pen,” one soldier called it, using the Spanish
general Weyler’s original term for concentration camps, “with a dead-line
outside, beyond which everything living is shot … It seems way out of the
world without a sight of the sea—in fact, more like some suburb of hell.”35

A Georgia Democrat read the letter into the Congressional Record.
Scrambling to undo the public relations damage, Chaffee ordered

Waller, Day, and Smith arrested and court-martialed. Their trials in Manila



became national spectacles across the mainland United States. (Butler kept
tabs on the case from Charleston, South Carolina, where he was posted on
regimental guard duty at a lackluster sequel to the Buffalo World’s Fair. A
week after Waller was arrested, Smedley wrote his father to say that he
would apply to head back to the Philippines “if nothing else turns up.”)36

The layers of abuse ran deep in the military court: Waller’s lawyer, Maj.
Edwin F. Glenn, the Army judge advocate responsible for
counterintelligence on Samar, was about to face his own court-martial for
subjecting Filipinos to the “water cure.” In his testimony, Day claimed he
was just following orders. Waller passed the buck to Smith, revealing the
dramatic “kill and burn” order on the stand. Of the three being tried for
abuses on Samar, only Smith would be convicted: his sole punishment to
face an oral rebuke by the court, and to take his long-overdue retirement.

Waller had no regrets. “I have lived up to the motto of my corps:
‘Semper Fidelis: Semper Paratus.’ I have carried my colors where no white
foot has trod,” he wrote Pete Wynne’s father. To a reporter, Waller crowed:
“I left Samar a howling wilderness. They tried to make it that for us, but we
made it a howling wilderness for them.”37

Roosevelt thumbed his nose at the critics, too. He lumped antiwar
voices like Mark Twain with Jim Crow architects like Senator “Pitchfork
Ben” Tillman, whom he could dismiss more easily as a hypocrite for
condemning torture and concentration camps in the Philippines while
supporting lynching at home.

“Keep in mind that these cruelties in the Philippines have been wholly
exceptional, and have been shamelessly exaggerated,” the president told a
crowd at Arlington National Cemetery on Memorial Day 1902.38 This
would become a familiar motif among apologists of U.S. empire: the
insistence—all evidence to the contrary—that abuses are rare, spontaneous,
and limited; that they are not “who we are.”

The day after Smith’s conviction, Roosevelt declared combat operations
in the northern Philippines over. Aguinaldo’s war had failed. The Filipino
founding father had sacrificed too many allies and waited too long to start
his guerrilla campaign. U.S. soldiers under Brig. Gen. Frederick Funston—
with the help of members of a rival ethnic group to the Tagalogs on Luzon,



the Macabebes—had arrested Aguinaldo on March 23, 1901. Lukban was
captured by the Army and local scouts in the mountains of Samar on
February 18, 1902.

The worst of the fighting in the Philippines was still ahead, and would
continue for more than a decade, as the United States “pacified” its first
Muslim insurgency in the southern provinces of Mindanao and the Sulu
Archipelago. But most Americans just wanted to be reassured that they
could stop paying attention to the war. Annexing their first major overseas
colony had cost, by that point, forty-two hundred American lives and $600
million (over $18 billion today). It had resulted in the deaths of some
twenty thousand Filipino combatants and as many as three quarters of a
million Filipino civilians.39 It was a staggering price for a group of islands
few Americans had heard of before the war began. Even the expansionists
started to wonder if there might be easier ways to build an empire.
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SIX
THE ISTHMUS

On a sweltering day in December 1902, Smedley Butler was standing
waist-deep in a watery ditch. He dunked his shovel into the mud.
Mosquitoes darted across the rust-colored ripples. Their bites itched like
poison. He couldn’t decide what he hated more: this marshy hell, the solid
rock his unit had to chip through the day before, or the admiral whose idea
it had been to build this stupid canal in the first place.

The ditch Butler was wading through was located on the Caribbean
island of Culebra, part of the new U.S. colony of Puerto Rico. Butler was
twenty-one years old now, a fully confirmed captain after his bravery in
China two years earlier. That meant he was in charge of a full company of
Marines: a company that had been ordered to dig a three-hundred-yard
canal across a tiny isthmus on the sunny cay.

Butler was convinced the task was make-work—a punishment. A few
days before, his Marines had beaten a Navy company in a race to install
guns on a Culebra hill. They’d celebrated by firing a shell over the flagship
USS Mayflower, where Admiral George Dewey himself was in command. A
few hours later, the Hero of Manila Bay had tasked Butler’s company with
cutting a waterway through the little isthmus, so the admirals could cruise
to their battleships in the island’s inner harbor without having to go all the
way around the peninsula.

“It is a damned outrage to make the Marines do all the work,” Butler
griped in a letter to his mother, “but we showed them what we could do.”1

In three and a half days, his Marines had dug halfway through the isthmus



—good enough, the admirals decided, to hand the rest of the work to some
conscripted Puerto Ricans, under Butler’s supervision.

Deep in the muck, Butler couldn’t see the larger purpose of the military
exercises. Teddy Roosevelt’s administration was engaged in a diplomatic
fight to secure land to build a far more sophisticated canal across a much
bigger isthmus: the mainland of Central America. The exercises off Puerto
Rico were, in part, to make sure the Marines and sailors were fit and ready
in case muscle was needed on the mainland to see the administration’s aims
through.

All the territories the United States conquered between 1898 and 1902 had
one thing in common: they were islands. In many ways that insular empire
had been conceived by one man: McKinley and Roosevelt’s naval adviser,
Alfred Thayer Mahan.

Mahan was literally an offspring of academia and the military. He was
born on the grounds of the U.S. Military Academy at West Point—his father
an engineering instructor whose students included Ulysses S. Grant,
William Tecumseh Sherman, and Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson; his mother
the daughter of the headmistress of a nearby girls’ school. Defying his
parents’ wishes, young Alfred enrolled at the Naval Academy. He quickly
proved one of the worst sailors in Navy history—crashing or running
aground nearly every ship he commanded.2

Fortunately for his crews, Mahan took up writing instead, and became
the most influential military theorist in the world. His big idea: sea power,
not huge land armies, was the key to empire. That simple concept, drawn
primarily from his reading of the history of Britain in the Napoleonic Wars,
won Mahan powerful fans in industry and politics. It also made his works
required reading in every rising power with a coastline, from the Kaiser’s
Germany to Meiji Japan. It was the seagoing complement to Frederick
Jackson Turner’s “free land”: a rationale for conquering islands all over the
world in the name of free movement and free trade.

Mahan prophesized that the United States would become a worldwide
commercial and military power, its merchant fleets dominating the “great



highway” of the seas, protected by what with work and money could
become the world’s greatest navy. Because of the limited range of the era’s
steamships, such a system required a network of bases and coaling stations.
It was Mahan who thus pushed McKinley to annex Hawai‘i in 1898; Mahan
whose naval board had called for the colonization of Guam and American
Samoa, the fortification of Puerto Rico, the purchase of the Virgin Islands
from Denmark, and the construction of a full-blown naval station at
Guantánamo Bay.3

One final link was needed to close the vast chain of commercial and
military control. At the time, to get from New York to San Francisco—or
from Guantánamo Bay to China—a ship had to sail thousands of miles
around the tip of South America. Mahan’s solution was to cut the route in
half by building a canal across the isthmus of Central America.

Like many of his ideas, this one wasn’t new: Europeans had dreamed of
punching a hole through Central America since the conquistador Vasco
Núñez de Balboa first spotted the Pacific from a Panamanian hilltop in
1513. The Spanish had considered all the thinnest spots to cross. There’s a
pinch in southern Mexico, 120 miles wide, known as the Isthmus of
Tehuantepec. Nicaragua is 140 miles wide, with a large lake and navigable
river taking up much of the expanse. The narrowest point of all—an
isthmus of an isthmus—was Panama, where a mere 30 miles separated the
Atlantic from the Pacific.

Americans had first started fantasizing about routes through Central
America during the California gold rush of 1848 to 1855. Seeing an
opportunity, Nicaragua’s government granted rights to the railroad magnate
Cornelius Vanderbilt to patch together a lucrative ferry system of riverboats
and stagecoaches. It was so profitable that a “filibustering” mercenary from
Tennessee named William Walker tried to take over all of Nicaragua, only
to be driven out by a force Vanderbilt had sponsored from Costa Rica.

At the same time, the New York shipping firm of Howland & Aspinwall
got permission from the Colombian government, which governed Panama,
to build a railway across the narrow isthmus. The Panama Railroad opened
in 1855, quickly becoming the most valuable holding on the New York
Stock Exchange.4



Mahan and those who would become his most committed fans watched
closely as France moved closer to the final step of digging a canal across
Panama in the 1880s. The French investors tapped the famed architect of
Egypt’s Suez Canal, Ferdinand de Lesseps, to oversee the project. His
attempt ended a decade later with twenty thousand workers dead, eight
hundred thousand investors ruined, and the oceans no closer together than
they had been for three million years.5

Teddy Roosevelt, naturally, was an early and avid Mahan fan. A year
before he went to war in Cuba, he wrote Mahan a letter affirming his desire
to build an isthmian canal “at once.”6 De Lesseps’s disaster merely
convinced him the U.S. should dig through Nicaragua instead. But there
was one last set of players waiting to show their cards.

The surviving French investors of de Lesseps’s fiasco had hired the Wall
Street law firm of Sullivan & Cromwell to dispose of their remaining assets
—mostly excavation machines left rusting in the Panamanian jungle. But
Sullivan & Cromwell’s founding partner, William Nelson Cromwell—an
ambitious Brooklynite with flashy white hair, bright blue eyes, and a silver
tongue—saw no reason to settle for scrap fees. In conjunction with the
investors’ representative, the cagey ex-mercenary Philippe Bunau-Varilla,
Cromwell embarked on a campaign to lobby the McKinley and then the
Roosevelt administrations to abandon the Nicaragua route, and held up de
Lesseps’s half-dug ditch as a shovel-ready alternative.

Cromwell’s ace in the hole was Senator Mark Hanna of Ohio, a
multimillionaire industrialist and the chairman of the Republican National
Committee. Cromwell had spent years cultivating Hanna as an “intimate
friend,” often through large donations to the RNC.7

In mid-1902, Cromwell and Bunau-Varilla helped Hanna write a
rousing floor speech extolling the advantages of the route through the
Colombian isthmus. Sympathetic engineers bent Roosevelt’s ear about
Panama’s shorter width, superior harbors, and the advantages of the existing
American railroad. In an inspired example of early guerrilla marketing, they
also sent every senator a Nicaraguan postage stamp showing one of that
country’s many active volcanoes. At the eleventh hour, Bunau-Varilla
agreed to slash the investors’ asking price for the Panamanian route from



over $100 million to $40 million.8 Even at a discount, the steep price tag
attested to the incredible importance of this fifty-mile-long strip of land: it
was double what McKinley had paid Spain four years earlier for the entire
Philippine archipelago.

The U.S. government agreed. On June 28, 1902, Congress voted to
finance a canal across Panama.* Bunau-Varilla’s French investors would
recoup some of their losses. Sullivan & Cromwell’s founding partner would
get an $800,000 check for his services.9 But no one would get paid unless
the Colombian government signed off on the deal.

While the negotiations with Colombia dragged on into the spring of 1903,
other pieces could be put into place. Mahan, who knew that a future canal
would have to be defended from rival powers, had called for the creation of
more military bases across the Caribbean and Central America. It was also
critical for the Americans to keep the isthmian republics situated along the
route to the canal from falling under the influence of rival powers.

Honduras was one such vulnerable point. The country, one of the
northernmost in Central America, stuck out like a dorsal fin into the sea
lanes leading to the proposed canal. The country was in default to British
banks, raising the specter of an invasion from one of Britain’s nearby
colonies. As Thomas Butler had written in a confidential memo to Smedley,
during the Culebra maneuvers a few months earlier: “I believe the time is
close at hand when the American people will conclude that it will be
cheaper and wiser to assume control over these South American
republics.”10

There were also Americans getting rich in Honduras, thanks to a new hit
product on the U.S. market: the banana. Sweet and soft, with an exotic flair,
a dozen bananas could be bought for the price of two apples from American
greengrocers. That was because importers had discovered that they could
buy the yellow marvel so cheaply off poor Honduran farmers that, even
with the cost of shipping, they could sell it at bargain prices and still rack up
massive profits.11



An Italian American family from New Orleans, the Vaccaro brothers,
had received generous concessions of prime banana-growing land along
Honduras’s north coast in exchange for agreeing to build a railroad. The
Vaccaros turned to their larger competitor, the United Fruit Company, to
help finance the project.12

In February 1903, the Honduran general Manuel Bonilla launched a
coup against the government. His forces took the port city of La Ceiba, near
the Vaccaros’ property. Alarmed, the Vaccaros wired the customs collector
in New Orleans. Word from him reached United Fruit’s general manager in
Louisiana, who sent a message to his headquarters in Boston to notify the
Navy and the State Department of the need for military protection.13

Just over two weeks later, on March 20, 1903, a Marine battalion from
Culebra dropped anchor off the Honduran port of Puerto Cortés. “We
arrived here this morning at two o’clock, prepared to land and shoot
everybody and anything that was anything that was breaking the peace,”
Smedley Butler wrote his mother from aboard the USS Panther. “We leave
tomorrow morning for [La] Ceba [sic], a small place up the coast where we
may find some American interests that need protecting.”14

The all-white Marines seethed with contempt for the Hondurans, many
of whom in the coastal areas were Black. In his letter to Maud, Smedley
mocked the size of the rebels’ “spicecake” warship. A welcome salute given
by the rebels’ marine infantry was greeted with roars of laughter from the
Americans—which, Butler noted, “did not add to the dignity of the
occasion.”

For the next few weeks, the Marines waited off the Honduran coast,
itching for an opportunity to come ashore and kill. “The rebels here are
becoming rather restless,” Smedley wrote his mother on March 26. “Our
company is to go ashore if anything happens so I am anxiously waiting for
a nigger to throw a stone.”15 (Butler, as often happened during his
campaigns, does not seem to have saved his mother’s response, so we don’t
know how she replied. Maud may have objected to the coarseness of the
racial epithet, though likely not the militaristic sentiment.)

Ultimately little shooting was necessary. The Marines’ show of force
was enough to forestall a British intervention and convince both sides of the



Honduran conflict to leave the American banana companies and their assets
alone. Bonilla’s troops marched unimpeded to the seat of government,
Tegucigalpa, and forced the army to surrender. “The capital has fallen and
the revolution is all over but the shouting and there is plenty of that left, it
seems,” Butler wrote Maud on April 14, no doubt disappointed, as the
Marines prepared to leave.16

The Roosevelt administration immediately recognized the conservative
general as the legitimate president of Honduras.17 In gratitude, Bonilla
extended the duration of the Vaccaros’ land concession to seventy-five
years, and gave them a century-long lease over the port of La Ceiba. (The
brothers would rename their company Standard Fruit, which eventually
formed part of the Dole Food Company.) United Fruit, sensing new
opportunity, bought up huge Honduran tracts of its own.

A few months after Butler and the Marines left, the short story writer
William Sydney Porter, better known as O. Henry, published a novel about
a lightly fictionalized version of Honduras. To capture the Central American
country’s blend of destabilized democracy, an economy dominated by a
single export crop, and the ever-present shadow of U.S. military and market
control, he used a new term. He called it a “banana republic.”18

Over the ensuing decades, the Marines would invade Honduras at least six
more times to protect the interests of the banana companies and prevent
other empires’ interference, until a client military could be formed to ensure
U.S. profits and the passage to and from the Panama Canal.19

Sometimes the fruit companies handled the invasions themselves. In
1910, the Russian American merchant Samuel Zemurray and a semiretired
General Bonilla boarded a decommissioned Navy gunboat near New
Orleans with a platoon of mercenaries and sailed for Honduras. Once
Bonilla was installed for a second nonconsecutive term, he rewarded
Zemurray with massive concessions for his new banana company,
Cuyamel.20

In 1930, Cuyamel merged with United Fruit. Zemurray eventually
became the president of the combined firm. (United Fruit rebranded in



1990; it is now known as Chiquita Brands International.)
Thanks to its wealth, size, and connections at the highest levels of the

U.S. government, United Fruit would dominate Central America for
decades to come. In 1954, the Central Intelligence Agency orchestrated the
overthrow of Guatemala’s president, Jacobo Árbenz. The Americans
accused Árbenz of Communist sympathies, but his real crime was trying to
expropriate uncultivated farmlands and redistribute them to the poor. (He
offered to compensate United Fruit, but at the grossly deflated rates the
company had spent years claiming its land was worth for tax purposes.) The
CIA director, Allen Dulles, as well as his brother, Secretary of State John
Foster Dulles, had a long-standing association with United Fruit: they had
both represented it as attorneys with the firm of Sullivan & Cromwell.21

Decades of civil war and U.S. corporate and military interference have
made the “Northern Triangle” of Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador
one of the most dangerous parts of the world to live in. Honduras has
become known as a narco-state. Its president, Juan Orlando Hernández, was
accused by U.S. federal prosecutors in 2021 of providing paid protection for
cocaine traffickers and collaborating with a cocaine laboratory outside
Puerto Cortés.22 (An official Honduran government spokesperson denied the
allegations.)

Hundreds of thousands of impoverished people have been forced to flee
north, seeking refuge in the country that took generations of their peoples’
wealth. Some have tried to find safety by traveling in “caravans” that attract
the attention of international media, with hopes that having more eyes on
them will lend protection on a dangerous road and engender sympathy at
their destination. Conservative politicians and commentators in the United
States use the images of the caravans for their own ends, in attempts to stir
up nationalist sentiment. With no apparent sense of irony, they routinely
refer to the fleeing refugees as “an invasion.”23

In August 1903, the Colombian Senate rejected Roosevelt’s proposed treaty
for the creation of a canal zone through its Departamento de Panamá. The



Americans had proposed a six-mile-wide concession stretching from the
Pacific port of Panama City to the Atlantic port of Colón.

The sticking point was sovereignty. Decades earlier, in exchange for the
right to build the Panama Railroad, the firm of Howland & Aspinwall and
its protectors in the U.S. government had accepted Colombian law and
oversight and allowed the Colombian military full use of the line. The
government in Bogotá expected to have the same privileges over any future
canal.

Roosevelt scoffed. In a letter to Rudyard Kipling, the imperialist poet
who had written “The White Man’s Burden,” he mocked those who thought
a “corrupt pithecoid community” like Colombia was “entitled to just the
treatment that I would give to, say, Denmark or Switzerland.”24 Secretary of
State John Hay insisted the Americans would set up their own courts and
enforce their own regulations throughout the zone and its ports. The
Americans also wanted the right to send in their own troops or police
whenever they declared an emergency.

When the news arrived that Colombia refused to ratify the treaty,
reporters raced to Roosevelt’s mansion on Long Island. They found the
chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Shelby Cullom of
Illinois, fresh from lunch with the president. “I do not think we are ready to
abandon Panama yet,” he told them.

“But … how can the canal be built without the treaty?” a reporter asked.
“Well, we might make another treaty,” the senator replied cryptically.

“Not with Colombia, but with Panama.”25

Cullom had presumably learned what was happening behind the scenes.
William Nelson Cromwell, despite his obvious conflicts of interest as the
lawyer for the canal’s investors, was personally advising Roosevelt’s
secretary of state. Months before, Cromwell had sent his craftiest agent, the
former journalist and wildcat banker Roger Leslie Farnham, to coordinate
with a secessionist clique of Panama City bankers, merchants, and other
elites intent on making sure the canal did not pass them by.

When Farnham returned to the States, he had gone to his old employer,
Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World, and planted a story that made
Panamanian secession sound inevitable if the Colombian government did



not go along with the canal. “This plan is said to be easy of execution, as
not more than 100 Colombian soldiers are stationed in the State of
Panama,” the unbylined article said. Farnham had told the editors to expect
action on November 3, Election Day in the United States, when the public
would be distracted.26

On November 2, 1903, right on schedule, people living near Panama’s
Manzanillo Bay sighted a warship steaming down the isthmus toward the
city of Colón.

Today, Colón, Panama, is a crowded metropolis of nearly three hundred
thousand souls, pressed along the Atlantic shore. First built by the
Americans as a terminus for the Panama Railroad, it looks and feels like a
Caribbean port town: tiered concrete buildings in fading pastels; market
stalls filled with fresh green chayotes, red mangoes, and cassava root.
Cuban salsa music pulses out of stereo speakers on the street, briefly
mingling with a grinding Colombian cumbia from a passing car.

It is also one of the poorest cities in a country already riven by extreme
inequality. Clean drinking water, electricity, and paying work are in short
supply. Colón’s poor are predominantly Afro-Panamanians. That
community in turn divides itself into two groups: the West Indian children
and grandchildren of the Caribbean laborers who came to build the
American canal, and the afrocoloniales, descendants of the enslaved
Africans originally brought by the Spanish conquistadors to haul goods
over the older overland route between the oceans. Those two populations do
not always see eye to eye.

I met an afrocolonial named Marcia Rodriguez for lunch on a spring
day. Around her neck she wore a gold-painted conch shell dangling off a
chunky wooden necklace.

“Our people were not interested in the canal,” she told me over a bowl
of rice and chicken stew. “Maybe they understood it, but they did not know
why they had to give up their property to make a canal. I think it felt like
the worst injustice—apart from slavery, the second worst injustice that ever



happened to them. [The Americans] took away their lands, their houses,
everything.”

Rodriguez recounted stories about her grandmother, Zoila Jaramillo
Requena, who had been a teenager in 1903. Her family lived on a jut of
land outside Colón that people used to call Punta de Toro—the point of the
bull. Back then the family was not rich, she said, but they were comfortable.
They owned their land and some cattle.

“My abuelita came from a time when she could not read nor write. It
was forbidden: one, for a woman, and two, because her ancestors had come
with the history of slavery, in which you did not have the right to learn to
read,” she said. “If they caught a Black man writing, they killed him.”

Instead of texts, many afrocolonials passed their history down through
rituals of song and dance. The most important memorial comes in the
annual pre-Lenten carnival, when they hold their “Festival of Devils and
Congos.” In some variations of the dance, a man dressed as the Devil plans
to kidnap—enslave—the women of the community. But the reina, or queen
of the carnival, has a premonition in a dream that “a man with gold teeth” is
coming to take her away. While a chorus of Congos distract the Devil—“el
diablo tun tun,” the Devil is knocking, they sing—the reina emerges from
her palace armed with a large wooden cross and grabs him from behind.
They wrestle until they both fall on top of the resounding drums.27

Zoila was a reina. Rodriguez is, too.
“What does it mean to be a queen?” I asked.
“The queen is the one who always has the last word,” she said. “They

passed down a great deal of information to me, because one day I would be
a reina. Now it is my turn, and it is my responsibility to keep fighting to
keep what little my people left behind.”

She told me her grandmother had taught her a song about what
happened in 1903.

“Could you sing it?”
“Yes, I can. But I don’t have any drums, so you will just have to

imagine them.”
I promised I would.
She closed her eyes and began:



Dicen que Garrote un cuarto feliz
lo hizo Ferrari cuando llegó ahí.
Llorenlele, llorenlela.
Ahí viene la flota que nos va a matar
Ay, corran, señores
Corran de verdad
porque a todos los negros los van a matar

It means:

They say that Garrote is a happy quarter
Ferrari made it so when he got there
Cry, oh cry, oh cry
Here come the warships to kill us
Ay, run, people
Run like you mean it
Because all the Black people they are going to kill

Marcia did not know who Ferrari was. Perhaps he was someone who
was relieved to have escaped all the way to Garrote, a village about forty
miles up the coast from Colón. “All I know is that there were white men
with guns, and they made the people run in terror, thinking, ‘Okay.
Supposedly we were freed [from slavery], and now what is happening?’”

She sang me the final lines:

“Auxilio y auxilio,” gritaba Simeón.
“Son americanos. Llegaron a Colón.”
“Help us! Help us!” cried Simeón.
“They’re Americans. They’re coming to Colón.”

On the evening of November 2, 1903, the USS Nashville reached Colón just
ahead of the Colombian warship Cartagena. Buoyed by the American show
of force, the Panama City conspirators swung into action on the other side
of the isthmus, bribing the isolated Colombian regiment in the provincial



capital and convincing them to defect. The conspirators raised the flag of
the new Republic of Panama—which was promptly sent to William Nelson
Cromwell to present as a gift to President Roosevelt. A Colombian gunboat
fired shells uselessly into the city, killing a Chinese immigrant shopkeeper
in his home. He would be the only direct casualty of the revolution. The
new republic was born on November 3, just as Cromwell’s bagman, Roger
Farnham, had predicted.28

But the new republic was not yet assured. Four hundred U.S. Marines
were rushed to Colón to ensure the rest of the Colombian army did not
interfere with the secession—arriving, appropriately, aboard a cruiser
named the USS Dixie. They landed in the rain and dark on the night of
November 5, under the command of Maj. John A. Lejeune, the round-faced,
thirty-five-year-old son of a Confederate captain from Pointe Coupee
Parish, Louisiana. The U.S. government formally recognized Panama the
next afternoon. It took longer than that for most on the isthmus to learn they
were living in a new country.

The new nominally independent Panamanian government named
Philippe Bunau-Varilla, the French investors’ representative, its ambassador
to Washington. He immediately crafted a new treaty granting the United
States “all the rights, power and authority” over the planned Canal Zone, as
if it were the “sovereign of the territory.”29

J. P. Morgan was made the new republic’s chief financial representative,
charged with handling the $40 million payment from the U.S. government
to the French investors and a $10 million payment nominally meant for the
new government in Panama City. After setting aside some money for
immediate expenses, Panama “was left with $6 million, which Morgan
invested, very profitably, in New York City mortgages.”30

As it slowly dawned on Americans what had happened, many were
floored. A New York Times editorial declared the isthmus “Stolen Property.”

When Mississippi senator Hernando Money learned the details of Bunau-
Varilla’s treaty, he exclaimed, more accurately than he may have realized:
“It sounds very much as though we wrote it ourselves!”31

Even the Panamanian businessmen who had orchestrated the break with
Colombia were furious when they learned the extent of what Bunau-Varilla



had given away. Popular tradition in Panama has it that one of the
conspirators spat in the Frenchman’s face.

Once again, Roosevelt and his fellow expansionists justified their
actions by citing destiny, racial superiority, and their supposedly innate
capacity for “good administration.” Elihu Root, the secretary of war, found
precedent in China: just as the Empress Dowager’s court had shown an
“incapacity to protect the rights of others” during the Boxer Uprising,
Colombian leaders had proven they “could not maintain order upon the
Isthmus.” Roosevelt lied to Congress in his next State of the Union address,
claiming that “the people of Panama,” supposedly enraged over Colombia’s
rejection of the treaty, “rose literally as one man.” (Senator Edward
Carmack of Tennessee cracked: “That man was Roosevelt.”)32

The new U.S. Canal Zone was ten miles wide. It split the new country
in two and included tens of thousands of people living on farms and in
towns from Colón to Panama City—including the family of Marcia
Rodriguez’s grandmother, Zoila Jaramillo. In the weeks following
secession, a cavalcade of U.S. warships arrived on the isthmus to ensure it
stayed taken.

On December 10, 1903, Smedley Butler’s battalion left Puerto Rico
aboard the USS Prairie. After a brief stop at Guantánamo Bay—to
participate in the official handover ceremony of the base to U.S. control—
they arrived in Colón. Rumors were rampant about what awaited them in
the brand-new republic. Some said Colombia might try to reinvade. Others
said the Germans were trying to establish a beachhead near the future canal.
“The young hopefuls among the Lieutenants are clawing the air and
clamoring for war, bloody war, ten thousand Columbians [sic] killed before
breakfast and all that sort of rot, but thy gentle little son is not thirsting for
any more gore, especially his own,” Butler wrote his mother, perhaps
sarcastically.33

Butler was assigned to the regiment of his mentor, Littleton Waller—
fully rehabilitated after his court-martial, now a lieutenant colonel. Waller
had called for his most trusted subordinates: survivors of his murderous
March across Samar—including Hiram Bearss and Alexander S. Williams
—and his best men from the China campaign—Butler, George Reid, and



the one-armed Harry Leonard as his adjutant. Pete Wynne came, too, still
drinking heavily and unable to shake off the tubercular cough he’d picked
up on the road to Beijing.

Waller’s regiment was posted halfway down the Canal Zone, at a
location the old French engineers had called Bas Obispo. This was perhaps
the most critical point in the project: the continental divide whose rocky
layers had thwarted the French engineer de Lesseps’s naïve plan for a sea-
level canal. American engineers decided to reduce the amount of digging
required by installing a system of locks, which could raise ships on one side
and lower them on the other, like a series of aquatic elevators. But major
excavation would still be needed. The spot was known, Butler was tickled
to learn, as Culebra—just like the barrier island in Puerto Rico where he
and the Marines had to dig their own little canal a year earlier.

The Marines named their outpost Camp Elliott, after George Elliott, the
pipe-smoking Alabaman from the Battle of Cuzco Well who was now the
Marine Corps commandant. For the next few months, they set up living
quarters, customs houses, and post offices. They went on reconnaissance
missions through the rocky hills and made topographical maps for the
engineers, standing by as the American administrators decided what to do
with the roughly forty thousand Panamanians who now found themselves
the residents of a colonized zone.34

Once, the Marines went down to Panama City and challenged the locals
to a baseball game. Butler played catcher. Hiram Bearss, a former college
athlete in Indiana, took the mound. Pete Wynne, perhaps owing to his
chronic illnesses, was the umpire. “We won 19 to 4,” Butler boasted in a
letter home. “We had our eyes on the ball and knocked it all over the
Isthmus.”35

As it became clear that Colombia was not going to start a war to get
back its lost territory, the Marines drew down to a skeleton force. Smedley
watched Leonard, Reid, and Pete Wynne all leave. Waller gave Butler every
job imaginable—shifts as quartermaster, commissary and ordnance officer,
and utility man.36 Butler’s first stint in Panama ended on March 7, 1904.

Two months later, on May 4, a whistle blast sounded outside Bas
Obispo. The first group of West Indian contractors in derby hats and denim



overalls stepped forward with their machetes and began cutting through the
jungle.37
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SEVEN
SUBIC BAY, PHILIPPINES

In the fall of 1904, Butler was a nervous wreck. After leaving Panama, he
had reported home to the Philadelphia Navy Yard, where he was posted as
captain of the Marine guard on the permanently docked USS Lancaster.
One night, a high school football buddy invited him for dinner at his
family’s opulent home, where he met his friend’s older sister, Ethel Conway
Peters.

Ethel was twenty-four—about a year older than Smedley. Maud and
Thomas would find her family’s WASP credentials impeccable: one of her
great-great-grandfathers was a delegate to the Continental Congress. Her
paternal grandfather was a railroad baron who helped found Atlanta.1

More important for Smedley, Ethel had an easy laugh, an upturned nose,
and a penchant for adventure. A few years earlier, she had saved a
newspaper clipping about the exciting lives of wealthy Philadelphia women
who followed their husbands to exotic postings around America’s growing
empire.2 The Marine captain intrigued her, perhaps because he seemed to
represent an escape from the confines of her upper-class upbringing to a
daring life abroad.

Smedley launched a lightning courtship. In late September, he dashed
off a note on Marine stationery urging Ethel to join him in a “flank
movement”—meeting him secretly during a layover at the Pennsylvania
Railroad’s Broad Street Station while the rest of her family traveled on. “I
don’t like this sort of thing but if we are to avoid suspicion heroic measures
must be adopted,” he wrote. “I am determined to see you [even] if my head
is lost in doing it.”



He pleaded for Ethel to let him know whether she was serious about
him “in a hurry.” “There is a Regiment going to the Philippines next
month,” he warned. If she did not plan to return his affections, he would
volunteer to “go back to the rough soldiering, with nothing to look forward
to.”3

Butler’s mood calmed when Ethel kept the date at the train station, and
those that followed. They adopted secret love codes in letters to one
another: private abbreviations accompanied by the numbers “1 2 3 4.” He
started calling her “Bunny,” because she could wiggle the end of her nose.
She eventually started using the pet name herself.4

They wed on the last day of June 1905, in a Jersey Shore ceremony of
white lace and Marine brass. Smedley’s middle brother, Sam Butler, was his
best man. Ethel’s sisters Edith and Hope were maids of honor. Littleton
Waller was an usher.5

The marriage of a congressman’s soldier son and a daughter of one of
America’s most elite families drew a storm of national press coverage.
Headlines like IDEAL AMERICAN SOLDIER SURRENDERS TO CUPID cemented the
incipient fame Butler had gained in war. One article described President
Roosevelt as “one of Captain Butler’s most ardent admirers.”6

Having Bunny on his arm gave him confidence about his future career
moves as well, especially when she made it clear she was eager to head
abroad. As soon as the engagement was secured, Butler put in for a transfer
to the Philippines, for both of them. He and his new bride would be
assigned to the new U.S. naval outpost on the west side of Luzon at Subic
Bay. A few days after the wedding, the newlyweds boarded a steamer for
the fourteen-thousand-mile journey to their first home. With the Panama
Canal still under construction, they crossed the Atlantic and went through
the Suez Canal in Egypt. As they stopped for honeymoon calls along the
way in Italy, Yemen, India, and Singapore, Ethel was surely dreaming of her
new life as half of a young power couple in a tropical colony.7

Then they got to Subic. Onshore was where she would be living:
dilapidated old Spanish barracks surrounded by a jumble of grass huts,
mosquitoes, and mud. The Mount Pinatubo volcano loomed in the distance.
The adjacent village of Olongapo was little better, as far as Ethel was



concerned. Filipinos had set up bars, tiendas, and dance halls to cater to the
servicemen. The Marines put on their favorite forms of entertainment,
including boxing matches and blackface minstrel shows. A Polish-born
Marine named John J. Gordon set up a tavern in a bamboo pavilion. The
Marines nicknamed it “Gordon’s Chicken Farm,” for the eager Filipinas
said to hang around the dirt dance floor.8

Though three years had passed since Roosevelt declared an end to
combat operations in the Philippines, the archipelago was not yet fully
under U.S. control. U.S. forces were busy tangling with fierce Muslim
resistance in the south. But those areas were, literally, the Army’s province.
The Marines were tasked with implementing Alfred Thayer Mahan’s vision
and establishing American sea power on Luzon.

Manila Bay, where Smedley had been posted five years earlier, was too
shallow for the Navy’s new class of battleships. So Mahan’s advisory board
had looked west, across the mountainous Bataan Peninsula to neighboring
Subic Bay. Subic was smaller but deeper, and also emptied directly into the
South China Sea. There was a wide, flat shore to build on. It was the
Pacific’s answer to Guantánamo.9

Every month, Smedley disappeared to lead training exercises in the
Bataan hills, leaving Ethel alone to manage the house and make small talk
with Mary Fay Pendleton, the half-deaf wife of the commanding officer.
Smedley would return ten days later, ragged, sunburned, and distant. Then
he’d head to Olongapo.

After a few months, Ethel got pregnant. Bunny now spent her time
“making little dresses and laughing at the indications of a prize fight taking
place within,” Smedley wrote his father. In November 1906, with the aid of
the post surgeon, she gave birth to a healthy girl.10 They named her Ethel.
Butler nicknamed the baby “Snooks.”* He threw a party for the men where
they all got roaring drunk.

Despite his joy at becoming a father, Butler’s behavior around this time
started becoming more erratic. He wrote Maud and Thomas in a careless
scrawl in late December 1906 that he couldn’t “find the time to bath [sic] or
shave on many days let alone write long letters.”11 Once, on a training



march through Bataan, he tied a recalcitrant Marine to a tree by his wrists.
(Butler later claimed the man had tried to attack a corporal with a shovel.)12

At one point, he even submitted a furtive request to resign his
commission and go home.13 Ethel would have none of it. She had tried to be
sanguine about life at the rugged base. She dismissed a bout with disease as
a “slight tropical complaint.”14 She trudged through monsoon floods to
attend her only real form of entertainment—her regular bridge games. She
put up with Smedley’s moods, and had even accepted the lack of a suitable
Episcopal priest to baptize her baby. What she couldn’t accept was the
possibility that her husband might throw away his career—and with it her
hopes for an exciting, worldly life—after just a few months together.

“I have opposed it from the beginning and would never give my consent
to it, so consequently it had just sort of evaporated,” Ethel told her
grandmother and father. “It was simply a wild idea, principally due to his
extreme nervous condition.”15

At the time, the political situation around the Pacific was becoming equally
unsettled. The former allies in the Boxer Rebellion had begun turning on
one another. Japan had struck first, destroying much of Russia’s Pacific
fleet to take control of Korea and a key Manchurian port in 1905. The
United States helped settle that conflict by hosting peace talks, an effort that
netted Roosevelt one of the first Nobel Peace Prizes.

But Roosevelt had not intervened primarily in the interest of peace.
Mahan had warned for years that Japan might go to war with the United
States over its island colonies in the Pacific.16 (Officials in Tokyo knew the
importance of sea power and island bases to their imperial designs—they
were reading Mahan, too.) By helping negotiate the treaty that ended the
Russo-Japanese War, Roosevelt was helping to ensure that America’s
emerging rival did not emerge from its victory too strong.

In late 1906, the United States and Japan began tumbling toward war.
The immediate crisis was triggered by, of all things, a school board vote in
San Francisco. The city was the hub of transpacific immigration in the
United States; for decades, its white majority had forced the children of



Chinese and Korean immigrants into their own segregated school. On
October 11, 1906, the board of education declared that students of Japanese
descent had to attend the “Oriental Public School” as well.17 As empowered
white mobs attacked Japanese businesses and stoned Asian immigrants in
California, the Imperial Japanese government accused the United States of
violating a treaty protecting immigration and trade.18 That raised the specter
of retaliatory attacks on U.S. merchant fleets in the Pacific, to which the
Roosevelt administration would feel compelled to respond.

U.S. planners determined that if war broke out with Japan, American
forces would concentrate for the counterattack at Subic Bay.19 That required
fortifications to protect the entrance to the harbor. In the spring of 1907,
Butler was ordered to take fifty Marines to the edge of the stubby peninsula
at the mouth of the bay, at a spot the Americans called Macmany Point, and
install a defensive gun battery.

The mission was arduous from the start: some of the guns were twenty-
six feet long, weighed nine and a half tons, and had to be moved uphill
through dense jungle vegetation.20 But it was only after Butler’s team
reached Macmany Point that they understood exactly how difficult their
task was going to be. First, they realized an advance team had installed the
wrong gun mounts. Then the rain started. The work dragged on for days,
then weeks. Uniforms mildewed, and flies mauled their faces. Meager
rations of hardtack, canned beef, and coffee ran out.

As the Marines’ hunger and exhaustion reached their breaking point,
they tried to wave down a Navy supply tug that made regular runs to a tiny
island in the middle of the bay. It never responded. “It didn’t even know we
were alive,” Butler would later recall.21

Realizing his men had for all intents and purposes been abandoned,
Butler decided: to hell with his orders. He commandeered a local
fisherman’s outrigger, known as a banca. With two enlisted men—a
Corporal Lytle and a Private Thompson—he embarked on a five-mile
voyage across Subic Bay, to grab the needed provisions himself.22

As the little boat cruised out into the bay, the skies darkened. Suddenly
a fierce thunderstorm erupted. The banca rocked violently in the wind and
rain, then began taking on water. Their paddles floated away. The little



flour-sack sail was blown into oblivion. Because Butler had not informed
anyone at base of his journey, he knew there would be no rescue; the tiny
boat would be essentially invisible from shore. The three Marines paddled
the banca with their hands through the deadly waves, trying desperately to
reach the flickering lighthouse beacon ahead.

Five hours later, Butler appeared at the naval yard, half-drowned and
covered in mangrove mud. The yard commandant, apparently drunk, found
this very funny, and told Butler to take whatever he needed in a tugboat.
But as soon as they left, they got caught in another squall. The trio
somehow wrestled the tug across the bay to Macmany Point, only to find
the storm had washed away their makeshift dock. So they started tearing off
pieces of the hull and lashing them as ballast to the supplies. The other
Marines darted into the waves to bring them ashore.

Butler’s commanders were not as amused as the yard commandant had
been. In their eyes, he had bucked discipline, risked the lives of two enlisted
men, and damaged a perfectly good Navy tug. Moreover, he showed no
remorse, blaming the command for leaving him and his men to starve. In
light of his erratic behavior, and his evident stress, he was ordered to submit
to a physical and psychiatric evaluation.

On June 19, 1907, Butler was transferred for observation to the Cavite
naval hospital. “Patient seems constantly depressed, complains of constant
dull pain in epigastrium and sensation of a ball rising in throat at times,
emotional and according to his statements ‘has crying spells without any
apparent reason,’” the base surgeon recorded. “Suffers from insomnia.
Bowels slightly irregular.”23

The doctors diagnosed Butler’s condition as “Dyspepsia nervosa  …
incident to prolonged service in the tropics.” After he was released from the
hospital, Smedley, Bunny, and Snooks were put on a ship back to America.

Butler’s banishment from Subic would become a signal event in his life.
The question is what, exactly, it signaled. Butler biographer Hans Schmidt
saw the defiant, risky crossing as an example of the “style and flair” that
would win Smedley a shelf of medals in the years to come. To military



critics of his later antiwar and anti-imperialist activism, it may have seemed
like early evidence of a man losing his mind.

To try to figure out what was going on inside his head, I decided to
cross Subic Bay myself. I headed there one morning with Rica, the fixer. A
few hours up the highway from Manila, we arrived at a checkpoint marked
“Subic Bay Freeport Zone.” A digital sign flashed in deference to President
Duterte’s vicious “war”: “This is a drug free workplace. Let’s keep it that
way.”

Subic had continued to be the major U.S. naval outpost in the Asian
Pacific for nearly a century. It was particularly important during the Cold
War, when it served as a threat to the Soviet Union and China and a staging
post for troops heading to and from Vietnam. Then, in 1991, a few months
before the Soviet Union collapsed, Mount Pinatubo erupted
catastrophically, killing hundreds of people and leaving the base and bay
drenched in toxic sludge. When negotiations with the Philippine
government over paying for repairs and the increased cost of upkeep broke
down, George H. W. Bush’s administration decided to abandon the bay.24

A powerful Filipino senator, Richard J. Gordon—the son of a former
mayor, and grandson of the Marine founder of the seedy “Chicken Farm” in
Olongapo—got permission to turn the former base into a free trade and
tourism zone. It still had a base-town feel—rectilinear streets, traffic signs
that drivers actually obey, checkpoints on the way in and out to maintain an
atmosphere of security. (That illusion was maintained at the pleasure of
Duterte’s government: a forty-three-year-old Filipino man had been shot in
the stomach and left to die in front of a former Navy Air Station chapel in
the zone a few months before, in a graphic reminder of the reach of the War
on Drugs.)25

“Filipinos were always wondering what was in here when Americans
held the base,” Rica told me as we drove in. She’d seen the inside for the
first time when she’d come to cover Pinatubo’s eruption. She could still
picture the buildings and the bay covered in ash.

Wanting to get as close to Butler’s experience as possible (without the
near drowning, I hoped), I asked Rica where we might be able to hire a
proper banca. For that, she said, we’d need to pass through the base and into



Olongapo. We passed bars with names like “Cheap Charlie’s,” “Coco Lips,”
and “The Wet Spot,” whose sign invited visitors to “come and make it
happen.” I scrolled through the Olongapo Facebook page as we drove
down the strip. It was full of messages from Filipinos looking for absent
servicemen fathers.

Rica told me we were looking for “Johan’s dive bar.” I kept an eye out
for a place even dodgier than the rest. It wasn’t until we pulled up that I
realized that was the bar’s actual name: Johan’s Beach & Dive Resort. Iggy
Pop’s “Lust for Life” jammed on the speakers. A poster of two Filipinas in
bikinis waving from a Jet Ski advertised the bar’s sports-tourism offerings,
including diving, banana boat rides, and something called “jungle survival.”
(Butler, I thought, got to do that one for free.) On the tawny beach, shirtless
white retirees shared pizza with their decades-younger Filipina wives and
girlfriends.

The banca Rica found belonged to a local fisherman, a skinny
Olongapeño named John. He called himself and his boat “Popoy.” Sitting
cross-legged on the stern, he steered us beneath the colossal black and
orange cargo ships that now dominate the bay. The detritus of the global
economy floated around us: Downy fabric softener packages and Nestlé
candy wrappers bobbed in the foam. Popoy’s fellow fishermen used
Gatorade bottles as markers for their traps. The air near the docks was
heavy with diesel.

As we hugged the coast, Popoy told us about the hole the Americans’
departure from the bay had left in Olongapo. His father had been a ship
welder employed by the Navy who worked a night shift for double pay.
Popoy still remembered the night rate: 560 pesos, worth about $43 today.
But the money dried up after the base closed. Opportunities for locals in the
“Freeport Zone” were scarce. The women of Olongapo turned to what they
called the “reh-tay-rees”—the shirtless American, Australian, and English
men on the beach—for financial support, Popoy told us with a mix of
jealousy and resentment.

After an hour and a half, Popoy steered us onto a little pebble beach on
a sparkling emerald cove. This was Macmany, or close to it.



Inside a lean-to onshore, in the shade of a talisay tree, a young Tagalog
woman named Perlyn was teaching colors to her three-year-old daughter,
Jeyln. They spoke in a language shaded by the empires that had conquered
and passed through the bay: Malay, Khmer, Chinese, Spanish, and
American.

“Verde,” Perlyn said, handing her daughter a green crayon.
The little girl ignored it and picked up another.
“Or-ange,” Perlyn said, slowly. She picked up a blue crayon, colored in

a circle on the page, and pointed to it. “Blueberry.”
Jeyln scrunched her nose. “Blue mangga?” (It means mango in

Tagalog.)
Perlyn’s father-in-law, Sixto, sat across a big wooden table. The nutmeg

skin on his bald head and chest testified to decades in the sun. “Kano?”
Sixto asked Rica, gesturing to me and using the shorthand for Americano.
“He says they used to love the Americans,” Rica translated. “Even during
‘target practice.’”

“Target practice” was the regular bombing runs the Army, Navy, and
Marines had staged on beaches all around the bay from the 1950s through
the 1980s. Sixto told us that he and his friends would rush into the water
right after to dive for scrap metal. They sold it to junk dealers for a few
centavos a kilo.

Once, in the 1980s, Sixto’s friend picked up something and dropped it
in their banca. It exploded, killing the friend instantly and maiming the
others. Sixto pointed to a series of jagged scars on his left side. “Grenade.
From a M203. I know because it was shaped like an egg.” He took a
Marlboro out of a clear plastic jar and lit it, blowing smoke out his nose.

“You didn’t get angry at the Americans after that?” I asked.
He shrugged. “After that I just went diving again.”
“He didn’t feel anything,” his wife, Josephine, interjected. “He just

started drinking more.”
Another husband with another tangle of physical and mental scars

courtesy of U.S. Naval Base Subic Bay, I thought. Another wife left to pick
up the pieces.



With Rica translating, I told Sixto and Josephine the story of Butler’s
voyage across the bay. I asked if the details sounded plausible. The couple
was mostly just surprised the Marines had gone hungry in the first place.
Mangoes, cashews, soursop, and different kinds of bananas all flourished on
the stubby peninsula, and there were lots of fish in the sea.

The storms, though, that sounded right. Sixto guessed Butler had gotten
caught in the habagat, the season when the monsoon blows from the
southwest and clouds swell with rain.

“Can you make it to the other side in a banca without a motor?” I asked.
“Of course,” Josephine replied, patiently. “Not everyone can afford a

motor.”
I thanked the family for their hospitality, and Popoy and I pushed the

outrigger into the water. Gray clouds stirred over distant Bataan as we
reached the open bay. I climbed up on the prow. A wave swelled to the level
of my eyes. Popoy sailed expertly over it.

I tried to imagine if Butler had sat like this, facing the wind, maybe
trying to spot Bunny and the baby onshore. I tried to picture what it must
have been like for him there, on the waves, after eight years of near-
constant deployment, of killing and nearly being killed, risking it all for a
hungry company in the face of a command that was proving indifferent to
their lives. He was facing deep instability at that moment: daunting personal
transformations as a husband and a father, an urgent threat of war against
the rising power across the Pacific. Was he desperate? Careless? Suicidal?
Was this his first protest—his first act of defiance against the institution that
controlled his life? Or perhaps he had just been happy to breathe a
moment’s peace, on his own little boat in the blue sea, before the storms
came raging back in.

Perhaps I should go back and try it again without the motor, or maybe
wait for a thunderstorm, I thought. But no boat could transport me into
Butler’s mind. No letters of his from that year made it into the archives, if
he wrote any. The Navy doctors’ diagnosis—a “nervous breakdown,” as
Butler later summed it up—was written to serve the goals of a bureaucracy
in which individuality is pathologized and trauma’s clarifying nature
ignored. All I could see were the traces of those traumas around the bay: the



bodily scars and abandoned children, the English words taught by a Filipina
mother to her daughter, the town built into dependence and now made to
struggle on its own.

But merely trying to cross Subic Bay was not, in itself, an act of
insanity. We made it to the other side just fine.

In the end, Butler’s mission at Macmany Point was for nothing. The war
scare of 1906 and 1907 died down. Roosevelt and the Japanese emperor
entered into a “gentleman’s agreement” in which Tokyo agreed to
informally limit immigration to the United States, while Washington
pledged to respect the rights of Japanese immigrants already living there.

Moreover, as Butler’s chaotic attempt to install the guns had shown,
Subic could not be fortified quickly, and the Marines were not yet up to the
job. Army officials, jealous of the increasing importance and funding of the
Marines, used the opportunity to argue that U.S. Naval Base Subic Bay had
proven too vulnerable and too far from the mainland to be used as a
launchpad in a war against Japan.26

Looking back, it seems like that might have been a moment for officials
on both sides of the Pacific to pull back from the brink. Butler would argue,
decades later, that the Philippines should be given “their independence at
once.” “Every military and naval man in Washington who knows the
situation in the Far East will tell you that they can’t be defended against a
real attack,” he would tell a reporter. “Sooner or later, if we hold onto them,
America will be jerked into a damn war before we know what it’s all
about.”27

But bureaucracies are where real madness always lies. Unwilling to
draw down, Roosevelt and his advisers simply decided to shift their future
war plans from the Philippines to the closer-in territory of Hawai‘i, and start
the long, slow buildup of forces at Pearl Harbor instead.28
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EIGHT
NICARAGUA

The decision to build the transoceanic canal in Panama set off a chain
reaction four hundred miles up the Central American isthmus in Nicaragua.
The president there, José Santos Zelaya, had been eager to host the United
States’ canal in hopes of turning his republic of cattle ranchers and coffee
farmers into a global transit hub. When Roosevelt and Congress sided with
the Panama conspirators instead, Zelaya rolled back concessions for U.S.
companies, raised taxes on foreign investors, and began looking for partners
who might be interested in building a rival canal, including the Germans
and Japanese.1

By that point, Teddy Roosevelt had codified his interventionist instincts
into a formal policy for the Western Hemisphere. “In flagrant cases” of
“wrongdoing or impotence,” he had announced in an address to a joint
session of Congress, the United States would act—“reluctantly,” of course
—as “an international police power.”2 Roosevelt pitched this as a
“corollary” to the old Monroe Doctrine. But it was, as the historians Serge
Ricard and Walter LaFeber would argue, mostly a new idea.3 Whereas
Monroe—and his secretary of state, John Quincy Adams—had been trying
to ward off interference from Europe, Roosevelt declared the United States
had the power to commit imperial interference of its own in Latin America
and the Caribbean—regions Americans would soon start referring to as “our
own backyard.”

Roosevelt’s presidency ended in March 1909. While he set off on an
international retirement tour—a hunting safari in the Belgian Congo and
British East Africa, hobnobbing with the Kaiser outside Berlin—



Roosevelt’s former secretary of war William Howard Taft took over the
White House. Roosevelt had handpicked the portly bureaucrat for the
Republican nomination, in large part owing to Taft’s experience
administering to America’s growing empire: as civilian governor of the
Philippines, overseeing the secession of Panama, and as provisional
governor of Cuba.

Taft was more conservative than Roosevelt on economic issues. While
T.R. pursued a domestic agenda of regulatory reforms and antitrust
prosecutions, Taft shared the late President McKinley’s affection for
corporate power. To run his State Department, Taft tapped Philander C.
Knox, a corporate lawyer from Pittsburgh who had played a key role in the
formation of J. P. Morgan’s U.S. Steel Corporation. The senior attorney in
that deal was the Panama Canal’s Wall Street mastermind, William Nelson
Cromwell. Knox had then teamed up with Cromwell again on the canal, as
Roosevelt’s attorney general. (When Roosevelt asked Knox to provide a
justification for the U.S. intervention, he allegedly told the president: “I
think it would be better to keep your action free from any taint of
legality.”)4

Knox’s friends from Pittsburgh were heavily invested in Nicaragua.
When Zelaya threatened to revoke the concession at the Pittsburghers’ La
Luz y Los Angeles gold mine, in Nicaragua’s Mosquitia Province on the
Atlantic coast, the investors wrote the new secretary of state to ask for
“protection in the premises.” Unsubtly, they reminded him that La Luz and
other nearby mines were owned by “Pittsburgh capitalists, some no doubt
known by you.”5

In late 1909, sensing an opportunity, the governor of Mosquitia
Province, Gen. Juan José Estrada, launched a coup against Zelaya. Estrada
shrewdly chose as his top aide Adolfo Díaz, an otherwise unremarkable
conservative colonel who happened to be the chief accountant at La Luz.

Knox sent an operative to make contact with Estrada and Díaz in the
provincial capital, Bluefields. U.S. businessmen poured in money and
supplies to support the putschists. Pittsburgh industrialist William Rees, the
treasurer of La Luz, reassured his employee, Díaz: “Our good friend Knox
will help us all he can.”6



When Zelaya executed two American mercenaries who’d come to assist
Estrada and Díaz, the State Department swung into action. In a blistering
public letter dated December 1, 1909, Secretary Knox denounced Zelaya as
“a blot upon the history of Nicaragua,” and announced official U.S. support
for Estrada and Díaz’s business-friendly revolt. “The Government of the
United States is convinced that the revolution represents the ideals and the
will of a majority of the Nicaraguan people more faithfully.”7

But as Knox knew, it would not be the Nicaraguan people that Zelaya
would have to answer to.

Smedley Butler’s road to Nicaragua began with a few detours. After his
ejection from Subic Bay, he was put on a recruiting desk in Philadelphia.
His health didn’t improve. Chalking his “nervousness,” headaches, weight
loss, and lethargy to chronic malaria contracted while digging the canal off
Puerto Rico, a Navy medical board ordered him to take sick leave “in a dry
mountainous region” for at least eight months.8 Maud and Thomas had a
wealthy friend from their Quaker meeting who owned a coal mine in West
Virginia, so Thomas made a call.9 Bunny and Snooks made a home on the
mountain while Smedley tried his hand at being a coal boss.

Life at war had done little to prepare Butler for his first civilian job. The
strategies he’d learned for motivating Marines—alternating bromides with
public humiliation—boosted production but enraged the mostly Eastern
European immigrant miners.

Once, a drunk superintendent came after him with a gun. Butler
summarily disarmed him and kicked him into the snow.10 Another time,
Smedley hopped into a coal car, only to realize too late that someone had
removed the brake stick. He hurtled down the mountain and crashed into a
train of parked cars, smashing several ribs and bruising himself from head
to toe. When the mandatory nine-month leave ended, Bunny suggested he
go back to active duty.11 It seemed safer for him there.

Upon his return to the Marine Corps, Butler passed an examination
board to be promoted to major—his first rank as a field officer, qualifying
him to lead an entire battalion of as many as one thousand Marines.



(“Everybody rather expected me to retire but I fooled them,” Smedley
wrote to his mother and brother Sam after getting the top score on the
exam.)12 Whatever doubts the commanders had after Butler’s episode at
Subic Bay were overshadowed by those results and his previous record—
and no doubt by his father’s status as a key member of the House
Committee on Naval Affairs, which handled funding for the Marine
Corps.13

Smedley spent a year back at the Philadelphia Navy Yard—enough time
to see the birth of his second child, Smedley Junior. In November 1909, he
was given command of the Third Battalion of the First Marine Regiment. It
would be based in the new Canal Zone, but it wasn’t expected to stay there.
Four days after Knox sent his note denouncing Zelaya, Major Butler and his
“Panama Battalion” boarded the auxiliary cruiser USS Buffalo, bound for
the Nicaraguan Pacific port of Corinto.

As soon as he heard the Marines were coming, Zelaya resigned and fled
to Mexico.

“Everything is quiet and peaceful as a Quaker Meeting on a hot
Sunday,” Smedley complained to Bunny after arriving. “This is a d—d fool
expedition anyhow,” he added soon after. “I would really like to know what
Father’s friend Philander Knox is trying to do.”14

For the first weeks of 1910, Butler stayed on the ship off the dusty
Corinto pier. In the mornings he sent out two parties to trawl for fish. At
night, he tossed and turned in the inexorable cabin heat.

As a newly minted major, he eventually realized he could give himself
permission to leave the ship. In February, Butler led a small reconnaissance
party south down Nicaragua’s main railroad: through the liberal college
town of León; the capital, Managua; the indigenous city of Masaya; and
Granada, the wealthy conservative stronghold at the edge of Lake
Nicaragua.

The reconnaissance would prove its military value on Butler’s missions
in Nicaragua to come. For the moment, it felt like sightseeing. The beautiful
volcanoes and deep blue crater lakes Butler stopped at along the way served
mostly to remind him of how alone he was. In an epic twenty-seven-page
letter to his “Precious Ones” (he had begun calling himself, with fulsome



sentimentality, their “Daddie Piddie”), Smedley rambled mournfully about
how much he missed his family. He included in the envelope an
interestingly shaped leaf he had presumably plucked from the jungle.15

In the cities, Butler got the chance to do something else he’d rarely done
as a junior officer: meet people outside the chain of command. He drank
with American newspaper correspondents and met the crush of U.S.
businessmen flocking to strike it rich in the Central American republic. All
of them had opinions about his mission. In conservative Granada (“by far
the most desirable City of the Republic”), he was ushered in to an audience
with an “old Spanish don”—the head of the Lacayo family, one of the
richest in Nicaragua, who lectured him on who he thought the ideal leader
of Nicaragua would be.16 Butler escaped the harangue only to arrive at his
quarters at the Hotel Alhambra, where he was “forced to listen to the ideas
of several [more] men on what the United States should do.”17

These encounters triggered something new in Butler, or perhaps
combined his older frustrations into something different and more potent.
When he got back to Corinto, worn out and running on four hours’ sleep, he
unloaded about his mission in a letter to Maud and Thomas.18

First, he laid into the Nicaraguans—“Spigs,” he called them, “the most
worthless, useless lot of vermine [sic] I have struck yet, even worse than
our ‘little brown brothers’ the Filipinos.” (At least those “F— will fight and
these dogs won’t,” he spat.)

But then he spun toward a new target: his fellow Americans. “What
makes me mad is that the whole revolution is inspired and financed by
Americans who have wild cat investments down here and want to make
them good by putting in a Government which will declare a monopoly in
their favor,” Butler told his parents. “The whole business is rotten to the
core, and I am ashamed to think a Republican Administration is, if
anything, assisting the revolution.”

There was no “patriotic movement” in the conflict or the mission, he
concluded. “The whole game of these degenerate Americans down here is
to force the United States to intervene and by doing so make their
investments good.”



Other senior officers shared Butler’s concerns. Rear Admiral William
Kimball, the commandant of the U.S. expeditionary squadron off Corinto,
grumbled in an official report to Taft’s secretary of the Navy: “I have never
been able to understand how the comparatively small American commercial
interests backing the revolution could control practically the whole
American press and give such generally false views.”19

For Butler, this was more personal. If a shooting war started, he and his
Marines would be some of the ones risking their lives. Those who survived
would bear the shame for what they had done. As he wrote his parents from
Corinto: “The poor common people are the only sufferers, as is always the
case, and their blood will be on our heads.”20

The words ring hollow today, given the invective he had just hurled.
Patronizing sympathy and racial animus can be close cousins, living side by
side in one trained to view the people around them solely as objects for pity,
utility, or scorn. But even so, the moment represented a quiet turning point
in Butler’s thinking. For the first time, he was beginning to question the
ulterior motives behind his mission—even if he wasn’t ready to give up his
role in that mission just yet.

Like Butler, I arrived in Nicaragua by way of Panama. The route afforded a
spectacular view of the country’s eponymous great lake from the air, and
the twin volcanoes jutting from its center. A white cloud of superheated
gases hovered over the peaks.

Nicaraguan politics were no less volatile in 2019. For a year, protesters
had been in the streets demanding the removal of President Daniel Ortega
and his ruling party, the Sandinista National Liberation Front, or FSLN.
Hundreds of dissidents had been killed, hundreds more jailed, tortured, or
disappeared.21 Journalists were routinely beaten and harassed; a Nicaraguan
investigative reporter was shot to death on live television.22 Four days
before I landed in Managua, the national police had charged and beaten
hundreds of students, activists, and a small number of Ortega’s former
Sandinista allies demanding the release of political prisoners. At least 164
people were detained.23



One of the dissident Sandinistas arrested at the protest was Mónica
Baltodano. She had been one of the most senior guerrilla commanders in
the revolution that overthrew the Somozas—the murderous family
dictatorship that ruled Nicaragua in the decades following the U.S.
occupation.

Baltodano’s signature moment as a guerrilla had come in the city of
Granada in 1979. In documentary footage, she is seen wearing a beret over
her frizzy brown hair, big round glasses, and a red-and-black Sandinista
bandanna. “Specify your commander! Say your name—your full name!”
she shouts at the government troops through a window, holding her
machine gun just out of sight. The defeated colonel of the Somozas’ feared
militia—the U.S.-trained Guardia Nacional de Nicaragua—appears,
wrapped in the Nicaraguan flag, unable to conceal his humiliation at being
forced to surrender to a woman. Mónica greets him with a beaming smile.24

I went to meet the comandante one morning at a safe house in a quiet
neighborhood. Though she had long ago broken with her former comrade,
Ortega—calling his presidency a dictatorship and a return to Somoza-style
rule25—she still had friends in the regime. One, it seemed, had intervened to
have her freed.

In addition to having played her own crucial role in Nicaraguan history,
Baltodano had become a leading chronicler of her people’s long war against
dictatorship and empire. Her major work, Memorias de la lucha sandinista
—Memories of the Sandinista Struggle—comprised four volumes of oral
history with key figures from the revolutions of the twentieth century. In
talking to her, I hoped to find the connections between the conflicts and
invasions of Butler’s day and the crises facing Nicaraguans now.

When she opened the door of the house, two tiny yipping dogs bolted
down the driveway to meet me. Baltodano had naturally aged since the
scenes filmed of her in the 1970s, her old chunky glasses replaced by
frameless lenses. But the smile looked the same.

We sat down at a round table that filled most of a tiny office. The rest of
the room was taken up with boxes. She apologized for the mess. She had to
keep moving to stay ahead of Ortega’s security forces, and had not had time
to unpack.



“Latin American history has been a history with a high level of gringo
presence, of course,” Baltodano told me in cheerful but pointed Spanish.
“But in Central America, and in particular Nicaragua, the United States has
been extremely present. And that is why Sandinismo developed as an anti-
imperialist force.”

The philosophy can be traced back to the movement’s namesake:
Augusto César Sandino. Sandino grew up in Niquinohomo, a small town
outside Masaya. In 1927, at the age of thirty-two, Sandino launched a
revolution against a puppet president and the still-present U.S. Marines—or,
as Sandino called them, “the claws of the enormous eagle with its curved
beak bloody with the blood of Nicaraguans.”26

For six years Sandino and his original Sandinistas battled the Americans
in the jungles of northern Nicaragua. (Many of the Marines who fought
against Sandino in the renewed campaign had trained and served under
Butler; others, especially Lewis “Chesty” Puller, would become Marine
legends in their own right.) When the Marines withdrew from the country in
1933—part of the same era of renegotiation with Latin America that saw
the Platt Amendment in Cuba repealed—Sandino turned his attention on the
client army the Americans had trained and left behind: the Guardia
Nacional.

It was a fatal move. The chief of the Guardia, Anastasio Somoza García,
ordered Sandino killed in 1934. Two years later, Somoza staged a coup
d’état and launched what would prove to be a multigenerational
dictatorship.

Throughout their reign, Baltodano emphasized, the Somozas—
Anastasio, the father, and his sons Luis and Anastasio Somoza Debayle—
used the Guardia as an instrument of absolute control: starving, beating,
electrocuting, and killing thousands of Nicaragua’s poor, the family’s
enemies, and anyone who might inconvenience their rule. Eight U.S.
presidents knew all about it. All of them continued funding their regime.27

“I will tell you that, yes, the United States was present, they were
present back then supporting the Somozas during all their forty-three years
of dictatorship,” Baltodano told me, her eyebrows raised knowingly. “The
Somozas faithfully represented the interests of the United States, they



favored [U.S.] businesses, their investments, their explorations for control
of the mines, all the important business sectors. Trade was above all with
the United States. It really was, as they say [Franklin] Roosevelt once said
of Somoza: ‘He is a son of a bitch, but he is our son of a bitch.’”28

This partnership grew especially strong during the Cold War. Anastasio
Somoza García supported United Fruit and the 1954 CIA coup against
Guatemala’s Jacobo Árbenz.29 The U.S.-trained anti-Castro Cuban exiles
launched their failed 1961 invasion at the Bay of Pigs from the Nicaraguan
beach of Puerto Cabezas.

In the 1950s, a group of Nicaraguan students and activists struck back
against Somoza’s repression. They called themselves Sandinistas, in honor
of their anti-imperialist hero. The name was itself an act of rebellion,
Baltodano told me, because the dictator had tried not only to bury Sandino’s
body but “to make his story disappear as well.” The story of Sandino’s
resistance had been rediscovered by Carlos Fonseca, a radical librarian who
became a leader of the anti-Somoza uprising.

The connections Fonseca and his activist colleagues forged with their
predecessors went even further than that, as Baltodano has documented
through her oral histories. One of their first steps was to make contact with
Sandino’s former lieutenants in exile.30

Still, the new Sandinistas were different from their namesakes in
significant ways. Many of the youngsters were Marxists. Sandino was not:
he lived and died a proud member of Nicaragua’s Liberal Party—“a petty-
bourgeois caudillo, a social bandit,” one commentator described.31 But
Fonseca and the other founders of the FSLN recognized the power of
Sandino’s example to inspire the masses; under his banner, they launched
what would prove to be the decisive Sandinista uprising in 1978.

All the women in Baltodano’s family joined that fight. One sister blew
off her hands trying to build a bomb. Another was tortured with
electrocution by the Guardia Nacional and later killed. Mónica herself was
imprisoned for nine months in the squalid Central Jail of Managua, where
she was beaten and tied to a wall, before resuming her guerrilla activity and
helping to bring down the dictatorship.32



The last of the Somozas, Anastasio Somoza Debayle, fled into exile in
1979. He was assassinated by Sandinista agents in Paraguay a year later.

Although he would come to dominate Nicaraguan politics afterward,
Daniel Ortega had been a secondary figure throughout the Sandinista
revolution. His pragmatic “Third Way” branch had clashed with the more
orthodox Marxist-Leninist streams of the Sandinista Front. (“Ideologically,
he was always one of the weakest because he was always very lazy,”
Baltodano told me with a wry smile.) But Ortega quickly maneuvered his
way to the top of the new ruling junta, becoming Nicaragua’s first post-
Somoza leader in 1981.

So how did a revolutionary movement come to be led by someone she
called a dictator? I asked Baltodano.

“I do believe that it will be necessary to do much deeper research to
answer that,” the comandante replied.

If anything, back in 1909, Butler had underestimated the influence the
American “wild cat” investors had on U.S. policy in Nicaragua. A new way
of making money was emerging in North America. Built on the system of
railroad financing—the one that had made his and Ethel’s families wealthy
—a new breed of bankers was finding ways to turn money into more
money: refinancing debts and providing capital for expansion. They used
their securities—stocks and bonds—to take over companies they invested
in. To ensure their profits were prioritized, they often moved to choose the
client companies’ managers themselves.

While the Marines were learning to land on foreign beaches, the
bankers were learning to expand beyond the U.S. borders too, starting with
a loan to Mexico by J. P. Morgan in 1899. They also experimented with
financing foreign wars: U.S. bankers had supported the British seizure of
Boer South Africa from 1899 to 1902 and Japan’s war against Russia in
1904 and 1905.33 It was only a matter of time before the investors wanted to
select the leaders of the countries they were investing in as well.

During his presidency, Theodore Roosevelt had realized the potential of
private finance to participate in systems of control. Between 1904 and 1907,



he had “solved” a debt crisis in the Dominican Republic by transferring the
Caribbean country’s debt from European bondholders to Wall Street
(ultimately the Morgan-linked Guaranty Trust Company), while taking over
its customs system.34 It was a privatized spin on what the powers had done
to China under the Boxer Protocol, borrowing from the way the British
Empire had used private corporations to colonize places like North
America, India, and Egypt.35 To Americans skeptical of imperialism, it
could be sold as what the banks called “receivership”—seizing assets to
ensure repayment of a debt. It was just that, instead of a bank taking over a
railroad, in this case the banks were taking over a country, supported by the
full force of the U.S. government and military.

Even with that arrangement, Washington had not always gotten its way.
U.S. officials’ abiding belief in “the white man’s civilizing mission” had led
them to see the darker-skinned Dominicans as “people who were naturally
followers”—only to find themselves manipulated by Dominican leaders
with their own agendas, as the financial historian Emily Rosenberg has
written.36 But the system worked well enough. U.S. sugar and railroad
companies had profited, and the banks increased their business.

Officials in Washington saw a possible future: one that carried the
moneymaking potential of their recent imperial adventures without the
horrors—and public backlash—of the Philippine War, the dependence on
foreign allies in China, or the mounting costs of keeping Cuba and Puerto
Rico as “protectorates.” Hiding in a supporting role, the U.S. government
would indirectly expand its influence over domestic affairs without having
to take on the responsibilities associated with the formal colonialism of its
European rivals. President Taft called it “substituting dollars for bullets.”
Other commentators scrubbed the violence out completely, dubbing it
“dollar diplomacy.”37

The recipe was simple: In order to accept lucrative U.S. bank loans,
targeted countries would have to also accept U.S. financial advisers. Those
advisers would then “reform” the countries’ customs collection agencies,
putting the country in receivership. They would also force the country to
replace its existing monetary system with one based on the gold standard—



the basis of the U.S. dollar at the time. The reserves guaranteeing that
currency would be “safely deposited in New York.”38

Taft likened “dollar diplomacy” to a parent helping “weaker,”
“backwards” children. “Our aim has been to do good for good’s sake,” he
pledged.39 Through financial control, the United States could ensure peace
through fiscal and “moral accountability,” eliminating the need to send
troops overseas. “True stability,” Knox added, “is best established not by
military but by economic and social forces.”40 But as Butler would learn
firsthand, bullets were still very much needed to ultimately guarantee
control.

In May 1910, Butler’s Panama Battalion was rushed to Bluefields to
protect Estrada and Adolfo Díaz’s rebels, who had not yet unseated Zelaya’s
appointed Liberal successor, José Madriz. Butler informed the government
troops’ commander that he would retaliate against any attack on the rebel-
held city, but that he had no objection to the Conservative rebels “shooting
outwards.”41

State Department operative Thomas Moffat, the architect of the 1907
Dominican receivership plan, swooped in to put the final pieces in place:
Madriz would resign, leaving Estrada to become Nicaragua’s president.
Adolfo Díaz would become vice president, to the glee of his former
employers in Pittsburgh. The new Nicaraguan government would also hire a
professional financial “expert” arranged by the Wall Street banks of Brown
Brothers and J. & W. Seligman and Co.

The problem the experts faced was that there was no pretense under
which Nicaragua’s assets could justifiably be seized. Unlike the Dominican
Republic, Nicaragua under Zelaya had enjoyed a good credit rating, a
treasury surplus, and a stable currency.42 So the bankers had to get creative.
They invented a new debt: they would repay Adolfo Díaz and his fellow
generals for the costs incurred during their coup.43

This did not go over well with middle-class and poorer Nicaraguans. In
1911, Estrada banded with disgruntled tradesmen in an effort to prevent his
rivals from moving against him. He failed and was forced to step down,
making Adolfo Díaz president of the republic.



Díaz’s political ascent was matched by an economic coup from
Washington. On January 4, 1912, Brown Brothers and J. & W. Seligman
formed the new National Bank of Nicaragua. It was incorporated in
Connecticut and run out of Brown Brothers’ offices in lower Manhattan.44

It didn’t take long for the immediate effects of “dollar diplomacy” to be
felt. The Nicaraguan economy quickly deteriorated. Diáz drained the budget
surplus to pay his supporters, then risked inflation by secretly printing more
paper money.45 When Philander Knox made a “goodwill visit” to Nicaragua
in March 1912, he was greeted with violent demonstrations against Díaz
and his American backers.

The leader of the national legislature, Dr. Ignacio Suárez, welcomed
Knox with a warning. The secretary’s visit, he said, had “awakened fears
and misgivings in timid minds, who see in it a peril to our autonomy.”
Suárez quoted George Washington’s farewell address, in which the first
U.S. president warned that “an attachment of a small or weak towards a
great and powerful nation dooms the former to be the satellite of the
latter.”46 The legislator’s implication was clear: Nicaraguans would defend
their sovereignty and independence from imperial control as fiercely as the
American revolutionaries had, over a century before.

I was driving up the highway between Managua and Corinto when I spotted
a large faded billboard rising over a bank of capulín trees. Two figures
stood triumphantly against a faded pink background, each with one arm
around the other, their free hands signaling to an unseen crowd.

The figure on the left was Daniel Ortega. Beside and slightly beneath
him was Rosario Murillo Zambrana, his vice president, who is also his wife.
Above them was the couple’s slogan: Cristiana, Socialista, Solidaria—
Christian, socialist, and in solidarity. Beneath them was another slogan
partially in Murillo’s looping handwriting: “A time of victory! By the grace
of God!”

The overt religiosity of Ortega’s new slogans was a sharp contrast to the
tone the Sandinistas, especially the more Marxist elements, struck during
and after their 1978–79 revolution against the Somoza dictatorship.



(Augusto Sandino himself had said, when asked if he had religious beliefs
shortly before his assassination in 1934: “No, religions are things of the
past. We are guided by reason.”47) But it was emblematic of the more
“ecumenical” style of Ortega and Murillo’s current rule, in which they
forged alliances with conservative elements of Nicaraguan society—
bankers, businessmen, police, and the Catholic Church. To maintain a
degree of popular support, they papered over these new ties, along with
their creation of a quasi-police state, with copious symbols of leftist
international solidarity.48

Things had not started out that way. When Ortega had emerged the first
time, taking the leadership of the Sandinista junta in 1981, his government
tried to implement a program of social improvements including agrarian
reforms and a massive literacy campaign. As soon as they got started,
however, a coalition of former members of the Somozas’ Guardia Nacional
and allied business interests launched a counterrevolution. The “Contras,”
as they were known, were armed and financed by the CIA.

As Contra death squads massacred and raped their way through the
Nicaraguan countryside throughout the early 1980s, President Ronald
Reagan called them “the moral equal of our Founding Fathers.”* CIA-
trained commandos shot rockets at oil storage tanks in Corinto. The Contras
blew up bridges, factories, fishing boats, hospitals, childcare centers, food
warehouses, and schools. In response, Ortega turned to the Soviet Union
and Cuba for support.49

The war and Ortega’s first term as president ended at the same time,
with his loss in a 1990 election. The first Sandinista government had made
crippling and destructive errors of its own—especially its early attempts at
seizing indigenous peoples’ lands, which provoked a separate, shorter-lived
counter-revolt. But, as the anthropologists Jennifer Goett and Courtney
Desiree Morris have written, such wounds were “overshadowed by the
tremendous resources and energy the U.S. dedicated to sabotaging the
revolution.”50

Ortega immediately began plotting his return. He sidelined dissenters in
the FSLN. When Murillo’s daughter from a previous marriage accused
Ortega of having sexually abused her since she was eleven years old,



Murillo disowned her.51 Ortega reconciled with the Catholic Church,
pledging to revoke Nicaraguan women’s century-old right to therapeutic
abortions. He lastly cut a deal with the corrupt center-right president to
rewrite election laws in his favor.52 In 2006, Ortega won back the
presidency with just 38 percent of the vote and a former Contra leader as
his running mate. (He subbed in his wife as his second-in-command in
2017.)

During his first years back in power, Ortega depended on the largess of
his Venezuelan ally, Hugo Chávez, who promoted his country’s oil wealth
as an alternative to U.S. economic hegemony. Ortega and Murillo used
Venezuelan money to buy up media outlets and hand out tax breaks and
other perks to loyal businessmen.53 In 2013, Ortega’s imitation of “dollar
diplomacy” reached absurd heights when he began confiscating private and
indigenous lands on behalf of a Chinese company that promised, at long
last, to build a transoceanic canal through Nicaragua. (That plan was, at the
time I visited, apparently on hold.)

When oil prices fell and Venezuela’s economy collapsed, Ortega’s
government revenues went with it. In the spring of 2018, after the
Nicaraguan government announced cuts to social security, protests erupted
in several cities. On April 18, a gang of Sandinista Youth members savagely
beat demonstrators in Managua. The crackdown only made the protests
grow.

Across Nicaragua, protesters began chanting “¡Daniel y Somoza! ¡Son
la misma cosa!” (Meaning: Daniel and Somoza are the same thing.) Loyal
paramilitaries dismantled barricades and murdered marchers. Elder
guerrillas taught a new generation to fight back against the pro-government
troops with homemade mortars and slingshots. On the way out of Managua,
I had passed convoys of riot police on guard for anti-government
demonstrations.

Ortega and Murillo had survived the protests by shielding themselves
under the mantle of anti-imperialism. They accused the protesters of being,
essentially, latter-day Adolfo Díazes: puppets carrying out a coup d’état
financed and organized by the United States. In a speech addressing loyal
Nicaraguans as “children of the homeland of Diriangén, Sandino, and



Rubén Darió,” Ortega called dissidents “terrorists” and “golpistas” (coup
plotters), and denounced as murderers “those that finance, encourage, and
justify these crimes” for the purpose of, as he claimed, “putting the
[Nicaraguan] people in chains again.”54

It was effective enough. Ortega did not even have to present evidence of
an attempt at U.S. control of the protests. All he had to do was invoke the
national heroes—above all Sandino—and let history and memory do the
rest. As much as former allies like Mónica Baltodano would contest the
point, Ortega and Murillo were still, as far as most of the world was
concerned, the faces of the Sandinista movement. Just not on the particular
billboard I was driving past: some brave soul had smacked Daniel and
Rosario in the mouths with balloons of red paint, blotting out their faces
almost entirely.

In the summer of 1912, “dollar diplomacy” collapsed in Nicaragua. A
punishing drought had pushed rural refugees into cities. When the U.S.
official now in charge of Nicaraguan customs—fresh from a similar job in
the Philippines—opposed loans to import grain on the grounds that it would
swell public debt, protests erupted. Poor and indigenous Nicaraguans began
ransacking wealthy haciendas in search of food. Some of the wealthiest
elites were beaten, raped, and tortured.55

On July 29, seeing the tidal wave of popular resentment against
President Adolfo Díaz and his American backers, the Nicaraguan war
minister, Gen. Luis Mena, tried to stage a coup. Mena fled to Masaya with
six hundred troops, where he joined up with the forces of a popular young
Liberal general, Benjamín Zeledón. The allies declared their intent to
overthrow the American-puppet president, hold new elections, and take
control of “symbols of national sovereignty” including the railroads and
banks.56

One of the rebels’ most likely targets was the new U.S.-run National
Bank of Nicaragua, whose first manager, W. Bundy Cole, had arrived weeks
earlier with his wife and five-year-old son aboard a United Fruit ship.57 As
word came that rebels were closing in on the capital, Cole rushed a personal



telegram to the Park Avenue residence of James Brown, one of the partners
at Brown Brothers, requesting to know, urgently, “if anything was being
done in behalf of our interests.”

Cole got back comforting news. “I had a reply stating that everything
possible was being done,” the banker later recalled, “and that Major Butler
would arrive there shortly from Panama.”58

“Well here we are again on our way to Corinto,” Smedley Butler wrote
Bunny and the children from aboard the USS Justin. “I had hoped, when I
left that ‘hole’ … never to see it again, but you never can tell from where
you sit how your picture is going to look.”59

While the Marines unloaded their supplies at the Pacific-side port,
Butler took a phone call from the U.S. consul in Managua. Mena and
Zeledón’s rebels were already bombarding the city. As he had as a younger
man in China, Butler would have to make his way to a besieged capital on a
road laden with hostile forces. But this time, he knew the route: it was the
same rail line he’d gone “sightseeing” down two years before.

Butler’s Panama Battalion began the ninety-mile journey under cover of
darkness. They arrived in Managua around 10:30 A.M. By luck they timed it
perfectly, arriving after Mena had retreated into the countryside but before
his rebels could cut off the railroad from the port. In a nod to the true
purpose of the mission, Butler stationed half his Marines in Brown Brothers
and Seligman’s National Bank.60

The rebels were gaining strength. Tradesmen and indigenous people
were flocking to Zeledón and Mena’s army, drawn by promises of school,
food, and a restoration of dignity. “Citizens, let us take back our rights!”
Zeledón implored in a widely circulated leaflet. “Without liberty there is no
life, without equality there is no light, without national autonomy an empire
of chaos reigns.”61

Calls for reinforcements to back up Butler’s battalion rang out across
the United States. “No Latin-American country more severely tries the
patience of the big Anglo-Saxon guardian,” the Cleveland Plain Dealer
editorialized. “No one of the baby republics so richly merits a spanking on
general principles.”62



On September 4, a full expeditionary force of 1,150 Marines arrived
under Col. Joseph H. Pendleton—Butler’s former commanding officer at
Subic Bay. Butler was ordered to head to Granada, where Mena had
established his headquarters. To preserve a patina of neutrality, Butler was
ordered to load his train with Red Cross supplies and food, and to hang a
U.S. flag on the front. He ordered the locomotive moved to the center of the
train, behind several flat cars, for its protection.

On the way, they had to pass a fortress on a hill above Masaya called
Coyotepe, where Mena’s ally, Zeledón, was now positioned. When they
reached it, the rebels fired three shells at them. The train clambered to a
halt. Butler sent a message to Zeledón, who agreed to a conference inside
his lines.63

Zeledón was just two years older than Butler—his thirty-third birthday
was weeks away. After a decade of war and service in Zelaya’s diplomatic
corps, he found himself in charge of hundreds of men on the battlefield. But
—also like Butler—he was still answering to a senior commander, in his
case Luis Mena. Butler quickly learned another similarity between himself
and his Nicaraguan counterpart: Zeledón would not be easily bullied.

The rebel’s men blindfolded Butler and two other officers and led them
to a location beyond the far side of Coyotepe. When Butler’s blindfold was
removed, he saw a “short plump man with a dark mustache,” smartly
dressed in a Panama hat and civilian clothes.64

Butler, on the other hand, looked like hell. He was suffering a relapse of
malaria, waking up in the middle of the night with a 104-degree fever—“so
stiff,” he’d written Bunny, “I could hardly roll over in bed.” His eyes were
sunken and bloodshot. He had lost at least ten pounds after a week of eating
“nothing but quinine and limeade.”65

Apparently not thinking much of the Marine, Zeledón addressed him
belligerently. Butler told him, with some bluster, that his orders were to “go
through to Granada, and that I was going to carry them out.”66 When Butler
slipped and mentioned that Colonel Pendleton had come to see the situation
himself, Zeledón demanded to speak with the more senior officer. Butler
threw up his hands and agreed, glad to have more time to recover from his
illness.



Negotiations dragged on for two more days. When Pendleton threatened
to drive the rebels off Coyotepe by force, Zeledón demanded to speak with
an even-higher ranking officer, Admiral William H. H. Southerland. The
next day, Zeledón wrote a letter formalizing his protest. The handwriting
was elegant and careful, a mark of class the American elite had prized until
they’d adopted the typewriter not long before.67 The wording also reflected
Zeledón’s education as a lawyer: “I will not bother going into the axiom of
international law that says that countries, however small, are to be accorded
the same respect and the same considerations as stronger countries; nor will
I bother reminding you of the longing expressed by the Father of American
Independence, George Washington, that the grandeur of your country be
based in respect for its laws and in its nobility with the other countries of
the world.”68

Zeledón did, however, remind Admiral Southerland that the “illegal”
President Díaz had an agreement with “the bankers from New York” not to
operate trains on Nicaraguan soil during wartime. The rebel army wished to
pursue “friendly relations with your powerful Government and wonderful
people,” he assured the admiral. “But I do not want it as a conquistador in
my country, which I love with all of the capacity of a citizen who was born
free, who has lived free, and will die free.”

Butler dismissed the missives as “hot air” from “the Spigs.” “The
Colonel is moving up five hundred more Marines, and we will attack them
tomorrow morning unless they give in in the meantime,” he wrote Bunny.69

Before dawn on September 19, Butler led his battalion to the edge of
Coyotepe Hill and waited for the 6:00 A.M. deadline for Zeledón to
surrender. At “ten seconds of six,” a white flag appeared. Warily, Butler
ordered the Marines back onto the train to continue on toward Granada.
Butler rode at the front of the lead car.

Night had fallen by the time the train reached the center of Masaya.
Butler looked out ahead, the tracks illuminated by a single lantern
positioned beside him. Out of the darkness, a figure appeared on horseback,
riding in their direction. When the rider was ten yards away, he pulled out a
revolver and fired directly at Butler. The shot missed, hitting the corporal
sitting just behind him.



“My heart!” the corporal yelled. (In fact, he had been shot in the hand,
which had been on his chest at the time.) Butler shouted for the train to stop
and took off running after the man on horseback. Too late, he realized the
lone gunman’s approach was only the rebels’ opening move. Dozens of
fighters appeared and opened fire on the stopped train. Marines scrambled
to their sixteen mounted machine guns and lit into the attackers. The whole
train became “a mass of shooting tongues of flame,” Butler would later
write.70

The Marines’ Nicaraguan engineer got the locomotives roaring again.
The train lurched out of the ambush and began speeding toward Granada. In
twenty minutes, four Marines had been wounded. Sixty-eight Nicaraguans
were dead.71

Butler was livid. Zeledón, he was convinced, had set him up. It was
about that time when Butler’s men started noticing a look in him: a
menacing, piercing stare, made more pronounced by eyes still bloodshot
and sunken from fever. They started calling him “Old Gimlet Eye,” after an
old Anglo-Saxon hand tool used to drill holes through wood. Butler swore
that, when he returned to Masaya, he would see those responsible for the
ambush hanged.72

Granada, a city of wide plazas and picturesque churches on the shores of
Lake Nicaragua, is one of the oldest Spanish cities in the Americas. Named
in honor of the conquest of the last Muslim stronghold in Spain, it owes its
wealth to its position as a stopover for trade between the inland waterway
and the Pacific Ocean.

That combination of money and cosmopolitanism led to an early
openness to “Americanization.” In 1856, when the Tennessee filibusterer
William Walker tried to take over Nicaragua, he made Granada his capital,
winning the support of the city’s conservative cattle-ranching elites with his
U.S.-style entrepreneurism and the promise of an interoceanic canal. By the
time the ranchers learned that Walker planned to seize their haciendas and
replace them with U.S.-style slave labor camps run by his American
lieutenants, it was too late to save their city. Fleeing the capital ahead of the



arrival of troops sponsored by Cornelius Vanderbilt, Walker ordered the city
burned to the ground. His men left behind a sign: “Here was Granada.”73

Almost exactly fifty-six years later, in September 1912, Smedley Butler
was threatening to do the same thing if the rebel general-in-chief, Luis
Mena, did not surrender. “The firing of even a single shot at us will mean an
attack by this entire force, big guns and automatics,” Butler warned. On the
other hand, Butler promised Mena he would strictly obey his orders of
“absolute neutrality” if the rebel leader guaranteed the Americans the use of
the railroad.74

To Butler’s shock, General Mena sent a message back saying he was
willing to make the deal. But no sooner was Butler’s mission completed
than word arrived that U.S. policy had changed: The State Department had
grown tired of waiting for “dollar diplomacy” to work. They wanted the
“neutrality” pretense to end, the Marines and Navy to side with Adolfo
Díaz’s government troops, and the Nicaraguan rebels destroyed.75

“This goes back on all the things I have told the rebels and I am,
therefore, to be made scapegoat after I have done all the hard work,” Butler
complained to Bunny.76

On the moonlit night of September 24, Butler walked through the
deserted streets of Granada to explain the situation to Mena in person.
Passing the cathedral and the main plaza, he arrived at the smaller Convento
San Francisco. The general was lying on his back in the shadows,
surrounded by weapons stockpiles lit by a pair of hanging lanterns. Mena,
Butler realized, was gravely ill, apparently in an advanced stage of kidney
failure.77

“I told him the whole sad story,” Butler wrote Bunny soon after. If
Mena agreed to “unconditionally surrender himself, and all his men in
Granada,” the Fighting Quaker promised the “Admiral would take care of
him and remove him from the country,” sending him to the new U.S.
hospital in the Panama Canal Zone. “Mena pondered for a while, but finally
consented.”78*

Destroying the remaining rebels meant defeating Benjamín Zeledón’s
forces atop Coyotepe. On October 2, with nearly a thousand Marines and
sailors surrounding the five-hundred-foot hill, Pendleton sent up terms of



surrender. Zeledón replied at 5:00 A.M. the next morning: “I will mount with
my forces the resistance the case calls for, and that the dignity of Nicaragua
demands.”79

This time, Zeledón also wrote a letter to his wife—his “beautiful
Estercita”—and his children. “Destiny appears to have made its pact
with … the traitors to drag me to a certain and cruel end with the brave men
who remain with me,” the rebel commander wrote. “Do not cry, do not
grieve, because in spirit I will accompany you always.”80

Butler’s battalion began climbing the hill before dawn on October 4, in
two single-file lines, holding hands to keep together in the dark. At 5:15
A.M., they linked up with Pendleton’s Marines, who approached from the
other side. Zeledón’s men had dug trenches into the hillside, which they had
surrounded with barbed wire. The Marines cut their way through with
bayonets and leaped into the trenches. Amid the cacophony of gunfire,
screams, and bugle calls, a Marine captain noticed “about one hundred and
fifty of the enemy” running down the slope.81 The Americans fired after
them, but the small band of rebels disappeared around a bend. Benjamín
Zeledón, it seems, was among them.

From the top of the hill, the Stars and Stripes waving behind him, Butler
could not help but admire the vista: the great lake, the rolling fields, and the
smoke wafting lazily out of the Masaya volcano to the west. There was not
a cloud in the sky. He looked down into the city of Masaya, where Díaz’s
puppet government troops had massed under the command of the
Conservative general Emiliano Chamorro. From half a mile away, the
Marines could hear the gunfire as the federales raided the last holdouts of
Zeledón’s revolutionary army. Butler later swore he could hear their
screams.82

I climbed Coyotepe while I was in Nicaragua. Ortega’s government had
tried to turn the hill into a tourist site. But due to the unrest, there were only
a handful of kids from the nearby indigenous settlement of Monimbó at the
top, along with a bored tour guide, his little brother, and their curly-haired
dog. The grass was trampled and brown. The sun beat down overhead.



The hilltop itself wasn’t the only thing I’d come to see. After the
patriarch of the Somoza clan, Anastasio Somoza García, took power in
1936, he modernized the old fortress. Beneath the surface of the hill where
Butler had battled Zeledón’s forces a few decades earlier, the new dictator
installed a concrete prison. Over the ensuing decades, the Guardia Nacional
used the prison to torture and murder countless enemies of the Somoza
regime. It is said that survivors were driven mad by the darkness. After I
paid the guide an entrance fee, he unlocked the iron gate and led me down
the concrete stairs.

It was black as night in the prison. The air was musty and cold. If I
hadn’t known it was midafternoon, on one of the hottest days of the year in
Nicaragua, I couldn’t have guessed the time, season, or hemisphere. I tried
to keep pace with the guide’s flashlight without tripping over his brother or
the dog.

We passed multiple small cells. With the cool detachment of someone
who had been through there many times, the guide flatly rattled off their
former capacities: eighty prisoners in this one, eighty-five in that, and so on.
“Here is one of the torture chambers,” he said, blandly, as he swung open a
rusted door. It screeched, startling the bats that had been sleeping on the
ceiling behind us. “The prisoners in here lost all sense of time because they
didn’t know whether it was morning, afternoon, or night. I’ll shut off the
light so you can see.”

It was an ironic choice of words but apropos. Lost in the darkness, I
became entirely disoriented; transported, if only for a few seconds, into a
vision of what it might have been like for the Guardia’s victims unlucky
enough to enter that room. I saw beyond the chamber into thousands of
others like it. I imagined the detainees still hidden at Guantánamo, those
subjected to similar horrors in the CIA’s “black sites,” and immigrants
driven to madness or suicide under stress and solitude in prison camps
within the United States itself. There was something painfully unifying
about their experiences. The dehumanization and atomization of enemies,
real and perceived, was a great commonality across the empire, bridging the
vast gulfs of time and space such methods were meant to create.



My thoughts were interrupted when the guide flicked the light back on.
I shivered. We continued down the hall. His beam traced the concrete walls,
illuminating dark stains that I realized were blood.

The strategic hill above Masaya was an important theater of the
Sandinista Revolution of 1978–79, just as it had been in 1912. The last of
Somoza’s Guardias bombed the Sandinistas from Coyotepe; some of the
revolution’s final casualties occurred at the base of the hill, in the spot
known as La Barranca.83

When the Sandinistas won, my guide explained, they took over the
underground dungeon at Coyotepe. He showed me a cramped room where
they had imprisoned Guardias who had tortured them.84

With Coyotepe fallen and the railroad under American control, the Marines
turned their attention to other major cities of Nicaragua. This next stage of
conquest did not always go smoothly: at León, two hundred revolutionary
fighters fired on the entering Marines and sailors, killing three. “It is terrible
that we should be losing so many men fighting the battles of these d—d
spigs—all because Brown Bros. have some money down here,” Butler
wrote Bunny, in a racialized flash of the instincts that would infuse his
future antiwar polemics.85 But the Marines overcame the last bastions of
resistance, and before long all Nicaragua was under U.S. occupation.

Butler’s final mission in Nicaragua was to supervise a presidential
election—a “fine free” one, he called it sarcastically—in order to legalize
the position of “our American protégé,” Adolfo Díaz.86 After a few years
under the control of the former Pittsburgh mining accountant, the historian
Peter James Hudson would write, “Nicaragua had become a mere item in
the accounting ledgers of Wall Street.”87

Butler put aside whatever misgivings he was nursing and spent his last
weeks in Nicaragua enjoying the spoils of victory. The U.S. ambassador and
Colonel Pendleton both penned glowing reports singling out his bravery,
conduct, and initiative.88 President Díaz presented him with two cannons
from the Convento San Francisco. Butler also visited a reopened gold mine



in the countryside managed by his fellow Quaker veteran of the Battle of
Tianjin, Herbert Hoover.*

The mission was capped with a banquet hosted by the representative of
Brown Brothers and Seligman, W. Bundy Cole. A British guest stood and
toasted Butler as the “Kitchener of Nicaragua.”89 He may have felt pride at
the comparison to the famed British conqueror of Sudan, who had in effect
trained the Scottish sergeant who trained him all those years before. Or
perhaps the setting at the banker’s banquet amplified his misgivings.

Worrying that the dwindling contingent of Marines would not be
sufficient to keep control, Butler argued for the creation of a new force of
U.S.-sponsored colonial troops to police the country in the Americans’
stead.

“Tuesday,” Butler wrote Ethel in late 1912, “I spent talking ‘Mounted
Constabulary’ to the Bankers and other controlling interests in Managua.…
This proposition all the decent people—to say nothing of the
representatives of our investors—heartily endorse and approve of.”90

Butler would personally implement his idea for a “native militia” a few
years later in Haiti. It would take another decade for Butler’s suggestion to
come to fruition in Nicaragua. But in 1925, training began of a mounted
constabulary under American command. Two years later, Butler’s
brainchild was designated the sole official armed force of the country. It
was renamed the Guardia Nacional.

There is one more story worth telling about Butler’s time in Nicaragua. The
rebel leader Benjamín Zeledón had indeed escaped the Battle of Coyotepe.
At 5:00 P.M., on October 4, 1912, Butler had cabled Admiral Southerland in
Managua: “Government forces have captured Zeledon and have asked me if
we want him. Am sending force to Masaya at once to preserve order so if
you direct me I can have Zeledon sent back here under guard.… Personally
would suggest that through some inaction on our part someone might hang
him. Please direct me at once.”91

No American action was taken. Somewhere between Coyotepe and
Masaya—probably near La Barranca—the lawyer-general was killed.



While Butler and his battalion got ready to head back to Managua, the
federales threw Zeledón’s corpse on the back of a horse and paraded it
through the towns at the base of the Masaya volcano. They meant it both as
a victory party and a warning to any who dared stand against them and their
American allies.

In the small village of Niquinohomo, the grisly procession passed a
white one-story house with blue shutters. Hearing the noise, the seventeen-
year-old son of a wealthy local coffee farmer and a poor native coffee
picker went outside to watch. The teenager’s eyes grew wide with horror as
he recognized the mutilated corpse of his hero—“killed,” as he would later
remember, “by bullets of Yankee soldiers serving the interests of Wall
Street.”92

It was at that moment, Augusto Sandino would later say, that he swore
to carry on Zeledón’s fight against the United States and its proxies for the
rest of his life.93
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NINE
THE CANAL ZONE

Ethel Conway Peters Butler was thirty when she moved with her three-year-
old daughter and infant son to the Panama Canal Zone. It was April 1910,
and the isthmus was the fourth home in five years of marriage to which her
husband’s career had taken her. By contrast, Ethel’s favorite sister, Edith,
never married nor had children. She made a name for herself as a painter
and seemed to travel where she liked—to Europe, to visit their relatives in
Atlanta. She even visited the Butlers at Subic Bay, staying only until she got
bored.

Mrs. Butler on the other hand was becoming just that: Mrs. Butler, the
Marine officer’s wife, “Bunny.” Though she found herself in her dream life
of globetrotting adventure, she realized that the price was to have her
movements dictated by, and her identity eclipsed by, her ever-more-famous
husband.

There were only four other women on the SS Ancon, the ship Ethel took
to Colón: two other wives whose husbands were in the Zone, the Butlers’
nanny, and a stewardess. Every night at dinner, Ethel was forced to sit on
the captain’s right-hand side. He “is very hard to talk to and thinks us rather
empty-headed, I guess,” she wrote her grandmother. Most of the space on
board was taken up by canal workers and cement.1

While the women weren’t given respect as individuals, sending white
women as a group to the Canal Zone had become a national priority. After
rashes of disease and accidents provoked an early exodus of skilled
workers, it had occurred “to officials that women might indeed be the key to
success,” as the historian Julie Greene has written.2 Married men were



given more spacious houses, and the U.S. government paid wives’ travel
expenses from the States. Ethel and the other wives were expected to do
their part through domestic management, keeping their husbands
comfortable and productive, and defending their households against
infestations of aggressive jungle insects and tropical diseases.

The dynamics could be alienating: women’s clubs were set up to stop
“social discontent” and alleviate housewives’ “isolation, monotony, and
boredom.”3 During his visit to the gold mine owned by Herbert Hoover’s
company in Nicaragua, Smedley would write a letter to Ethel in which he
described the American ladies who’d hosted him for tea. “The usual type of
wives doomed to life in the bushes,” he’d call them, “but very polite, well
behaved, [and] quite well dressed.”4 As Ethel may have noted, he did not
elaborate on what “type of wife” that was.

But living in the jungle was the price she had to pay to reunite their
growing family. Smedley greeted his wife and children on the dock at
Colón, then they set off together for the hour-and-a-half train ride to their
new home at Camp Elliott. “We had many views of the bed of the canal—it
is really inconceivable, the vastness of it,” Ethel wrote her grandmother of
the trip. “I should think people would be discouraged but I never saw such a
busy wideawake place. Engines and trains pounding by and long lines of
cars filled with dirt or stone or rubbish. Just perpetual motion.”5

Camp Elliott was perched on a hill overlooking the construction. The
Butlers were in a two-story house, raised off the ground on stilts for
ventilation and to prevent rats from nesting. Ethel adored the view from the
screened-in porch. “Very pretty at night with all the barracks and bungalows
lighted up,” she wrote her grandmother, “quite like the view by night from
the Miyako Hotel in Kyoto.” Smedley’s office was across the street.

The house also came with a cook named Josephine. She, like many of
the men digging the canal, came from Barbados. Ethel told her grandmother
the family was also looking for “a boy to wait on table, run errands, keep
shoes (and house) cleaned etc.,” but that young male servants “were very
hard to find. Not like [in] the Philippines where they’re as plentiful as
cocoanuts—or bananas.”



Indeed, as much as the Canal Zone was a place of sweeping gender
disparities, it was even more rigidly stratified by race. Instead of formally
designating spaces as “white” and “colored,” as was being done in the
Southern United States, officials divided the payroll: U.S. citizens—nearly
all of whom were white—were listed on the “gold roll.” Everyone else,
especially the workers doing the most dangerous jobs of actually
constructing the canal—the vast majority of whom were Black—were
relegated to the “silver roll.”6

Silver rollers were forced to use separate building entrances, ate worse
commissary food, and were housed in poorly built shacks in so-called
native towns. Nonwhite women were doubly discriminated against: paid
even less and consigned to jobs as waitresses or house servants. Only white
American civilians were granted paid vacation—six weeks in the States—
and a month of sick leave every year.7

Apartheid was billed as a mark of American modernity in the Zone, as
much of an advance as its hospitals and movie theaters. The project’s chief
sanitary officer, Col. William Gorgas, argued that separating whites from
everyone else would protect them from disease.8 (This was not a fringe
idea: Gorgas was the president of the American Medical Association at the
time.)

To differentiate themselves from the “natives,” white residents started
calling themselves “Zonians.” The colonial culture they built would define
life in the Canal Zone and politics in Panama for generations to come.

Smedley’s long missions to Nicaragua in 1910 and 1912 overlapped
with Ethel and the children’s stay in Panama. Although she had moved to
Panama to be with him, she was left alone in the house on stilts with
Josephine and the kids for months at a time. Once, she returned from a
shopping trip to Panama City to find that Smedley had deployed to
Nicaragua without saying goodbye. Many of her letters to him throughout
that time were filled with longing: “Precious one I am so proud of thy
wonderful power and brain and abilities,” she gushed in one, “my ittie
Piddie!—good night for the present—am writing in thy own boudoir!”9

Absent as he often was, Butler’s exploits in Nicaragua increased his
fame and cemented the couple’s status in the Corps. Smedley was given



command of Camp Elliott, the same position his mentor, Littleton Waller,
had held seven years earlier. As many of Smedley’s old friends were being
drummed out or dying (Pete Wynne, his body wrecked by alcoholism, died
of tuberculosis in March 1912), Smedley’s star was rising. The base was a
must-see for visiting dignitaries because it was positioned near the most
critical part of the project, the Culebra Cut—the channel through the
continental divide that had doomed Ferdinand de Lesseps’s earlier French
attempt. Smedley was at the railroad to personally receive President Taft on
his visit in 1910. After Taft reviewed the battalion, Ethel hosted the
prodigious head of state, and his famously relentless appetite, for a buffet
luncheon in the Camp Elliott bandstand.10

Each day, the Butlers’ house would shake with the noise of nearby
dynamite blasts, steam shovels, and rockslides. At quitting time, the train
whistles would moan as they carted out the dead.

Today, Panama City has several museums dedicated to the history of the
canal. Many tourists flock to the Museo del Canal, housed in a French
Second Empire hotel that was the headquarters of de Lesseps’s company.
Sightseeing buses seem to prefer the Miraflores Visitor Center, where the
tour begins with an IMAX movie and ends on a veranda where guests can
watch ships passing through one of the canal’s famous locks and dams.

I, on the other hand, was the only visitor on a sunny Saturday afternoon
at a small gallery in the working-class neighborhood of El Marañón. Set up
in a former Protestant chapel built by workers from Barbados in 1910, the
Afro-Antillean Museum of Panama features family heirlooms and black-
and-white photos captioned in English and Spanish. Its small collection is
almost all the physical memory that remains of the thirty thousand West
Indian workers who did almost all the work of actually digging the canal.11

Teddy Roosevelt had wanted the canal completed with white labor, but
the managers weren’t willing to pay the salaries white Americans were
accustomed to. An early attempt to import workers from China was stymied
by U.S. anti-Chinese exclusion laws. Recruiting African Americans would
have angered employers in the U.S. South.12



There were not nearly enough people in Panama to do the job, had they
even been willing: the number ultimately needed for construction was
equivalent to more than one-eighth the new republic’s entire population.
That left the U.S. government to rely, as the French had, on workers from
the Caribbean. Their stories are mostly absent from the better-funded
museums, which focus on celebrating the technological feats and leaders
involved. But in the humid basement of the Afro-Antillean Museum, at a
table covered with a vinyl cloth, the librarian handed me a bound blue
volume. The faded gold embossing on the cover read: Letters from Isthmian
Canal Construction Workers.

The letters had been solicited in 1963 for a competition held in
anticipation of the canal’s fiftieth anniversary. One hundred and twelve
entries were verified for inclusion. First prize was $50.

The entrants knew who they were trying to impress. Many included
compliments about American officials (“Lots of fevers  … but Doctor
Gorgas try his best”). A few concluded with an exuberant “God Bless
America!” The letters also manifested a genuine pride in their
accomplishments. A West Indian immigrant named Reginald Beckford, a
jeweler by trade, recounted his fellow workers keeping and awarding each
other fossilized sharks’ teeth they had found deep in the rock—hopeful
proof that millions of years earlier the two oceans had indeed been
connected. “Some must suffer for the good and welfare of the others for
where [there] is no Cross there may be no Crown,” a worker named
Harrigan Austin wrote.13

Suffer they had. The ways to be injured or killed in the digging seemed
endless. Workers were electrocuted, ripped apart by explosions, crushed by
falling rocks and equipment, and run over by trains. Far fewer died of
yellow fever under the Americans than under the French, thanks to Carlos
Finlay and Walter Reed’s work in Cuba showing that mosquitoes
transmitted the disease. But the control methods were crude. A Bajan (as
people from Barbados are known) named Joseph Brewster recalled having
to buy himself a “small bottle containing kerosene and coconut oil, which
was rubbed on the exposed parts” of his body to keep biting insects away.14



It was not an infallible solution. “I saw mosquitoes, I say this without
fear of exaggeration, by the thousands attack one man,” wrote a worker
named Alfred E. Dottin. “There were days that we could only work a few
hours because of the high fever racking our bodies—it was a living hell.”15

I kept flipping through the letters. Horror resonated on page after page:

I recollect on one occasion shovel 210 fell over covering 6 men. The crane had to be brought
to raise this shovel. All the men died … 16

The flesh of men flew in the air like birds. Many days johncrows feed on the bowels of men
around the jongles [sic] … 17

As the lightning flashed it caught a galvanized sheet iron afire it ripped it off the small shanty
and struck the foreman of a [European] Spaniard right above his chin  … the shock went
through his body … he was killed [instantly] … 18

The Engineer applied his brakes suddenly, and the tiles from both cars ran together, caught
the brakesman between the two sets of tiles and squeezed him to sudden death … 19

I shall never forget the train loads of dead men being carted away daily, as if they were just so
much lumber … 20

As I was lost in reading, the door creaked open. A pair of older women
walked in. It turned out the weekly meeting of the museum’s Society of
Friends was scheduled for that day. The coordinator asked if I wanted to
stay.

While I helped the ladies set up the metal folding seats, other members
filtered in. Though nearly all were born in Panama, they greeted each other
in the Caribbean English they learned from their parents and grandparents.
That language itself, I learned, was a symbol of the West Indians’ difficult
position on the isthmus: caught between the English-speaking empire that
exploited them and the Spanish-speaking Panamanian majority that has
never fully accepted them.

“They refuse to speak English and they discriminated against us
because we spoke English,” said a woman in an orange-and-green-printed
summer dress with close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair. “But if you didn’t
speak English, you couldn’t be employed by the Americans.”

Her name was Ines Sealy. It was her eightieth birthday. (The meeting
would conclude with the singing of “Happy Birthday” to her in English and
Spanish, over servings of bread pudding with vanilla ice cream.) Sealy was



born in Panama City to a Bajan father who’d worked in the construction of
the canal and a mother who’d come as a girl from Saint Lucia. After retiring
from the canal commissary in 1992, she got the last laugh on the
monolingual Panamanians: selling them her skills as a translator and
English teacher so they could find work in the Canal Zone.

“What brings you to Panama?” Ines asked me.
I told her about Smedley Butler, and my travels to learn about the

legacy of America’s empire.
“Ah,” she said, with a little laugh. “You’re studying how they had a

spoon in everybody’s soup.”

West Indian workers were at the bottom of the hierarchy in the canal
construction. Above them were Southern Europeans, mainly from Spain and
Spain’s former colonies. Those “semi-white” workers, as U.S. government
officials sometimes referred to them, were, in turn, paid worse and ranked
far behind the white American managers, many of whom had transferred to
Panama straight from the ongoing occupations of the Philippines, Puerto
Rico, and Cuba.21

Atop the pyramid was the chief engineer, Lt. Col. George Washington
Goethals. Goethals had previously run Army logistics for the U.S. conquest
of Puerto Rico. He saw digging the canal as a kind of war, too: against the
land, the elements, and foreign rivals. The American press could not praise
him enough for his work ethic and brutal efficiency. President Taft and
Goethals posed together for souvenir postcards in matching white suits.22

“In all my years  … I have known of only one benevolent dictator,”
Butler would later say: “General George W. Goethals.”23

The workers saw him as an oppressor. “Going to work on the labor train
was like mingling with cattle on a drive,” Alfred Dottin, one of the West
Indian canal builders, noted in his 1963 letter. “If you were ever seen
getting off the trains before they stopped, you would be arrested and
sentenced to 10 days in jail.”

Thanks to the treaty Philippe Bunau-Varilla negotiated with the United
States back in 1903, the U.S. enjoyed “all the rights, power and authority



within the zone … which the United States would possess and exercise if it
were the sovereign of the territory.” The residents who were not born U.S.
citizens were afforded few rights. In a 1907 case arising from the murder of
a Bajan woman by her laborer husband, the U.S. Supreme Court affirmed
that—as in the Philippines, Puerto Rico, and other recently annexed islands
—the Canal Zone was “foreign in a domestic sense,” and that the U.S.
Constitution thus did not apply to its residents.24

Zone police were recruited mostly from the ranks of veterans of the
imperial wars, and wore a uniform copied from Teddy Roosevelt’s Rough
Riders in Cuba. Caribbean immigrants were hired to police their side of the
color line. Some infiltrated labor organizing attempts and reported activists
to U.S. officials, who were in turn given “sweeping powers of
deportation.”25 The police also swept the Zone to root out gambling,
prostitution, and murder.

Standing behind them all was the most powerful armed force on the
isthmus. The Marines stood ready to act as a police auxiliary—to “quell
riots, strikes, and popular uprisings, to provide support for endangered
presidential administrations, and to oversee elections,” as Greene, the
historian, has written. The Marines were, as one of Butler’s predecessors at
Camp Elliott (and a future Corps commandant), John H. Russell, told
Goethals, “as essential for the completion of the Canal as the steam
shovel.”26

But at times, the troops’ combination of entitlement and aggressiveness
threatened to upend the whole project.

On July 4, 1912, Butler attended an Independence Day sports competition
in Balboa, on the outskirts of Panama City. It was billed as a friendly
competition between the Marines, a team of civilians, and the Army’s Tenth
Infantry. But Butler had deeper hopes. The Tenth had arrived in Panama a
year earlier and seemed poised to supplant the Marines. A Marine win,
Smedley imagined, might show the War Department which branch was
fittest to oversee the security of the Zone.27



There appears to have been some dispute over who won. The argument
devolved into a fight, and the fight became a riot. It spilled across a wide
boulevard—named, appropriately, Fourth of July Avenue—into
Panamanian-controlled territory, and the red-light district of Cocoa Grove.
At some point, the troops, “a bunch of whom were plenty drunk,” a
Panamanian newspaper reported, turned their energy on the local
establishments, “throwing chairs, tables, liquor bottles, etc.” Some tore
down street signs and threw lighted firecrackers into buildings and
carriages. Others began manhandling and beating sex workers.28

Panama City was an international place. There were Spanish anarchists
and Bengali peddlers. Chinese merchants wore lapel pins with the picture of
Sun Yat-sen, the revolutionary physician who had just declared a new
Republic of China. West Indians played dominoes and discussed the latest
stories in La Prensa, a newspaper that had been edited by the Jamaican-
born Black nationalist Marcus Garvey in Colón until a few months before.

That is to say, the spectacle of foreigners in Cocoa Grove—even drunk,
noisy foreigners—was not unusual. So the fact that the bars started
shuttering their doors is an indication of how dangerous locals perceived the
riot to have been. Some Panamanians heard the Americans’ aggressive,
inebriated chants—possibly about their interservice rivalry, if not about the
Fourth of July in general—and interpreted them as political taunts at their
expense. An Afro-Panamanian saloon owner pushed several Marines out of
her club. Women threw bottles at the troops. Boys hurled rocks. A crowd
ran to grab a nearby Panamanian policeman, shouting: “¡Los americanos se
habían vuelto locos!” (Meaning: The Americans have gone insane.)29

The Panamanian National Police were eager for an opportunity to
reassert their authority over Panama City. Three days earlier, they had been
pushed aside as Zone Police took over the capital to manage a preliminary
presidential election. With that vote now over, and the U.S.-preferred
candidate now on his way to certain victory, the officers charged into Cocoa
Grove with rifles, revolvers, and clubs. When the Americans started
punching, kicking, and choking the Panamanian police, the officers fired
into the crowd, then charged. A bartender from California was bayoneted to



death. At least two Marines, three Panamanian police, and several civilians
were seriously injured.30

Butler, meanwhile, had stayed back in the Canal Zone, no doubt
savoring the victory he was certain his Marines had won, when he
overheard someone talking about the riot. He raced to the red-light district
and found bedlam. “I tried to hurl thunder at the men, but they were beyond
the rational stage,” he later wrote. He ordered his military police to round
up all the Marines and soldiers they could, but Panamanian police had
gotten to some of them first. One Marine private later recalled being
marched through the street in his underwear, then thrown into a filthy cell
with “9 or 10 negroes.”31

Butler called Goethals, infuriated. (“God-Damned Black Cowards,”
Smedley wrote his father of the incident; his men, he said, were “just
children playing and were bitten by mad dogs.”) Goethals called the
outgoing puppet president, Pablo Arosemena, and in short order the arrested
servicemen were released back into U.S. custody. Butler’s final task was to
make restitution to the injured Panamanian police—“ten dollars a jaw to
settle for the facial damages,” Butler later groused.32

Panamanians were equally enraged. “A large majority of the Americans
feel themselves superior to any Panamanian. This is inherent in their race,
in any race of conquerors,” the newspaper Los Hechos wrote.33

Instead of offering restitution to the shopkeepers and working-class
residents of Cocoa Grove, U.S. officials demanded that the Panamanians
pay a substantial indemnity to them. A nineteen-year-old Panamanian police
officer was convicted of the murder of the American bartender. He died in
jail before he could be sentenced.34

As negotiations over the indemnity dragged on, further violence
between off-duty American troops and Panamanians erupted in Panama
City and Colón, killing several on both sides. The U.S. ordered the national
police to hand over all their rifles. This step was so egregious, even the
president the Americans had helped install could not stay silent. “This
attitude toward a sovereign state which has given to the U.S. evident proofs
of friendship and loyalty is incomprehensible,” he wrote. U.S. officials



simply demanded his compliance, referring back to the 1903 canal treaty
that gave the Americans the right to intervene in the port cities at any time.35

For Panamanians, the Cocoa Grove riot and its fallout would become an
enduring symbol of U.S. domination over their lives—proof that, nearly a
decade after the U.S. had engineered their separation from Colombia, they
were not independent at all.

For Chief Engineer Goethals, the tumult hardened his conviction that
the Canal Zone should be completely cut off from the rest of Panama. In
1912, he had told a Senate committee that no one should inhabit the Canal
Zone “excepting the necessary operating force and the military.” The tens of
thousands of Panamanians still living in the “native towns” of the Zone
were a security hazard, he explained—and, citing Dr. Gorgas’s racist
theories, a sanitation risk. Once construction was completed, an uninhabited
jungle would provide the optimal buffer for canal defense.36

“What would you do with the people you have got there now?” a
senator asked the chief engineer.

“I would drive them all out of there,” Goethals replied.37

Today, the former Fourth of July Avenue is a busy highway called Avenida
de los Martires—the Avenue of the Martyrs. The leafy parklands of Ancón
Hill in the former American Zone lie on one side. On the other, where
Cocoa Grove used to be, are crowded pink and green apartment buildings
topped with billboards for Pepsi and presidential candidates.

A mile or so farther stands a series of monuments depicting young
people climbing fences and a streetlight. Several are carrying the
Panamanian flag. The statues represent the martyrs the avenue is named for
—killed not in the riot that occurred under Butler’s watch but one that
occurred decades later, in many ways as a result.

Following Goethals’s recommendation, on December 5, 1912, President
Taft signed an executive order authorizing the depopulation of the Canal
Zone. Zone police posted notices reading: “You are hereby notified to
remove or destroy your building.”38



Over forty thousand Panamanians were displaced.39 Cities older than
Jamestown or Plymouth Colony were forcibly vacated, land that had been
farmed for centuries abandoned. Like the Cubans and the Filipinos before
them, the Panamanians were used and betrayed. Because their own
government was complicit in the U.S. colonial project, they had even less
recourse. In 1914, an anonymous group of victims penned a protest letter to
Goethals. Though the writers knew they would be “smothered by the
indifference” of “the powerful and rich Government of the United States,”
they kept faith that “the All Powerful, the only impartial judge without a
salary, the giver of truth and justice, will know how in good time to crucify
those guilty of what we are suffering at the hands of the imperial Yankee
represented by you.”40

Over the decades that followed, Panamanians were occasionally
allowed across Fourth of July Avenue to gawk at the luxurious homes and
grassy lawns of the Canal Zone. “As a child living in Panama, I saw the
Zone as a place of desire and denial,” the Panamanian historian Marixa
Lasso has written. “There was something magical about the contrast
between the jungle and the towns with their impeccable lawns, swimming
pools, and air-conditioned houses.… At the same time, the chain-link fences
with ‘Do Not Trespass’ signs and checkpoints at the gates of the twelve
military bases were a constant reminder of the Zone’s many restrictions.”41

By the early 1960s, some Panamanians were inspired by the Cuban
Revolution to demand a degree of sovereignty over the Canal Zone. Some
even demanded the U.S. hand over control of the canal itself. Panamanian
nationalists won a symbolic victory in 1963, when President John F.
Kennedy ordered that the Panamanian national flag—a quartered red, white,
and blue banner—be raised beside the Stars and Stripes in civilian areas of
the Zone.

“Zonians”—the majority white U.S. citizens living inside the fence—
were livid. They tried to pressure the Canal Zone’s governor, Maj. Gen.
Robert J. Fleming, U.S. Army, into rescinding the order. But Fleming had
neither the power nor inclination to do so. He had come to resent the
chauvinism of the Americans he oversaw. “They’ve been isolated so long
they’ve developed a reactionary mentality,” Fleming told the Saturday



Evening Post. “It’s the perfect place for the guy who’s 150 percent
American and 50 percent whiskey.”42

Fleming blunted the flag order in cut-the-baby-in-half fashion: he would
stop flying the U.S. flag in front of Canal Zone schools, police stations, and
post offices, so that a Panamanian flag wouldn’t be required. This only
infuriated Zonians more. “We want just the American flag flying—it proves
our sovereignty. The next step, if they have their way, will be just to fly the
Panamanian flag,” an outraged seventeen-year-old girl in Cristóbal, the
Zone town outside Colón, told Life magazine.43

In early January 1964, Zonians staged protests, raising the U.S. flag
everywhere they could. The students at the American-run Balboa High
School (mascot: the Bulldogs) walked out of class and raised Old Glory on
the school flagpole overlooking the canal, then started a round-the-clock
vigil to prevent it from being taken down. The local Elks Club and Veterans
of Foreign Wars lodges provided the students with blankets and meals.

Word that the Zonians had raised their flag crossed Fourth of July
Avenue. On January 9, a group of students from the premier high school in
Panama City, the Instituto Nacional, marched to Balboa High carrying a silk
Panamanian flag. A Zone police captain informed them that they could not
proceed, “since there was only one pole and a U.S. flag already flew on it,”
as one historian described. The Panamanian students began singing their
national anthem—the “Himno Istmeño,” or Isthmian Hymn—only to be
drowned out by Balboa Bulldogs and their parents belting out “The Star-
Spangled Banner.” A scuffle broke out, and the Panamanian flag was torn.
Zonians shouted: “Panamanians, go home!”44

The students went back across the fence line, kicking over trash cans
and throwing rocks at streetlights. Then a larger group of Panamanians
appeared along the fence line carrying flags, rocks, and Molotov cocktails.
A few tried to tear down what they called the Valla de la Vergüenza—the
fence of shame—to plant their flags on the American side. Zone Police fired
tear gas. Panamanians threw rocks. The Americans opened fire.

Nineteen-year-old Ascanio Arosemena* was shot through the lung and
aorta, likely while trying to help wounded protesters escape. He would be
the first “martyr” to die. Panamanian protesters smashed traffic lights and



burned cars with Canal Zone license plates. As the riot escalated, the U.S.
embassy was stoned and a U.S. government library burned down. Rioters
broke into businesses symbolic of American imperialism. Sears was looted.
The new Pan American Airlines building, Chase Manhattan Bank, and the
Goodyear and Firestone tire outlets were sacked.

Unrest spread across Panama. Army barracks were set on fire at the U.S.
base at Río Hato. American employees were evacuated from the banana
plantations of the Chiriqui Land Company, a Panamanian subsidiary of
United Fruit. By the morning of January 13, 1964, at least twenty
Panamanians and four U.S. soldiers had been killed.45

The flag riots made the cover of Life and were featured in Newsweek.
The New York Times blamed both sides: the Zonians’ “colonial mentality”
on the one hand; the Panamanians’ “unjust, unfair and ungrateful” nature on
the other.46 American conservatives insisted the riots were a Communist
plot.

Panama recalled its ambassador and broke off relations with the power
that had midwifed the country into existence six decades before. Those ties
were reestablished a year later, after President Lyndon Johnson opened
negotiations on a new treaty aimed ultimately at handing control of the
canal to Panama. The terms were finalized more than a decade later by
President Jimmy Carter and Panama’s de facto leader, the U.S.-trained
commandant of the Panamanian Guardia Nacional, Gen. Omar Torrijos.

The treaty was bitterly opposed by U.S. conservatives. The Canal Zone
“is sovereign United States Territory every bit the same as Alaska and all
the states that were carved from the Louisiana Purchase,” Ronald Reagan
said in a 1976 campaign speech. The future president lied profligately about
the history of the canal, claiming falsely that “our Navy did not intervene to
bring about the secession of Panama,” that the Panamanians “knew what
they were doing” when they let Bunau-Varilla give away their rights in the
Zone, and implied that Americans—as opposed to Caribbean conscripts—
had done the actual digging.47 (Conservative Republican Senate candidate
S. I. Hayakawa said, more cheekily: “I think we should keep it. We stole it
fair and square.”48)



Though the nationalist anger stoked by the canal fight would help
Reagan win the White House a few years later, in the moment, the U.S.
hard-liners lost. Proponents of the treaty argued that in an age of nuclear
missiles and aircraft carriers too big to fit through the locks, the canal had
outlived its military usefulness. So long as the treaty ensured the canal
would remain an “open and neutral” artery of global capitalism—and that,
ignoring the contradiction, U.S. warships could “go to the head of the line”
whenever they needed to go through—Panama could do as good a job as
Egypt had done since it took control of the Suez Canal in 1956.49

Two-thirds of Panamanians ratified the Torrijos-Carter treaties in a
national plebiscite in 1977. The U.S. Senate followed suit months later. On
October 1, 1979, with Panamanians parading with salsa bands and terrified
Zonians hiding inside their homes, the Canal Zone was dissolved as a
formal entity.50 Its American institutions were handed over one by one: U.S.
Army forts became residential areas and export processing zones. Balboa
High School became a training center for canal employees, renamed for the
first protester killed in the 1964 riots, Ascanio Arosemena.

The Zone would remain depopulated. Most of it today is Parque
Nacional Soberanía—Sovereignty National Park. The abandoned
Panamanian towns within, as well as the former Camp Elliott, are covered
by jungle.

And on December 31, 1999—ninety-six years after the Marines helped
sever the Republic of Panama from Colombia for the purpose of building it
—Panama at last took sovereignty over the Panama Canal.

Butler had been on hand to see the first water flow through the canal. On
Friday, October 10, 1913, in Washington, D.C., at exactly 2:01 P.M., the new
president, Woodrow Wilson, tapped a telegraph key. It sent an electric
current to Galveston, Texas, which traveled via submarine cable to Panama,
then continued down a local circuit on the isthmus. One minute later, forty
tons of dynamite blew up the Gamboa Dike, and millions of gallons of
water flooded the Culebra Cut.51



Alfred Thayer Mahan, the military theorist who had pushed for
Americans to dig the canal in the first place—nearing the end of his life at
seventy-three—read about the triumph at his home in the Hamptons.
Philippe Bunau-Varilla went to Panama to witness the blast in person.
Arnold Alexander, a West Indian immigrant, wrote in his letter that he was
at work putting the finishing touches on the new Empire Bridge when he
heard the explosion. He stood and watched as the water rushed below.52

One of Butler’s Marines was the first man “to pass in a boat through the
hole in the Gamboa Dike,” Smedley boasted in a letter to Maud. “One of
the canal superintendents remarked … as he saw his little canoe shunt over
the rapids that, ‘By God if there ever is anything dangerous going on
anywhere you will always find one of Butler’s men right in the middle and
always first.’”53

Smedley doesn’t mention whether Ethel was there to witness it, too. It is
likely she was resting nearby. A month earlier, she had stood at the bottom
of the Cut, marveling at the man-made canyon and the stopped machinery.
She was nearly eight months pregnant at the time. Eleven and a half days
after the water began flowing through the canal, she gave birth to the
couple’s third and final child, Thomas Richard Butler, at Camp Elliott.

On my last day in Panama City, I signed up for a walking tour with Víctor
Peretz, a member of the indigenous Guna people, who runs a local
nongovernmental organization for kids. We met late in the afternoon at the
edge of the Spanish colonial Casco Viejo neighborhood, in front of the
American Trade Hotel.

The white stucco manse was built in 1917 as an office building and
luxury apartment by one of the conspirators in the 1903 secession plot, the
Panamanian merchant banker Ramón Arias Feraud.54 After Butler and the
Marines sealed the secession with their show of force, Arias’s American
Trade Developing Company was given one of four banking contracts to
handle U.S. government disbursements in the Canal Zone. His accountants
thus helped handle the financial end of the “gold and silver” system of
segregation.55



In the century that followed, the inequality and privation fostered under
that system mired many of Panama City’s oldest neighborhoods in poverty.
Some, such as Casco Viejo, were transformed by a wave of gentrification
that followed the Panamanian takeover of the canal. (When a consortium
that included Arias’s great-grandson bought back the abandoned office
building to turn it into a boutique hotel in 2007, it was a graffiti-covered
shell. Rooms when I was in town started at $359 a night.)

Other neighborhoods were unchanged. Víctor had promised to show me
the “other side” of Panama City. So we turned our backs on American Trade
and walked down into the barrio of El Chorrillo. It had been an overcast
day, but the sun was finally starting to peek out as we walked down the
cracked street. The buildings were mostly concrete, a few with tin roofs,
with laundry hanging out to dry on clotheslines. Some boys were playing
soccer. I picked up a strong whiff of chili dogs, before realizing Víctor had
stopped to buy one fresh off a griddle at the back of a little white van.

Founded by West Indian canal construction workers in 1915, the barrio
is best known for a few former residents: the boxer Roberto Durán, the poet
Héctor Miguel Collado, and—most notoriously—the Panamanian dictator
Manuel Noriega.

Noriega rose through the ranks of the National Guard of Panama, a
force created during the Cold War along the lines of the Somozas’ militia in
Nicaragua. While being paid by the U.S. government to spy on leftist
movements in Panama in the early 1960s, he enrolled at the U.S. Army’s
School of the Americas training center, then based in the Canal Zone.
(Noriega’s fellow alumni included the future heads of death squads and
secret police across Latin America.) In 1970, Noriega was made Panama’s
chief of military intelligence. A year after, he was formally put on the
payroll of the CIA.56

The Americans knew Noriega was running cocaine through Panama—in
drugs, as in all things, the land bridge was an ideal nexus for trade. But he
was too valuable an intelligence asset to give up. Among other things,
Noriega let the Americans use the Canal Zone as a listening station to help
run the CIA-managed coup in Chile in 1973 and helped carry out sabotage
and spying against the Sandinistas in Nicaragua.57



After the 1981 death in a plane crash of Omar Torrijos, the de facto
leader who had negotiated the canal handover, Noriega restructured the
police and Guardia Nacional into a new army—the Panamanian Defense
Forces (PDF)—and made himself its leader. At the same time, he reduced
his personal involvement in narcotrafficking and concentrated on
laundering drug money, using the almost entirely unregulated banking
system set up in the early days of American rule over the Canal Zone to
enrich himself.58 By seizing all the levers of U.S. imperial control, Noriega
became so powerful he did not even have to become president. He would
choose Panama’s leaders, and they would work for him.

In January 1989, a former director of the CIA, George Herbert Walker
Bush, became president of the United States. Noriega, who had started
working with Bush in 1976, must have thought he had won the lottery.59 But
with the Cold War coming to an end, Bush was pivoting to a War on Drugs
as a new frontier for defense contracts, surveillance, and a pretext for
military control.

Once in office, Bush turned on his erstwhile employee, calling for
Noriega to step down and imposing crippling sanctions on Panama. On
December 15, 1989, the Panamanian national assembly named Noriega the
country’s “maximum leader of national liberation” and symbolically
declared war on the United States.

The next day, a group of U.S. troops got into an argument with PDF
soldiers at a roadblock in El Chorrillo. A Marine lieutenant named Robert
Paz was shot. He died soon after at Gorgas Hospital in the former Canal
Zone.60

On December 20, citing the Colombian-born U.S. Marine’s death as a
justification, the United States invaded Panama for the second time. The
invasion was code-named “Operation Just Cause.” Just before 1:00 A.M.,
two stealth fighters dropped a pair of two-ton bombs near the PDF’s
barracks at Río Hato. Paratroopers dropped across the countryside in what
at the time was the largest U.S. airborne operation since World War II. An
Army battalion fought its way down the Panama Canal from Colón.61

The brunt of the attack fell on El Chorrillo, where Noriega had built his
personal headquarters, the Comandancia. Apache helicopters and armored



vehicles fired volleys of missiles past the balconies of tenements as PDF
forces returned mortar fire and rocket-propelled grenades. The barrio’s
residents fled or prayed under their beds. By 6:00 P.M., the Comandancia
was in American hands. But Noriega was not there. He would resurface
days later inside the Vatican embassy. It would take ten more days—
including a siege during which U.S. troops blared a psych-ops playlist
including Black Sabbath, Lee Greenwood’s “God Bless the USA,” and
Twisted Sister’s “We’re Not Gonna Take It (Anymore)”—for the longtime
U.S. operative to surrender.62

Víctor, who was twenty-eight when I met him, was not yet born in
1989. But having spent so much time in El Chorrillo, it seemed some of the
trauma of what the locals call La Navidad Negra—Black Christmas—had
worn off on him. He made sure to stop every time we passed graffiti
marking the event, which was often: “Dec. 20, National Mourning” on a
peeling corner; faded spray paint asking “How many died? 20–12–1989,”
across from a construction site promising new luxury condominiums.
Artists were planning a mural that would feature a helicopter gunship over
the words Ni Olvido, Ni Perdón. Neither forget nor forgive. An
advertisement for a USAID project stood uneasily nearby.

We passed through a street market called “Salsipuedes.” That means
“get out if you can”—a reference to the street gangs that had dominated the
neighborhood since the invasion. One gang had decorated a home-goods
store with fresh graffiti—“20–12–89 Fuera de Latinoámerica Yankee
Asesino”—out of Latin America, Yankee murderer.

I asked Víctor some of the gangs’ names.
“Let’s see. There’s Los B.B.’s. Vietnam. Iraq. Pentágono…”
Funny names for people angry about Yankee imperialism, I observed.
He laughed. “Yes, I guess so. But look over there.” He pointed down a

block of decaying tenements that ended at the bay. On the other side of the
water stood the skyscrapers of the Panama City financial district.

The banking system housed in those towers—the system first set up in
Panama by financiers such as Ramón Arias and their American friends—
ultimately eclipsed the value of the canal itself. The bankers who occupy
those buildings have outdone Noriega, not to mention the gangs of El



Chorrillo, in brazenness: much of an estimated $7.6 trillion in worldwide
hidden offshore holdings—8 percent of the world’s wealth—flows across
the isthmus under the cover of generous bank secrecy laws.63

The money is often hidden in so-called shell corporations—companies
that only exist on paper, to shield assets from lawmakers, regulators, and
competitors. It stands to reason that such arrangements would be rife in
Panama: it was, after all, a country godfathered into existence by Sullivan
& Cromwell, the Wall Street law firm that pioneered the earlier concept of
the “holding company,” which allows trusts to hide their assets and evade
regulation designed to limit their size.64

In 2016, millions of documents were leaked from the Panamanian law
firm Mossack Fonseca. Nicknamed the Panama Papers, they revealed a
global network of shell corporations used to commit fraud and evade taxes
and international sanctions. The money of drug traffickers, the most
powerful families in the Chinese Communist Party, Russian mafia, and
American billionaries mixes, flows, and comes out untraceably clean along
the banks of the Panama Canal. Some of the illicit funds were converted
into real estate, in the form of the white-hued glass-and-steel towers
shimmering before us.65

A former financial-crimes prosecutor in Panama singled out the tallest
of the skyscrapers, a soaring white hotel and condominium complex, as a
particularly egregious “vehicle for money laundering.” The building’s first
sales manager was an admitted Brazilian money launderer with ties to
Russian organized crime.66 Its investors and buyers included a confessed
cocaine smuggler from Chicago and Russians charged in multiple countries
with human trafficking.67 A few months before my visit, that building had
been the scene of an armed standoff between the Panamanian government
and security staff, caught in a fight between the building’s ownership group
and the American family that had licensed their name to it.68

“Do you recognize it?” Víctor asked me, pointing to the infamous high-
rise across the bay. “The big one, taller than all the others. Looks like a
sail.”

I squinted. “Is that—”
“Yes!” he said. “The famous Trump Tower. Trump Tower Panama.”
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On a sweltering morning back in March 1900, three Americans and their
indigenous guide climbed down from a Pullman railway car a few dozen
miles from Tampico, a port town on the Gulf of Mexico. They hiked for
miles in the subtropical heat, through dense vegetation, until they reached
an area where a thick cloud of steam floated above a bubbling pool of black
tar. The vapors burned their nostrils. The indigenous people living nearby
called such pits chapopote or nut. Some had set up makeshift fences to keep
straying livestock from getting pulled under.1

The party’s leader, Edward L. Doheny, was a prospector. Forty-three
years old, born in Fond du Lac, Wisconsin, he sported a thick, prematurely
white broom mustache. Doheny had gotten his start surveying the seized
Kiowa and Comanche territories in Kansas and Oklahoma with a federal
team. He then spent years on his own traveling across the former Mexican
lands of the western United States—the modern-day states of California,
Nevada, Utah, Arizona, New Mexico, Texas, and parts of Colorado and
Wyoming, all seized in the 1846–48 Mexican-American War—in search of
silver and gold.2

Doheny’s fortune came when he had noticed a horse-drawn wagon
hauling brea, or pitch, in the formerly Mexican city of Los Angeles. The
driver told him the stuff flowed freely in a nearby park and was sold as
cheap fuel to factories nearby. Doheny bought a parcel of tarry land and,
with the help of his partners and thirteen-year-old son, dug a well. They
struck oil, setting off the Southern California oil boom.



Oil was a young industry at the time, geared mainly toward kerosene for
lamps. It was dominated by John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil, which,
through its network of subsidiaries, refined three-quarters of the petroleum
drilled in the United States. The only other known oil fields in the world
were in the closed-off Russian Empire and the Dutch East Indies.3 So when
one of Doheny’s fellow Wisconsinites, the president of the Mexican Central
Railway, invited him to take his private railcar two thousand miles
southeast to inspect the tar pits outside Tampico, the driller jumped at the
chance.4

Facing his first chapopote, Doheny kicked over the makeshift fence and
squatted beside the bubbling ooze. Carefully, he traced a finger across its
surface. He held it briefly next to his white mustache, studying the vapors.
Then he put the tar-soaked finger in his mouth, touched it to his tongue, and
smiled.5

In January 1914, Butler and his Panama battalion were given transfer orders
to the Gulf of Mexico. Smedley and Bunny sadly packed up their lives at
Camp Elliott, a place they had learned to call home for four years. In
anticipation of the danger waiting in Mexico, Ethel and their children were
booked home to Philadelphia.

Butler was told nothing about the mission. All he knew was that, despite
his efforts to convince the War Department otherwise, the U.S. Army Tenth
Infantry was being given sole command over the Canal Zone. He was
furious at this, furious at being ripped from his family, and had a throbbing
toothache to boot. “To have the Marines, who took this place, withdrawn
entirely before the ships go through is terribly hard,” he wrote his mother.
He promised he would apply for a transfer back to Philadelphia, “as soon as
I find there is nothing doing in Mexico.”6

There was, in fact, a lot going on in Mexico. While Butler had been
busy in Central America, the United States’ immediate neighbor to the south
had fallen into a complicated civil war. For over three decades, the dictator
Porfirio Díaz had ruled Mexico with a philosophy of terror and technocracy.
He imprisoned enemies, fixed or canceled elections, ordered critics killed,



and prosecuted wars of enslavement and ethnic cleansing against native
peoples. The period was known as the Porfiriato, and its net effect was to
make Mexico’s ruling class and a small middle class wealthier, while
keeping the vast majority of Mexicans very poor.

American elites profited as well. Díaz had come to power with the
support of New York financiers and Texas landowners. By the end of the
Porfiriato, U.S. citizens owned an astounding 130 million acres of Mexican
territory—nearly 27 percent of what was left after the 1846–48 Mexican-
American War. Foreigners controlled more than half of Mexico’s coasts and
borderlands and most of its railroads. Some Americans oversaw haciendas
where workers toiled in conditions a State Department investigator reported
were tantamount to slavery. Along the Gulf coast, where Edward L. Doheny
had struck oil in 1900, U.S. oil companies (and one key British competitor)
were making millions drilling between the port cities of Tampico and
Veracruz—a stretch they called the Faja de Oro, or Golden Lane. As was
the custom wherever Americans ran things, segregation was observed:
white U.S. citizens on the platforms, Mexicans on the oil-soaked ground.7

Sensing the naked inequality was brewing unrest, Porfirio Díaz had
allowed a liberal landowner, Francisco Madero, to run against him for
Mexico’s presidency in 1910. When it seemed Madero might win, Díaz had
him arrested. Madero called for a general uprising. Facing an explosion of
dissent and violence, Díaz resigned. He rushed to his most profitable
Atlantic port—Veracruz—where he boarded a German-flagged steamer and
fled for France.

In an attempt to build a stable coalition, the victorious Madero
appointed some of Díaz’s technocrats to be his advisers and ordered his
revolutionary army to lay down its arms. The commanders who had helped
Madero oust Díaz in the name of land reform and redistribution felt
betrayed. The most radical—Francisco “Pancho” Villa in the north and
Emiliano Zapata in the south—declared the revolution would continue
against him. But just as the rebels were preparing to move against Madero
in February 1913, he was overthrown by someone else—the belligerent
conservative Gen. Victoriano Huerta.



Huerta was a military man and a longtime Díaz loyalist. He had joined
Madero’s revolution because he sensed which way the winds were blowing,
but his heart was never in it. He had made a simple calculation: he and his
Mexican Federal Army units were in the capital; Pancho Villa and Zapata’s
rebels were farther away. For his opportunistic overthrow of the originator
of the Mexican Revolution, the bald and bullying Huerta would be known
to future generations of Mexicans as “The Jackal.”

Huerta’s coup was carried out with U.S. support. President William
Howard Taft liked the conservative general, who, he imagined, might
restore the “firm hand in Mexico” Taft had admired in Porfirio Díaz.8 After
Madero and his vice president had been arrested by Huerta’s agents, Taft’s
ambassador, Henry Lane Wilson, hosted Huerta at the U.S. embassy in
Mexico City. As the general plunged into one of his legendary drinking
sessions, the U.S. ambassador promised him that the United States would
recognize him as president if he pledged to protect American property.9

Madero and his vice president were assassinated four days later in a
clumsily staged “attack” en route to a federal penitentiary.

But, as Huerta would not be the last to learn, the trouble with doing
business with the United States was that, while Americans subverted
democracy abroad, they still practiced a limited form of it at home. Huerta’s
coup took place in February 1913. But Taft had lost the election a few
months before. (Teddy Roosevelt, bored in retirement, had launched a
surprise third-party bid, splitting the Republican vote.) With just a few
weeks left in his term, Taft decided to withhold recognition, and punted the
Huerta problem to his successor.

That successor, Woodrow Wilson, was very different from his
predecessors. Wilson was the first Democrat to occupy the White House in
two decades, the first Southerner elected since the Civil War, and an
academic. Over the course of his career as a political scientist—which
included the presidency of Princeton University—Wilson had adapted
Teddy Roosevelt’s Progressivism into a new liberal idealism. His goal was
not to ensure U.S. global supremacy, as Roosevelt wanted, nor unfettered
American capitalism, as Taft had sought, but peace, justice, and democracy
by promoting the ideal social order. It just so happened that, to Wilson, that



ideal social order looked a lot like the racially stratified antebellum South in
which he was born.

Wilson’s foreign policy was less well formed.10 He ran on the old neo-
Confederate Democratic platform, which condemned America’s
“experiment in imperialism” as “an inexcusable blunder.”11 On Election
Day, twenty thousand Filipinos gathered in Manila to hear the ousted
president Emilio Aguinaldo and a new generation of Filipino leaders cheer
Wilson’s victory and its implicit promise of Philippine independence.12 The
peoples colonized under McKinley, Roosevelt, and Taft were further
encouraged when Wilson chose the anti-imperialist stalwart William
Jennings Bryan as his secretary of state.

But foreign policy had barely come up in the election. If it had, Wilson
might have been forced to admit he had supported annexing the Philippines,
Hawai‘i, and Guam in 1898; and that while he believed the Philippines and
Puerto Rico might eventually have self-rule, he had warned against giving
“the generous gifts of complete individual liberty or the full-fangled
institutions of American self-government” to “undeveloped peoples, still in
the childhood of their political growth.” Nor was he philosophically
opposed to Frederick Jackson Turner’s brand of expansionism. To the
contrary, Wilson had been an early, influential collaborator of Turner’s, who
helped shape his Frontier Thesis when he taught Turner as a graduate
student at Johns Hopkins.13

Still, Wilson had heard enough about Mexico to know that General
Huerta was everything he hated in a leader: a belligerent, authoritarian
drunk who’d taken power in a bloody coup. Over the course of 1913,
Wilson dispatched “a mix of diplomatic agents, consular officers,
intelligence officers and wealthy businessmen with White House
connections” to collect intelligence in Mexico.14 He was horrified to learn
of his ambassador’s role in Huerta’s coup and fired him. Wilson sent his
own envoy, John Lind, to demand that Huerta hold free elections and
relinquish power. Huerta refused.

Much of the information Wilson was getting about Huerta and Mexico
came from the clique that had carried him to Washington. As a relative
political newcomer, Wilson had only been able to finagle the Democratic



nomination through the help of the Southern Democrats—especially the
powerful boss of the Texas Democratic Party, Edward M. House. House,
who went by the unearned nickname “Colonel,” became Wilson’s top
unofficial adviser, bringing with him his close ties to banking, real estate,
and the oil industry on both sides of the Rio Grande. House had persuaded
Wilson to appoint several of his Texas cadres to cabinet posts.15

Colonel House’s Texas clique was particularly interested in a specific
part of Mexico: the Golden Lane. In 1908, Henry Ford had unveiled the
first mass-produced automobile—the gasoline-powered Model T—sending
demand for petroleum soaring. Among the firms that flocked to the Golden
Lane to capitalize on the boom was the Texas Company, a relative
newcomer in the petroleum game that would soon shorten its name to
Texaco.

The Texas Company’s directors had supported Madero’s revolution
against Díaz in exchange for his support for their drilling operations. With
Madero dead, they shifted their allegiance to Venustiano Carranza, the
governor of Coahuila—the Mexican border state white Texas settlers had
split off from three-quarters of a century before. The oilmen knew that
Huerta favored European partners, such as the British oil magnate Weetman
Pearson, whose Mexican Eagle Petroleum Company was based in Veracruz.
They also knew and trusted Carranza, with whom they had been doing
business for years. When Carranza declared his state in rebellion against
Huerta—enlisting Pancho Villa as a general in his “Constitutionalist” army
—the future Texaco began pushing for the Wilson administration to support
the rebels’ bid.16

In November 1913, the oilmen’s lawyer in Mexico City, William F.
Buckley Sr., wrote his old friend from Austin, Colonel House. In addition to
Texaco, Gulf, and Standard Oil, Buckley was connected to an even
wealthier Texan: James Stillman, the chairman of the powerful National
City Bank of New York, where many of the oil profits were deposited.
Stillman was the Democratic Party’s wealthiest donor, and at that very
moment engaged in delicate negotiations with Wilson over what the
president hoped would be his signature domestic reform: the Federal



Reserve Act. So when Buckley spoke, House—and thus Wilson—was sure
to listen.

What Buckley had to say was this: The war between Huerta’s federales
and Carranza’s Constitutionalists was getting out of control. Attacks were
mounting against American property. Revolutionaries had blown up U.S.
mines and disrupted the coffee harvest in Veracruz. Fighters had even
attacked and looted the estate of Colonel House’s cousin Henry, who ran
Texaco’s operations in Tampico. If something was not done soon, he
warned, the U.S. oil companies might be forced to cease production. Or,
worse, a European power might invade and take over the Golden Lane for
itself.

The value of the oil riches under the Golden Lane was not news to
anyone in Washington. U.S. Navy spies had spent years gathering
intelligence on the oil resources available between Tampico and Veracruz.
As the war between Huerta and Carranza’s forces had worsened, the Navy
Department cabled its office of intelligence to “immediately estimate
minimum force required  … for the protection of oil wells, pipelines,
pumping stations, and oil in storage.”17

But now the oil companies were ready to ask directly for help. Buckley
told his old friend, Wilson’s chief adviser: “We all believe here that there is
but one solution of this difficulty, and that is American intervention.”18

In late February 1914, Smedley Butler was summoned to the flagship USS
Florida, in the Gulf waters off Veracruz. Rear Admiral Frank Friday
Fletcher met him at the gangway. The “Big Admiral” asked Butler, as
Smedley recounted soon after to Bunny, “if I wanted a good job.”19

Waiting aboard to meet them both was Wilson’s new personal envoy to
Mexico, John Lind. Lind had gotten the appointment not because of any
particular knowledge of Mexican politics (he had none), but because he was
a reliable Democratic Party operative: a former progressive governor of
Minnesota who was friends with Secretary of State Bryan.20 All Lind knew
was that General Huerta was a dictator and a thug—“a Frankenstein devoid
of all moral judgment,” as he called him.21



The Texas clique had persuaded Lind that their neighbor, Carranza,
would be an improvement. Lind had also read the glorious reports of
Pancho Villa’s victories against Huerta’s forces, filed for Metropolitan
Magazine by the socialist activist John Reed. The charismatic Villa—whose
battlefield skill was exceeded only by his talent for self-promotion—would
soon be featured in a hit movie, combining real battle footage with staged
dramatic scenes, produced by the rising Hollywood filmmaker D. W.
Griffith. The media blitz convinced Lind that the Constitutionalists could
unseat Huerta if given the right push.

Lind was anxious to get started. If the Americans waited to act, he
feared, they would find themselves in a repeat of the Boxer War: racing to
Mexico City against European rivals, left to squabble over the spoils. Boxer
echoes were everywhere he looked—news that the British were stockpiling
machine guns at their Mexico City embassy brought to mind the seige of
the legations in Beijing. The move “in effect places the Huerta Government,
so far as the Powers are concerned, in the same class with China and the
semi-civilized countries of the East,” Lind wrote.22

Fortunately, Lind had an expert on hand: a battle-scarred Marine, a
veteran of the race to Beijing, who had recently put his legation-storming
experience into action in Nicaragua. It was too dangerous to let Butler in on
the details of the plan in earshot of the sailors on the ship. So on the first
day of March, Admiral Fletcher took Smedley ashore and invited him onto
a private railcar. Fifty miles out of town, near Xalapa, Butler was given his
instructions: he was to pose as a civilian and make his way by train to
Mexico City, collecting intelligence for an all-out invasion.

“In plain language,” Butler later reflected, “I was to be a spy.”23

Butler’s cover story wasn’t deep. He was introduced in Puebla state as
the nephew of Samuel Morse Felton Jr.—Bunny’s real-life uncle who had
been president of the Mexican Central Railway a few years before. Posing
as an investor, Butler was given access to the electric power plant, the city
water system—“all the sights boring to a tourist,” he wrote, “but vitally
important to an invading army.”

Back aboard the train, Butler climbed into the soaring mountains and
descended into the Valley of Mexico. As he looked out on the mountains of



Popocatépetl, the “smoking mountain,” and Iztaccíhuatl, “the white
woman”—said in Nahuatl lore to be the resting places of legendary Aztec
lovers—it occurred to Butler that he was following the route that Cortés and
the conquistadors had taken before him.

Butler was also retracing the steps of his predecessor Marines. In 1847,
in the decisive campaign of the Mexican-American War, U.S. troops had
seized Veracruz, then advanced two hundred miles inland along much the
same route to capture Mexico City. The seaborn force had included 314
Marines, who marched under U.S. Army Gen. Winfield Scott in one of their
rare inland invasions of the nineteenth century. Marines would immortalize
their role in the capture of the Mexican military academy, Chapultepec
Castle. They dubbed it “the Halls of Montezuma,”* and eventually featured
it in the Corps hymn.

When he arrived in Mexico City, Butler changed his cover story. Now
posing as a Secret Service agent looking for a criminal who’d supposedly
enlisted in the Mexican army, he took detailed notes on military
installations and eavesdropped on foreign diplomats’ conversations. On his
last day as a spy, Butler got enough of a sight of the Marines’ beloved Halls
of Montezuma to determine that “with artillery the top of the hill could be
smashed to kingdom come.” Then he hightailed it back to Veracruz, taking
care to hide his maps while on the train.

After he rejoined the fleet, Butler sat down with Lind to draft the war
plan. Butler would lead a thousand Marines inland by train, their speed and
security guaranteed by the American employees of his uncle-in-law’s
former railway. In the capital, the Marines would fan out, disabling military
strong points and seizing the radio station.24

Lind added the coup de grâce: the Marines would arrest Huerta and put
the capital under U.S. military occupation until Carranza’s forces arrived, or
President Wilson decided what to do next. If Butler had any objection to his
role in this planned regime change, he did not make a note of it.

In late March, Secretary Bryan cabled to say that the president was
taking Lind and Butler’s recommendations under consideration.25 Powerful
Democratic supporters, including the media mogul William Randolph
Hearst—who was one of the biggest landowners in Mexico—were agitating



to finish the job of 1848 with an all-out annexation. (“Our Flag should wave
over Mexico as the symbol of the rehabilitation of that unhappy country and
its redemption to humanity and civilization,” Hearst would write in a full-
page signed editorial two years later.26)

As they waited for word, Butler noted that his spy run had solidified his
reputation with the command. “My position in this Fleet is now assured and
I spend my time running around in admiral’s barges and being patted on the
back by the whole crowd,” he wrote Bunny from offshore at Veracruz.27 It
would eventually burnish his legend with the public as well: A decade later,
with the help of a younger Marine turned pulp fiction writer, Butler would
spin the experience into a sensationalized boys’ novel called Walter Garvin
in Mexico. In it, the lightly fictionalized hero narrowly escapes the clutches
of Huerta’s soldiers at Veracruz—though not before they rip off his shirt,
revealing a familiar Marine Corps emblem tattooed on his chest.

But as the weeks went by in March 1914, Wilson cooled on the idea of a
Butler-led march to Mexico City. Though his hatred of Huerta had only
grown, like future presidents considering involvement from the Balkans to
Syria, he had to weigh his preferred outcomes against the risk of getting
swamped in a civil war. Mexico, owing to its massive size and relative
wealth, could not be subdued as easily as the smaller Central American
republics. So instead, Wilson hedged his bets: He lifted an arms embargo,
facilitating the legal sale of arms to Carranza and Pancho Villa’s northern
rebels.

Meanwhile, he would keep the Marines, including Butler, and several
warships off the Golden Lane, waiting for the moment to launch a more
strategic strike.

Veracruz today remains Mexico’s most important Gulf port, the maritime
gateway to the east coasts of the Americas, as well as to Europe and Africa.
Its busy shipyard, where forklifts load multicolored containers onto ships
long into the night, is in turn a terminus on a rail network that connects as
far north as Illinois, and a node on a highway system that can reach
essentially anywhere on mainland North America. Because of that



geography and infrastructure, Veracruz remains a supremely valuable prize
for anyone trying to transport anything—whether oil, cars, or narcotics.

Mexico’s illegal drug trade also traces its origins to 1914. In December
of that year, Woodrow Wilson signed the first federal law limiting the sale
of manufactured drugs. Until then, opium and cocaine had been legal and
widely available across the United States. Cocaine was famously one of the
titular ingredients in Coca-Cola; home shoppers could order morphine and
hypodermic needles from the Sears Roebuck & Co. catalog. (Marijuana
would not begin to be criminalized in the United States until 1937.)28

But concern had risen over the high numbers of opium addicts among
the U.S. soldiers occupying the Philippines. Lawmakers were also looking
for ways to criminalize new behaviors to feed an increasingly profitable
system of underpaid prison labor, which had arisen in part to replace the
free labor provided by enslaved African Americans. In that atmosphere,
rumors spread freely that drugs such as cocaine would lead some, especially
Black people in the South, to “disregard the barriers that society had
established between different races,” as the Mexican historian Gabriela
Recio has written.29

In 1919, the states ratified the Eighteenth Amendment, prohibiting the
manufacture, sale, and transportation of alcohol. The feds soon began
targeting narcotics as well. As Americans became familiar with black
markets during Prohibition, an international division of labor emerged:
Canada specialized in supplying Americans with illegal liquor, and
Mexicans took the lead on opium.

The era set a pattern that would endure: Mexicans transported the drugs
across the border; Americans provided the customers and the cash. If rival
officials or smugglers caused trouble, Americans would use the weapon-
smuggling channels they established during the Porfiriato and revolution to
provide the traffickers with guns to defend their turf. Rampant corruption in
both the U.S. and Mexican federal narcotics enforcement systems ensured
minimal interruption.

In the late 1970s, a Cuban exile named Alberto Sicilia Falcón made a
breakthrough in Tijuana. Sicilia had apparently been trained by the CIA as a
weapons smuggler in the effort to overthrow Fidel Castro. He made a deal,



through a Honduran intermediary, to transport Colombian cocaine to the
lucrative U.S. market. When the U.S. Drug Enforcement Agency tried to
crack down on him, they ran into “strange pressures from Washington,” as
the researchers Peter Dale Scott and Jonathan Marshall have written.30

Sicilia was eventually double-crossed by his Mexican associates. His
replacement as kingpin, Miguel Ángel Félix Gallardo, an ex-cop from the
northwestern state of Sinaloa, organized competing trafficking operations
into the first Mexican drug cartel.31

The Mexican gangsters were the beneficiaries of an American double
game. It was the 1980s, and the Reagan administration was trying to link
Communist Cuba and Sandinista Nicaragua to the narcotics trade in an
effort to boost public support for U.S. involvement in Central America’s
civil wars. Ordered to crack down on “narcoterrorism,” the DEA shut down
Colombian distribution routes through the Caribbean, forcing more cocaine
through Mexico. The result was that Félix Gallardo’s Mexican cartel ended
up handling 90 percent of the cocaine supply for the U.S. market.32*

After Félix Gallardo was betrayed and arrested by Mexican Federal
Police in 1989, his syndicate splintered into competing factions. One of
Félix’s top lieutenants, Joaquin “El Chapo” Guzmán, founded the powerful
Sinaloa Cartel. The hired muscle of the influential Gulf Cartel, based in the
border town of Matamoros, broke off and formed one of the drug world’s
most feared gangs, Los Zetas. In the early twenty-first century, the
competition over the billions to be made, fueled by American guns and
money, exploded into a vicious nationwide war that would kill as many as
250,000 people.33

In 2011, I was sent to Mexico to cover the drug war for the Associated
Press. My job was mostly to edit dispatches from Mexican correspondents
on the carnage consuming their hometowns. Each day, I would field a
barrage of nightmarish reports of severed heads discovered in plastic bags
and armed men slaughtering bar patrons. More than once I had to politely
decline a dispatch about the bodies of suspected informants being found
hanging from a highway bridge. “Sorry,” I told one, “we’ve already had two
stories like that this week.”



In September 2011, thirty-five corpses were found dumped beneath an
overpass outside the Port of Veracruz. All showed signs of torture. Most had
been strangled, one shot in the head, the rest bludgeoned to death. A
message scrawled on a sheet warned: “This is what will happen to all the
Zeta shits that don’t leave Veracruz. This plaza has a new owner.”34

It was the announcement of a new phase in the drug war. Over the next
seven years, Veracruz would become an epicenter of the violence—rocked
by waves of murders and reprisals by the cartels, and deadly interventions
by the Mexican military with the support of the U.S. government. By 2018,
there were more unmarked graves than municipalities in Veracruz state.35

In reality, “cartel” is a misnomer when it comes to Mexican organized
crime. The word refers to a group of political actors or businesses that
collude to control prices and production. The most powerful cartels of the
twentieth century involved the oil industry: Standard Oil and its successors
were part of several, many of which were later recombined into
ExxonMobil. For many years, the most notorious cartel among Americans
was the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries, or OPEC,
whose 1973 oil embargo caused great economic pain around the world.

The DEA had applied the term to Félix Gallardo’s operation in the
1980s half-mockingly, because he had brought together competing
racketeering syndicates.36 Even after the syndicates went back to fighting
one another, the name stuck. “Cartel” carried the sense of the kind of wealth
and influence produced by collusions of corporate and political power that
the Mexican gangsters wanted to emulate. But in the end, they could only
approximate the violent destructive power of the real thing.

On April 9, 1914, one month after Butler’s spy run, a U.S. Navy crew in
Tampico was in desperate need of gasoline. Their go-to sources—gas
stations run by a Standard Oil subsidiary and Weetman Pearson’s Mexican
Eagle—had been severely damaged in battles over control of the city
between Carranza’s Constitutionalists and Huerta’s federales.37

The ship was the USS Dolphin—the same gunboat that had saved, after
nearly wiping out, the Marines at Guantánamo Bay sixteen years before. Its



captain learned about fuel cans stored in a German warehouse and sent nine
sailors up a canal in a rowboat to collect them. Either the owner neglected
to mention, or the officer ashore did not care, that the warehouse was in
restricted territory. The sailors were loading the gas cans when they were
confronted by Huerta’s troops. The Mexicans shouted in Spanish. The
Americans shouted in English. Before anyone knew what was going on, the
Mexicans were pointing their rifles at the Americans, who immediately
surrendered.

When word of the sailors’ arrest (and prompt release) reached the
commander of the U.S. squadron off Tampico, Rear Admiral Henry Mayo,
he was incensed. Mayo was one of the last of an old school of U.S. Navy
commanders, who, having come up at a time when long-distance
communications were in their infancy, were entrusted to make decisions
independent of the chain of command. He seized on the fact that two of the
sailors had been detained aboard a U.S.-flagged vessel—the dinghy—and
declared it “an assault on sovereign American territory.” Mayo demanded a
public apology: the Mexican federal army was to “hoist the American flag
in a prominent position on shore and salute it with twenty-one guns.”38

It was the pretext Wilson had been waiting for. “Really, it was a
psychological moment, if that phrase is not too trite to be used,” the
scholar-president confided to a journalist. “There was no great disaster like
the sinking of the Maine.” Instead, the case for war would hinge entirely on
whether Americans could be made to see the incident as a “series of insults
to our country and our flag.”39

As with the Maine sixteen years earlier, the newspapers made
everything they could out of the “Tampico Affair.” On April 16, 1914,
William Randolph Hearst devoted the first four pages of his flagship San
Francisco Examiner to the deployment of the U.S. fleet, with headlines
such as GUNS OF TWO GREAT U.S. FLEETS MENACE MEXICAN COASTS and WHY

HUERTA MUST APOLOGIZE. To sell readers on how easily this battle would be
won, the editors juxtaposed a four-column picture of shipboard Marines at
attention beneath the guns of the battleship Arkansas with a photo
illustration of Mexicans selling bananas on Tampico’s main canal.



As that day’s paper was being put together, Ethel, in Philadelphia, was
sending a worried letter to Smedley in Veracruz. A contact in Washington
had called to tell her that, if Huerta had not fired the salute by six o’clock,
the invasion would begin. “I wish thee were with thy own old battalion. I’d
feel so much more comfortable,” she wrote.40

Smedley had just written his own note to her. “Something might be
doing,” he acknowledged. Admiral Fletcher had ordered him to head for
Tampico. He rushed the letter off, with his $50 paycheck enclosed, on a
collier ship headed for the States.41

Five days later, on April 20, Wilson asked Congress for approval to use
armed force against Mexico. His speech was an early example of the
Wilsonian rhetorical formula of war: a promise of limited involvement
wrapped in a grandiose moral appeal. He called Huerta a usurper and
asserted that Mexico constitutionally had “no government.” “We seek to
maintain the dignity and authority of the United States,” Wilson claimed,
“only because we wish always to keep our great influence unimpaired for
the uses of liberty.”42

On the morning of April 21, 1914, while Congress was still debating the
proposed resolution, the invasion began.

Commodore Manuel Azueta, chief officer of the Mexican Navy’s Gulf fleet,
had just eaten a late breakfast at his house on Calle Benito Juárez when he
heard people running and shouting through downtown Veracruz. He threw
on his uniform and hurried to the military headquarters to report for duty to
Gen. Gustavo Maass, who was in charge of the city’s defense. When he got
there, he was informed that the Americans were invading Veracruz—and
that Maass had already fled with his troops.43

A native-born Veracruzano of Huasteco descent, Azueta had seen the
capabilities of the U.S. military firsthand. He had traveled the world as a
young sailor, including a stint in the Spanish-ruled Philippines. In 1909,
Azueta had captained the Mexican ship that whisked José Santos Zelaya,
the nationalist president of Nicaragua, out of Corinto—skillfully avoiding
detection by the U.S. sentries as Butler’s Marines steamed up from Panama.



In 1902, he had taken his seven-year-old son, José, to a New Jersey
shipyard to see Mexico’s newest gunboats being built.

The “Tampico Incident” had convinced commanders on both sides that
the invasion, if it happened, would come there. But two days before, on
April 19, Secretary Bryan learned from a U.S. consul that a German
freighter was carrying a shipment of arms for Huerta, bound for Veracruz.44

Wilson’s cabinet had determined that Veracruz was a better strategic point
for an invasion anyway: As Butler’s spy mission had shown, it would be a
key entry point for any invading army trying to move on the capital by rail.
It was also home to Texaco and Standard’s main foreign rival—the British
Pearson’s Mexican Eagle.

Azueta rushed back home and told his wife, Manuela, that he was going
to the nearby national naval academy, the Escuela Naval Militar, to organize
the cadets into a defense. The commodore knew the school well. He had
been its director for ten years. It was strategically positioned near the port,
with an accessible flat roof and iron balconies ringing the upper floor on all
sides that would be perfect for picking off invaders. Manuela suggested her
husband change into civilian clothes to avoid detection.

When Azueta arrived at the Escuela Naval, he walked into the
courtyard, took off his hat, and shouted: “To arms, boys! Our homeland is
in danger! ¡Viva México!”45

As the nervous cadets rushed to get their weapons, Azueta changed into
his white naval uniform and climbed to the roof. He could see the American
battleships Utah, Florida, and Montana moving freely in the bay, along
with the auxiliary cruiser Prairie. Waves of launches filled with Marine
reinforcements and blue-jacketed sailors from the Navy were headed for
shore.

From the roof, Azueta also saw the first stirrings of resistance in the
streets. The eldest Veracruzanos had been children during the American
siege of 1847; it was burned into the city’s memory that Gen. Winfield
Scott had refused a cease-fire to save the women and children. This time,
some of the citizens had organized themselves into an ad hoc Society of
Defenders of the Port of Veracruz. Before abandoning the city on Huerta’s



orders, Maass had directed his lieutenants to distribute rifles to this
resistance.46

The decision quickly paid off. About half an hour past noon, a sniper hit
Cpl. Daniel Haggerty, a U.S. Marine atop a hotel rooftop, killing him
instantly. More shots rang out from across the city. The Prairie’s guns let
loose in reply.

Seeing the bluejackets and Marines pressing into the city, Azueta
ordered his 128 cadets to take their places on the roof and behind the
partially shuttered windows, and open fire.

For a moment, picking off enemy soldiers at will, the young cadets must
have felt they might repel the invasion themselves. But the tide quickly
turned. A bullet from an American gun found the head of seventeen-year-
old Virgilio Uribe, who was standing right next to Azueta. His blood
splattered on Azueta’s white uniform. Three small American launches in the
harbor had taken notice of the gunfire and were racing toward the academy.

Realizing the academy’s ammunition supplies were limited, the
commodore shouted for the cadets to shield the windows and doors with
furniture and crates, then waited for the Americans to close in further.

Then suddenly, the gringos stopped. Some in the front of their lines
howled in pain. A hail of bullets roared at the approaching Americans from
the corner outside the naval academy.

They were being fired by Azueta’s son, José. Now a teenager, Pepe, as
his friends called him, knew he had disappointed his father by enrolling in,
then flunking out of the naval academy, and enlisting in the army instead.
When General Maass had ordered the army’s retreat hours earlier, José had
stayed behind. He had snuck into the armory, a block away at the colonial
Baluarte de Santiago, and hauled the French-made Hotchkiss machine gun
into the street.

At first, José hid behind a lamppost, but it gave him little space to
maneuver. That’s when he pulled the gun into the open street. The gun fired
hard and fast, but its weight kept pulling the boy’s slight teenage frame
down, which meant most of the shots went into the yanquis’ ankles and
knees.



A cadet called for Manuel Azueta, who rushed to a balcony on the side
of the academy. He shouted to his son to be careful. But it was far too late
for that. The commodore watched helplessly as José took a bullet in the
right knee, then rose again and kept on firing. An unseen sniper took
another shot, this time striking the teenager in the left leg.

A cadet rushed into the street to pull his injured former classmate, now
screaming with pain, toward safety. As he dragged the teenager toward the
academy building, a final shot rang out, hitting José from three hundred
meters away.

The death knell for the naval academy’s defense came, fittingly, from
the sea. The Prairie unloaded its .50-caliber guns, punching holes through
the school’s façade and tearing its interior to shreds.47

Most of the cadets, and the commodore, managed to escape—thanks,
largely, to the covering fire laid out by José Azueta. “Pepe” himself
survived for several days at home. Mexicans remember him for a last
patriotic act: refusing to accept the aid of an American surgeon sent by
Admiral Fletcher. Before he died of sepsis from his wounds, Huerta
promoted him to captain. He was nineteen. It was the same age Smedley
Butler had been when he was made captain after being shot through the leg
in China—trying to prove to himself, and his distinguished father, that he
too was an honorable man.

The Azuetas were alone in neither their suffering nor their personal loss.
“Almost every Veracruzan family treasures the memory of at least one
heroic act: the young Judith Oropeza who threw bricks from her rooftop at
the Americans; the prostitute nicknamed ‘America’ who set her ammunition
belt on a flat roof and fired down at the gringos,” the Mexican historian
Enrique Krauze has written.48

Wilson was floored by the resistance. Everyone—his advisers, the
military, the newspapers—had assured him the Mexicans would not put up
a fight. When asked for comment on the first deaths of U.S. servicemen—
just four in the first report—he stood “preternaturally pale, almost
parchmenty,” a magazine editor who witnessed the moment recalled. “The



death of American sailors and marines owing to an order of his seemed to
affect him like an ailment. He was positively shaken.”49

The response to Mexican resistance on the ground was far more brutal.
On April 22, the Americans launched a comprehensive takeover of Veracruz
city. Marines went house to house, kicking in doors. Butler, who at the last
minute had been sent back from Tampico to Veracruz, led one of the units.
He and his Marines broke into one apparently empty house, only to be shot
at through the floorboards. “We poured a volley through the floor and then
ripped up the boards. There they were, two dead Mexicans dangling
between the cross beams. Our fire had caught them.”50

It was the first experience the Marines had with the kind of close-in
urban combat that would become a staple of future battles from Huế to
Fallujah. At every moment, they had to be on guard for an enemy jumping
from a rooftop or a blind corner. The intimate encounters with the humanity
of the people they were killing and the constant sight of the dead left even
seasoned fighters scarred. (The U.S. estimated as few as 160 Mexicans
were killed in the battle; the city historian of Veracruz places the number at
10,000. For U.S. troops, the official death toll was 22, with 70 wounded.
“The casualty estimates vary so widely  … that neither side can be taken
seriously,” the historian John Mason Hart observed.51)

The trauma fed Butler’s misgivings about the immorality and
pointlessness of war. After learning that his father had joined a minority in
the House that voted, belatedly, against the invasion, he wrote: “I was glad
thee voted against approving the president’s move and proud of thee for so
doing.” The sailors’ arrests in Tampico that had supposedly prompted the
invasion, he said, were a “joke.”52

His family reinforced his view. “There was no reason” for the invasion,
Ethel had written her husband, in a rare example of her political
commentary, while the invasion was underway. “The president has gone
ahead on his own authority and ordered you to land and some have gone to
their deaths. If it is all a horrible mistake, will the country impeach him?”53

But Wilson was not impeached, and the occupation of Veracruz
continued unabated. In May 1914, a U.S. military government was
proclaimed over the port city. It was led by U.S Army Brig. Gen. Frederick



Funston, the commander who had made his name in the Philippines
overseeing the final betrayal and capture of Emilio Aguinaldo. (Mark Twain
had snarked at the time: “It would be in the last degree unfair to hold
Funston to blame for the outcome of his infirmity; as clearly unfair as it
would be to blame him because his conscience leaked out through one of
his pores when he was little.”)54

Funston’s staff included his fellow Philippine War veteran Douglas
MacArthur, then a thirty-four-year-old Army captain.

Nearly half the active Marine Corps was sent to the Mexican city during
the seven-month U.S. occupation as well. That coterie included John
Lejeune (now a colonel), Fritz Wise (one of Butler’s compatriots from the
march to Beijing), and Littleton Waller (now a full colonel as well). On
April 27, the honor of raising the first U.S. flag over occupied Veracruz was
given to Sgt. Maj. John H. Quick. At last, Butler had a chance to spend time
with the “Wig-Wag” hero of Guantánamo and the Battle of Cuzco Well.

Funston and the Marine commanders kept pushing for a chance to
employ the war plan Butler and Lind had drawn up for invading Mexico
City. But there was no longer any need, as Wilson saw it. The invasion had
humiliated Huerta in the eyes of many Mexicans. After a final string of
defeats at the hands of Pancho Villa and his fellow Constitutionalist general
Álvaro Obregón in the north, Huerta resigned and joined his former mentor,
Porfirio Díaz, in exile.

The Texas oilmen’s favorite, Venustiano Carranza, became president.
New plans were drawn up for oil wells and pipelines across the Golden
Lane and elsewhere in Mexico. When Villa and Zapata turned against
Carranza in December, in part because of his toleration of the U.S.
occupation of Veracruz, the U.S. military made sure Carranza’s troops were
well supplied with guns, artillery, and field radios as fighting again raged
across the country.55

Immiserated by the invasion, Veracruzanos were reduced to lining up to
receive food aid from the Americans who had conquered them. In an effort
to tamp down on any renewed insurgencies, U.S. troops oversaw the paving
of streets and repair of buildings damaged in the fighting. Band concerts
and movies were put on to entertain the residents and occupying troops.



Jack London, sent as a war correspondent for Collier’s magazine,
summed up the invaders’ perspective: “In short, American occupation gave
Vera Cruz a bull market in health, order, and business.… Verily, the Vera
Cruzans will long remember this being conquered by the Americans, and
yearn for the blissful day when the Americans will conquer them again.”56

A French correspondent offered a subtler view. “The Mexicans are
silent, but we can clearly see in their eyes their thought: at the first
opportunity, they will show their hatred to the invaders,” he wrote. On May
12, 1914, five thousand Veracruzanos had filled the streets for the funeral of
José Azueta. The writer called it “the silent protest of the vanquished.”57

José Azueta’s name is read, with full military honors, by the Mexican
president every year on September 13—the anniversary of the 1847 Battle
of Chapultepec. Facing the imposing marble columns of the memorial
known as the Monument to the Boy Heroes, the head of state recites the
names of six cadets killed at the military academy by the Marines and U.S.
Army during the Mexican-American War, as well as those of Azueta and his
comrade Virgilio Uribe from Veracruz in 1914. After each name, an honor
guard of armed cadets responds: “¡Murío por la patria!” (He died for the
homeland.) The event is broadcast nationwide.

In 2020, the ceremony was scaled down, in keeping with the social-
distancing requirements of the coronavirus pandemic. The honor guard
wore black surgical masks. As Mexico’s white-haired sixty-fifth president,
Andrés Manuel López Obrador, prepared to read the martyrs’ names, an
announcer drew on the memory of their resistance against U.S. imperialism
to rally the nation against the novel threat. (“In the present day, the battles
are different. Today, we face a health crisis due to COVID-19…”)

Kept at home by the quarantine, López Obrador’s supporters traded
slogans, jokes, and emoji-laden patriotic bromides in a YouTube chat
window. Off-screen, Mexicans were more divided about their president.
“AMLO,” as he is known, burst into national consciousness as an activist in
the 1990s, when he was beaten and bloodied by police during a protest on
behalf of poor and indigenous communities polluted by the state-run oil



monopoly, Petróleos Mexicanos, or Pemex. But after his election in 2018,
AMLO broke with the left. He embraced both his belligerent cross-border
neighbor, Donald Trump, and his old foes at Pemex—vowing to spend
billions shoring up the oil giant’s finances, including $8 billion on a new
refinery in a mangrove wetland in his home state of Tabasco.58

That contradiction was rooted in the oil monopoly’s origins in the
aftermath of the Mexican Revolution. The decade-long civil war ended in
the 1920s with nationalism and pro-poor reforms ascendant, but the foreign
oil companies more powerful than ever. In 1938, in an effort to put
Mexico’s oil wealth to work for its people, President Lázaro Cárdenas—a
Constitutionalist army veteran who had served under Carranza and Pancho
Villa—signed an order expropriating the U.S. and British-owned oil fields
and refineries and putting them under the state-owned firm’s control. Pemex
thus emerged as a symbol of Mexico’s reclaimed sovereignty, and a thumb
in the eyes of the American oilmen who had inspired the invasion of
Veracruz.

Cárdenas’s political faction grew into the Institutional Revolutionary
Party, or PRI, which by the 1950s had turned Mexico back into a one-party
state. Empowered by its control over Mexico’s oil wealth and, eventually,
collusion with the drug cartels, the PRI’s dictatorship-without-dictators
seemed like it might last forever. But in the 1980s, oil prices fell, and
Mexico was unable to repay the enormous debts it owed to U.S. and
European banks.* The World Bank and the International Monetary Fund led
a total restructuring of the Mexican economy, largely according to the
dictates of U.S. corporations.

In 1994, the North American Free Trade Agreement, or NAFTA, opened
the door for U.S. financiers including the former National City Bank of
New York (now Citibank) and Chase Manhattan (now JPMorgan Chase) to
restructure Mexican capital, labor, and resources. U.S. manufacturers
proliferated in the borderlands. Organized crime flourished. In 2014,
exactly one hundred years after the U.S. invasion of Veracruz, the PRI-led
congress voted to once again allow foreign companies to drill for oil and
gas in Mexican lands.



John Mason Hart has dubbed these arrangements “the Neo-Porfirian
economy.” Social scientists use another term. They call the augmented
nineteenth-century ideology of individualism for those who can afford it—
in which all of society is rebuilt as a marketplace, all citizens reduced to
producers or consumers, in a world made possible by the seizure of power
and resources by private enterprise—“neoliberalism.”

Like the original Porfiriato, neoliberalism proved disastrous for most
Mexicans. The left-leaning Center for Economic and Policy Research found
that between 1994 and 2014, Mexico’s poverty increased and wages barely
went up. Many family farms were destroyed, with far too few
manufacturing or service jobs to compensate for their absence. Millions had
little choice but to move to overwhelmed cities or take their chances trying
to cross the border into the United States. In turn, Americans kept flooding
Mexico with cash and weaponry to continue the drug wars, including
billions in U.S. military assistance to the Mexican government under the
2007 Mérida Initiative, also known as “Plan Mexico.”59

López Obrador rode the resulting frustration to the presidency. In
December 2018, a crowd of 160,000 packed the Zócalo, the storied Aztec
square at the center of Mexico City, to hear him declare in his inaugural
address: “The neoliberal political economy has been a disaster, a calamity
for the public life of this country.”60

But it quickly became clear that the former activist was more interested
in demagogy than policy. Critics saw AMLO’s obsession with reviving the
fossil fuel industry as indicative of a dangerous, nationalist nostalgia for a
misunderstood past. “In Mexico, development was always oil-driven. It was
a historic error. The fact that oil brings in income doesn’t mean it creates
optimal development, and this government is falling into the same trap,” an
analyst observed.61

A backlash had emerged against neoliberalism north of the Rio Grande
as well. Though the United States on the whole had once again come out on
top in its relationship with Mexico, in terms of corporate profits, consumer
prices, and overall economic growth, the benefits were so widely, if
unevenly, distributed that most Americans did not notice them. What they
did notice were the invisible ideology’s effects closer to home: the slashing



of the U.S. social safety net, the evisceration of labor protections, costly
foreign interventions, and especially the 2007–09 financial crisis—in which
banks who had gambled with their savings were bailed out but regular
people were left to suffer on their own.

Just as the rejection of neoliberalism led many Mexican voters to López
Obrador, the backlash in the United States drew a significant minority of
Americans to Donald Trump, a failed real estate mogul who rejected
neoliberalism rhetorically while furthering its most pernicious qualities.62

Despite their many differences, the two leaders recognized each other as
fellow travelers in a global wave of populism, as disaffected people all over
the world turned toward alternative ideas of social organization: running the
gamut from socialism to authoritarianism to fascism. Trump’s brand of
populism was, like AMLO’s, steeped in nostalgia for an idealized past.
Trump’s faction also similarly fetishized the extraction and burning of
domestic oil, gas, and coal. But more importantly, it sought to reclaim a
mythical sense of past “greatness” by restoring the power of those it saw as
“real Americans”—who were usually understood to be white and native-
born.

That understanding required a demonized other. And all along, Trump
had singled out Mexicans as a prime target. He launched his campaign with
a speech in which he called Mexicans drug dealers, criminals, and rapists,
and made his signature campaign promise to build a wall to keep them out.
(A wall, he falsely pledged, that Mexico would pay for.) To see Mexico as a
place of alien violence—which one could simply seal off with a physical
barrier—required ignoring the ways in which Americans had participated in
and instigated that violence all along, and the ways in which we had
profited from doing so.

The historical throughlines—from early twentieth-century imperialism
to that of the early twenty-first, from the chaos spurred by Porfirianism to
the crises marking the end of the neoliberal turn—were perhaps easier to
see from south of the border. For the Mexican historian Enrique Krauze, the
invasion of 1914 was a clear precursor to the forever wars that may be
hastening neoliberalism’s doom. On the hundredth anniversary of the U.S.
occupation of Veracruz, he wrote of its similarities with the 2003 invasion



of Iraq: “To help remove a dictator who had seized power in a coup d’état,
to channel and direct the radical groups that opposed him, to safeguard the
interests of the oil companies active in the area, to forestall interference
from other national powers, and to teach the citizens of an unfortunate
country about the virtues of democracy.”63

Smedley Butler, as he turned sharply against war later in his life, would
home in on one of those causes above the others. “A French phrase,
‘cherchez la femme,’ advises you to search for a woman whenever there is a
shady deal put across,” Butler would tell a radio audience around 1935.
“But I feel it more to the point, in these times, to look for the oil deposits
when you are trying to get at the bottom of deep international intrigue.”64
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ELEVEN
HAITI

On December 16, 1914, a pair of U.S. Navy gunships slipped into Port-au-
Prince Bay, the gateway to Haiti’s capital. They sat idling for a day,
provoking nervous speculation among the city’s residents. The next
afternoon, at approximately one o’clock, eight Americans were seen
hustling toward the republic’s central bank, the Banque National de la
Republique d’Haïti. They were Marines, disguised in civilian clothes. They
chose the hour knowing that most people in the business district would be
indoors on their lunch breaks, resting from the heat.1

The undercover Marines burst into the bank, brandishing revolvers and
canes. The Haitians inside were alarmed. For all appearances, the Caribbean
republic’s most important bank was being robbed. And in fact, it was: some
of the bank’s French and American clerks, apparently in on the plan, handed
over seventeen heavy wooden boxes, prepacked with gold bars, valued at
roughly $30,000 each.

The Marines hoisted the boxes into a wooden wagon waiting outside.
Then they rushed back toward the wharf, passing still more undercover
Marines posted along the route. The boxes were loaded onto a motorboat
and stacked under a weighted cargo net, surrounded by twenty-five more
Marines armed with rifles. In short order, half a million dollars’ worth of
Haitian gold—more than half of Haiti’s total government reserves—was
aboard the U.S. gunboat Machias, headed for a vault on Wall Street.2

Haitians were outraged. “How much was taken? By what rights?” the
newspaper Le Matin demanded to know.3 The robbery was just the most
recent example of a century of abuse by foreign powers since Haiti—the



world’s first Black-run republic—won its freedom in one of history’s most
spectacular events a century earlier: the 1791–1803 Haitian Revolution.

For overthrowing their oppressors and freeing themselves, Haitians had
been rewarded by Europe and the United States with exclusion and
economic isolation. In 1825, in exchange for belated diplomatic recognition
(and under the threat of French naval bombardment), Haiti’s leaders agreed
to pay their former enslavers in France a crippling indemnity of 150 million
gold francs. To pay it off—which Haiti eventually did, in full—the
country’s leaders accumulated even more foreign debt.* In 1880, Haiti gave
France’s Société Générale a charter for a central bank, hoping it might lead
to relieving the burden. In 1910, President Taft’s secretary of state,
Philander Knox, had negotiated a new agreement with Haiti in which
French, Germans, and Americans would split the bank’s ownership shares.4

The Haitian central bank’s new U.S. offices were located at 55 Wall
Street, inside the headquarters of James Stillman’s National City Bank of
New York (known today simply as Citibank). Supervising the operation was
new City Bank vice president Roger Leslie Farnham—the journalist-turned-
operative last seen as Sullivan & Cromwell’s point man in the Panama
conspiracy. Within a few years, Farnham began advising Wilson’s secretary
of state, William Jennings Bryan, on Haitian matters.

Bryan was eager for the advice. By the summer of 1914, Haiti’s cash-
strapped government was in turmoil. The foreign-run Banque Nationale
added to the burden by speculating with government revenues, destabilizing
the Haitian gourde, and withholding funds from the Haitian state by
prioritizing reimbursements to foreign backers when the government coffers
were bare. As unrest spread, a series of unfortunate accidents befell Haiti’s
presidents: One was killed when an ammunition depot exploded and
destroyed his National Palace. The next died soon after, purportedly of
poisoning. A succession of military coups followed.

The opening for more direct U.S. involvement in Haiti came thanks to a
shocking turn of events in Europe. In July 1914, the heir to the throne of the
Austro-Hungarian Empire was assassinated while visiting his colony of
Bosnia and Herzegovina. The political killing set off a showdown between
competing European alliances that resulted in what would become known



as the First World War. With France and Germany now busy killing each
other across the Atlantic, Farnham saw a chance to take over Haiti’s central
bank entirely. It was he who convinced Bryan to approve the heist.5 Once
Haiti’s gold reserves were stashed away safely on Wall Street, Farnham got
hungry for more.

Farnham knew that Bryan distrusted banks. (In 1896, the agrarian
populist had famously accused East Coast bankers of intending to “crucify
mankind upon a cross of gold.”) So he appealed to Bryan’s overarching fear
of getting sucked into the new European war. The banker showered the
State Department with a stream of implausible rumors about German
designs on Haiti, which, had they in the least been true, would have augured
a Kaiserreich colony six hundred miles off Florida.6

That was the stick. The carrot was a promise that, if a U.S.-friendly
puppet president were to be installed in Haiti, politically connected
corporations including United Fruit would set up shop there. Most
important, Farnham suggested to Bryan, a client government in Port-au-
Prince could ensure U.S. control over the Môle Saint-Nicolas—the harbor
facing Guantánamo across the Windward Passage, which was now a key
sea lane for traveling to and from the recently opened Panama Canal.

Throughout late 1914, the Navy Department drew up detailed plans for
an invasion and occupation of Haiti, down to where to build the baseball
fields that off-duty Marines would use and where to buy rum. Taking over
foreign cities had become so old hat for the U.S. military that it was
developing an actual template: some of the plans were simply repurposed
from the recent invasion of Mexico, with instructions reading: “REWRITE

LETTER INSERTING PORT AU PRINCE FOR VERA CRUZ, MEXICO WHEREVER IT

APPEARS.”7

The looting of the Banque Nationale proved a crucial step. The
newspaper Le Matin observed, apparently fulsomely, that an “appalled
public” was left to rely “on the wisdom of the [Haitian] government, which,
firmly in its rights, will know how to defend the interests of the Republic.”
Bryan’s dismissive reply to that government—in which he called the heist
“merely a withdrawal of funds by the authorities of a private bank”—did
not quiet the simmering rage.8



Disgraced by the incident, yet another Haitian president was forced to
resign. Farnham and Bryan were pleased with his replacement, a fifty-six-
year-old general named Vilbrun Guillaume Sam, who signaled openness to
an arrangement with the United States—possibly a Dominican-style
“receivership” in which a U.S. bank would take over the Haitian customs
system.

But Sam would not get a chance to cut a deal. Accusing the new
president of being a “thief” and “traitor” who “wants to give up our
customhouse to the Americans,” a nationalist physician named Rosalvo
Bobo channeled public outrage into an uprising in the north of Haiti. In
response, Sam ordered the arrest and execution without trial of suspected
sympathizers in the capital. Relatives of the slain prisoners, bereaved and
furious, stormed the partially reconstructed National Palace. They chased
Sam to the nearby French legation and killed him. Then they threw his
corpse into the street, where it was dismembered by the mob.9

Having destabilized Haiti’s government through an armed robbery,
Woodrow Wilson then used the murder that came in its wake as a pretext to
invade. The following day, July 28, 1915, Wilson ordered Rear Admiral
William Caperton aboard the USS Washington—which had been waiting off
the coast of Haiti for months—to seize control of Port-au-Prince. By 5:45
P.M., 330 Marines and sailors were ashore just outside the capital. They
marched in double columns into the center of the city, shooting and killing a
handful of Haitian resisters. Port-au-Prince fell without a single American
casualty.10

Though Bobo fled the onslaught to nearby Cuba, his rebels in the north
—known as “Cacos”—would not be defeated so easily. Caperton radioed
for more Marines. Col. John Lejeune, acting in the absence of the
commandant, ordered an advance base brigade of two regiments to deploy
to Haiti.

Littleton Waller, the “Butcher of Samar,” would command all U.S.
ground forces in the Black Republic. To lead the First Battalion of his First
Regiment, Waller chose his favorite Quaker Marine.



In the fall of 1915, Smedley Butler set out with Waller and a Marine
battalion across northern Haiti to dismantle the Caco resistance. They
traveled on a fortified train through the fertile plains surrounding Cap-
Haïtien, the republic’s main northern port and second-largest city. In the
near distance rose the jungle-covered peaks of the Massif du Nord.

In letters to his “Dear Old Dad,” Thomas Butler, Smedley explained the
purpose of the mission. Word was spreading across Haiti that the Americans
had installed a new puppet president: a milquetoast former senator named
Philippe Sudré Dartiguenave. Wilson’s new secretary of state, Robert
Lansing, had dictated the terms of a new treaty to put Haiti’s entire
economy under the control of a U.S.-appointed financial adviser.11 Anti-
American sentiment was surging. Demonstrations broke out across the
country. Caco insurgent attacks against the Marines increased in frequency
and severity.

Some of the Navy brass had proposed bribing the Cacos into
submission. Waller wanted a more violent response. The colonel, Butler
told his father, “is of the old-fashioned school that believes the way to end a
row with a savage monkey is to first go into the region or territory occupied
by that monkey and find out how savage he is.”12

The roots of Littleton Waller’s racism ran deep. Both sides of his
tangled family tree had played instrumental roles in turning his home state
of Virginia into a powerhouse of enslavement. His eighteenth-century
ancestor Col. John Waller was a pioneer of the trade; among the people he
claimed as property was “Toby” Waller, the African man identified in Alex
Haley’s 1976 novel, Roots, as Kunta Kinte.13 Waller’s maternal grandfather
was Virginia governor Littleton Waller Tazewell, who, after a bloody 1831
insurrection led by the enslaved rebel preacher Nat Turner, spent the rest of
his life campaigning for the expulsion of Black people from the United
States. Among those killed in Turner’s rebellion were the wife and children
of a slaver named Levi Waller, likely a distant relative.14

Waller, the Marine, was fiercely proud of that family history. (His full
name, which he was not shy about using, was Littleton Waller Tazewell
Waller.) As a teenager in the 1870s, he served in the Norfolk Light Artillery
Blues, an ex-Confederate militia likely charged with enforcing “anti-



vagrancy” laws meant to intimidate freed Black citizens. Waller saw his
experience enforcing racial apartheid at home as the highest qualification
for his work in the Caribbean. “I know the nigger and how to handle him.
The same quality is going to be needed in San Domingo*,” he told Lejeune
as the Haiti operation began.15 One can imagine Waller smiling under his
imperial mustache as he used the slave name of the country he was
invading, as his ancestors and their French counterparts had done before
him.

Haiti and the idea of Black freedom it represented had played
foundational roles in U.S. history. The loss of Saint-Domingue had ended
Napoleon’s dream of a vast French American empire, forcing him to sell his
planned breadbasket—the 530 million–acre Louisiana Territory—to
Thomas Jefferson at fire-sale prices. That new territory, and the fight over
whether and how to extend slavery into it, helped foment the Civil War.
Jefferson in turn lived in fear of “another Saint Domingo” consuming him,
perhaps in his plantation bed outside Charlottesville.16 And he was not
alone: The future Commandant Lejeune grew up in Pointe Coupee,
Louisiana, a town that carried the memory of a failed 1795 uprising in
which enslaved African Americans had tried to win their freedom by
torching planters’ homes, only to be captured and executed before they
could act. A leader of that uprising, an enslaved man named Jean Baptiste,
had recruited others by promising: “We could do the same here as at Le
Cap”—meaning the city later called Cap-Haïtien, which the Haitian
revolutionaries had burned to the ground two years before.17

Terrified of Haiti’s capacity to inspire, white U.S. elites did everything
they could to demonize the country and suppress the memory of its
revolution. But the model of self-emancipation through armed revolution
and the reality of Black people in positions of national power continued to
inspire uprisings throughout the American South, including Nat Turner’s. At
the Virginia Secession Convention of 1861, soon-to-be Confederate Gen.
Henry L. Benning warned that, once slavery was abolished, America would
have “black governors, black legislatures, black juries, black everything.…
We will be completely exterminated, and the land will be left in the
possession of the blacks, and then it will go back to a wilderness and



become another Africa or Saint Domingo.”18 (Fort Benning, home of the
reconstituted School of the Americas, is named after him.)

The Marine Corps was shaped by those histories as well. One of the
most celebrated moments in Corps history was the 1859 arrest of the radical
white abolitionist John Brown at Harper’s Ferry, Virginia, by Marines under
U.S. Army Col. Robert E. Lee. (A painting of Brown’s arrest hung in the
Library of the Marine Corps when I was last there.) The failed raid, which
has been called a dress rehearsal for the Civil War, was meant to inspire an
uprising against slavery along the lines of the Haitian Revolution. One of
Brown’s jailers reported that in the days before his hanging, the devout
abolitionist consoled himself by reading a biography of the Haitian
Revolution’s most famous leader, Toussaint Louverture.19

When the Confederacy and U.S. slavery were destroyed by an
interracial (though segregated) Union army, Woodrow Wilson had been an
impressionable eight-year-old in Augusta, Georgia. Decades later, as a
young scholar, he denigrated attempts at fostering racial equality during the
post–Civil War Reconstruction era as having “held the South back from her
natural destiny of regeneration.” As president, Wilson allowed his cabinet
secretaries to resegregate the federal workforce. On February 18, 1915, as
the plans for the invasion of Haiti were being finalized, Wilson had hosted a
private screening of one of the first movies ever shown at the White House:
D. W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation. Essentially a three-hour-long
advertisement for the Ku Klux Klan, the film presented Black characters
(portrayed mostly by white actors) as sex-crazed killers. Griffith quoted
Wilson’s academic opus, A History of the American People, in the film.20

Also at the White House screening was Josephus Daniels, who, as
Wilson’s secretary of the Navy, was the senior civilian overseeing the Haiti
invasion. Before entering politics, Daniels had edited the News & Observer
in Raleigh, North Carolina. In 1898, Daniels used his newspaper to promote
the overthrow of a multiracial governing coalition in the nearby city of
Wilmington; the white conservative insurrection that followed is considered
the only successful domestic coup d’état in U.S. history.21 In another issue,
Daniels published a piece by the Ku Klux Klansman “General” Julian Carr,



who declared that “Haiti and Liberia are object lessons for mankind” of the
dangers of allowing the “negro balance of power over white civilization.”22

In other words, the most senior military and civilian officials who led
the invasion of Haiti saw themselves as defenders of a racial order that was
challenged by Haiti’s very existence. Left to his own instincts, an
unreconstructed racist like Waller—with Lejeune, Daniels, and Wilson
above him in the chain of command—might have pursued a policy of
extermination in Haiti beyond even what he had attempted on Samar during
the Philippine War.

But Waller was increasingly putting his trust in Butler, a Northerner
who had grown up in a very different tradition. Butler’s Quaker family
abhorred slavery; both Thomas and Maud’s fathers fought for the Union to
end it. (Ethel’s grandfather Richard Peters had personally enslaved at least
twenty-one people around Atlanta and used slave labor to build his Georgia
Railroad, but Smedley was not close with his in-laws.23) Nonetheless, Black
Philadelphians rarely lived alongside whites, especially in the cloistered
suburbs of the Main Line.

Back in 1899, the University of Pennsylvania had invited a promising
young sociologist named W. E. B. Du Bois to study this situation. He
quickly identified the root of informal segregation as “color prejudice,”
known today as racism. The typical Black Philadelphian had no difficulty
understanding he faced a “widespread feeling of dislike for his blood,” Du
Bois wrote. But whites in the Quaker City were “quite unconscious of any
such powerful and vindictive feeling. They regard color prejudice as the
easily explicable feeling that intimate social intercourse with a lower race is
not only undesirable but impracticable if our present standards of culture
are to be maintained.”24 This quiet confidence in a white-supremacist
ordering of the world meant that in “respectable” white homes like the
Butlers’, race was seldom discussed at all.

Butler thus moved through Haiti unencumbered by ghost stories of the
Black Republic or ancestral fears of Black revenge, and could think more
strategically than his superiors. Instead of directing his Marines to “place no
confidence in the natives,” as Waller had on Samar, Butler made efforts to
develop good relations with Haitian porters and guides. Rather than seeking



to turn the northern plains into a “howling wilderness,” he directed his men
to scrupulously follow the rules of engagement—not firing unless they were
fired upon. And instead of dismissing their “animal-like babble,” as Stephen
Crane had the Afro-Cubans at Guantánamo, he took the time to notice that
they were speaking an unfamiliar language, Kreyòl (not “very pure French,
much like the Filipino Spanish,” Butler wrote Bunny, analogizing Haiti’s
native tongue to Tagalog)—and that it was a disadvantage that none of his
Marines spoke it.25

Butler turned such insights into a strategy for more effective
domination. He was able to perceive and then exploit the fault lines
between the Caco insurgents and civilians. In the central Artibonite Valley,
he noticed villagers’ frustrations with a Caco commander, Pierre Benoît
Rameau, whose men kept stealing their food and water. Butler appealed to
the villagers by pledging to protect them, then humiliated Rameau
personally by pulling him off his horse. When a Marine sergeant was killed
by Cacos a few days later, village women sang a funeral hymn, signaling
their shift in loyalty. Rameau was captured soon after.26 Duly impressed,
Waller praised Butler’s “usual energy and judgment” in his report to the
commandant.27

Butler’s insights became the key to securing America’s imperial
foothold in Haiti. Though Butler did not realize it at the time, he was
helping invent a new approach to warfare. It would eventually be dubbed
counterinsurgency: the combination of military, political, and psychological
methods employed by an occupying power with the goal of holistically
defeating an armed resistance.28

In doing so, he was not rejecting white supremacy but channeling it. A
few years later, Butler would explain to a Senate committee: “We were all
imbued with the fact that we were trustees of a huge estate that belonged to
minors. That was my viewpoint, that was the viewpoint I personally took,
that the Haitians were our wards and that we were endeavoring to make for
them a rich and productive property, to be turned over to them at such time
as our government saw fit.”29

That paternalism, as the historian Mary Renda has written, “masked as
benevolent by its reference to parental care, but structured equally by norms



of parental authority and discipline,” became “the cultural flagship of the
United States in Haiti.”30 Because Butler hailed from a place where, as Du
Bois had written, white people were “unconscious of” their racism, he was
the ideal vehicle for the rebranded form of violence it implied.

A century later, a Marine Corps Civil Affairs instructor was standing in his
desert combat utility uniform in Quantico, Virginia, preparing to give a
lecture on counterinsurgency to a class of fifty Marines. He pushed a plug
of chewing tobacco to the side of his lower lip and held up a green
paperback. “All right,” he began. “The Small Wars Manual. If you have not
read it, read it. It was written back in the 1900s and it still has relevance
today. Trust me.”31

The manual, codified in 1940, was based on the field notes of early-
twentieth-century Marines. That group included Harold Hickox Utley, who
served in Haiti under Butler, then deployed to Nicaragua to fight the
original Sandinistas. Along with its more recent successor, the U.S. Army
and Marine Corps Counterinsurgency Field Manual of 2006, the little
green book provided the basis for what is now known as counterinsurgency
doctrine, or COIN.

As the Civil Affairs instructor indicated, the original Small Wars
Manual is still prized by Marines; the future Marine major general and
defense secretary James Mattis recommended all of his officers reread it
before deploying to U.S.-occupied Iraq.32 As its introduction states: “The
history of the United States shows that in spite of the varying trend of the
foreign policy of succeeding administrations, this Government has
interposed or intervened in the affairs of other states with remarkable
regularity, and it may be anticipated that the same general procedure will be
followed in the future.”33

Because COIN doctrine prioritizes reducing civilian casualties over
protecting one’s own troops—part of its goal of winning “hearts and
minds”—the doctrine remains controversial among some in the military. As
another Marine Civil Affairs instructor remembered his first reaction to
hearing about COIN (according to Jennifer Greenburg, the anthropologist



who observed the Quantico class described above): “First you want me to
kill them … now you want me to fucking take care of them? Make up your
fucking mind!”34

To drive home the importance of COIN and Civil Affairs, the instructor
pulled up a history slide. Under black-and-white photos of Marines, most
likely in Nicaragua, a caption read:

The Corps protected American citizens and business interests by intervening in the
Dominican Republic (1916–1924), Haiti (1915–1934), and Nicaragua (1912–1933). In
addition to providing stability and security during these “Small Wars,” Marines developed CA
[Civil Affairs] doctrine “on the fly” as they built roads and schools, taught local citizens how
to become civil servants, and raised the overall standard of living of these countries.

The instructor highlighted one old Marine in particular as an example to
follow. Smedley Butler, he explained, had been successful in Haiti because
he had relied less on his gun and more on language, culture, bearing, and
restraint. “He was able to defuse the situation, make enemies back down,
give the impression he had more men than he had,” the major told the class.
In summary, “he bluffed.”

But as Butler and the instructor both knew, there is no such thing as a
bloodless counterinsurgency. “We are Marines sent here to put an end to a
condition that has become, through years of experience, second nature with
these people, and no amount of carefully formed sentences will do the job,”
Butler had written his father from northern Haiti in October 1915. “Nothing
will but a little shooting.”35

By mid-October 1915, enough villages had been burned, bribes distributed,
and Cacos arrested or killed that the Americans were in control of Haiti’s
northern coast. The Marines pushed farther into the mountains of the Massif
du Nord. The summits are among the highest in a country whose name
comes from the Taino for “mountainous place.” Their nigh-impenetrable
terrain had made those highlands the strongholds of Haitian independence
fighters for over a century.

On the way, Butler wrote a letter to his youngest son, Tom Dick. The
boy’s second birthday was a few weeks away, but Smedley knew he likely



would not have time to write then. “Thy father has been and will be quite
busy for some time attending to his duties, the vast majority of which are
causing him much discomfort, but he is doing all in his best style, so that
when thee and thy Precious Sister and Big Brother grow up you will have
no reason ever to be ashamed of him,” he wrote. Waller, Smedley noted for
Bunny’s benefit, had authorized him to “go wherever and do whatever I
please” in his mission to crush the Cacos.36

On October 24, Butler led thirty-eight Marines on horseback out of the
city of Fort-Liberté in search of a Caco stronghold. At dusk, while the
Marines were fording a river near the village of Bahon, the hills echoed
with the trumpeting of conch shells. The Cacos opened fire. Only the
inaccuracy of the Cacos’ antiquated rifles, and the Marines’ tactical use of
their horses as shields, kept Butler and the rest of the platoon from being
killed in the water. The Marines fought their way to a protected position, at
the cost of a dozen horses and the mule carrying the platoon’s lone machine
gun. Butler’s gunnery sergeant, Dan Daly—the short, wiry son of an Irish
immigrant factory worker on Long Island—made his way back to the river,
knifing several Cacos on the way. Daly cut the machine gun and
ammunition off the dead mule, and brought the two-hundred-pound load
back to the platoon. At dawn, the Marines “hunted the Cacos down like
pigs,” Butler later wrote.37

Over the following weeks, the Marines continued driving the Cacos
back through the mountains. As of November 1, Smedley wrote Bunny, “I
have marched 270 miles and ridden horseback 50 miles—total 320 miles in
43 days.” He expected to double that by the middle of the month by
“patrolling and reconnoitering the surrounding country trying to sweep it
clear of Cacos”—“but,” he cautioned, “they are as hard to catch as fleas.”38

That was by design. The Cacos were heirs to a tradition of resistance
that dated back to guerrilla fighters in the Haitian Revolution. They took
their name from a native cuckoo bird that hides in the bush before striking
at its prey. In the nineteenth century, farmers fighting under the Caco name
rebelled against Haitian elites who, unable to imagine another way to
generate wealth, tried to force them back onto plantations under the cover
of the so-called corvée—a medieval French term for forced labor.



Recognizing the corvée as slavery by another name, these earlier
generations of Cacos had overthrown every attempt at implementing it at
scale. In that sense, it had been the guerrilla Cacos, not the Haitian state,
who had been the guarantors of the Haitian promise of freedom.

Using their knowledge of the terrain and skills of attacking and
retreating, the Cacos drove Butler and the Marines to their wits’ end. On
one raid, the Americans stormed Fort Capois, the supposed stronghold of
Josaphat Jean-Joseph—a Haitian army veteran turned Caco commander of
the region of Grande-Rivière-du-Nord. But when they fought their way into
the main fort, they found no one inside. “There was evidence of blood in
many places, but no dead or wounded,” Capt. Chandler Campbell
reported.39 Jean-Joseph’s garrison had escaped up the mountain, using
secret trails the Marines hadn’t known about, apparently carrying their
casualties with them.

Reconnaissance patrols eventually located their hiding spot: thirty-six
hundred feet up a mountain above Bahon, in an old star-shaped redoubt
called Fort Rivière. In a series of limited assaults, the Marines closed off all
obvious escape routes. After midnight on November 17, 1915, three Marine
companies and two Navy bluejacket detachments assembled on the three
sides of the mountain and began climbing toward Fort Rivière.

Butler led Fifth Company from the west. They climbed through the
night over the steep trails. As they gained altitude, the heavy tropical air
grew cold and thin. The Marines took extra care to ensure the mules
carrying their Benét-Mercié M1909 machine guns did not slip and fall off
the side.

Near the top, the last of the vegetation disappeared, giving way to
scattered boulders. There would be nowhere to hide when the fighting
began.

As the sun rose over what the locals called Montay Nwa—black
mountain—the brown brick parapets of Fort Rivière were still just out of
view. From the western slope, Butler and his men could look straight down
into the Citadelle Laferrière. That monumental fortress, perched on a lower
peak, had been the jewel of a nationwide system of mountaintop forts meant
for a desperate last-ditch defensive strategy: if the French or another slaving



power reinvaded, Haitians would burn their cities and take refuge on the
mountaintops, where they would make good on their motto: libète ou lanmò
—liberty or death.

At 7:50 A.M., Campbell blew a whistle, and the Marines let loose a
storm of automatic fire. Butler’s column scrambled over the last ridge and
rushed forward under heavy fire from the Cacos, only to find that the main
entrance to the fort had been sealed. Then Butler spotted a small breach: “a
drain four feet high and three feet wide extending back for fifteen feet into
the interior.”40

Sgt. Ross Iams forced himself into the opening first, followed by
Butler’s orderly, Pvt. Samuel Gross. Butler entered third. (“I had never
experienced a keener desire to be someplace else,” he later said.) He
squeezed his way through the narrow space, deafened by echoes of gunfire
pinging off the walls, and emerged in the middle of an open brawl. Cacos
were shouting: “Touye yo!” (Kill them!) Butler fired his pistol at a Caco
charging toward him and missed. He was saved, a heartbeat later, by a
better shot from Gross. The three Marines got off as many rounds as they
could as more Americans climbed out of the drain, one by one.41

For ten minutes, Marines and Cacos fought to the death inside the
mountaintop fort, until the dirt floor was muddied with blood. Some of the
Cacos, their antiquated rifles useless at close range, resorted to rocks and
sticks. Realizing they were outgunned, the surviving resistance fighters
tried to escape. Butler watched with both horror and relief as they climbed
and leaped off the parapets, only to be mowed down as they fell by
Campbell’s machine gunners, who had been lying in wait.

Two days later, a small group of Marines climbed back up the mountain
and dynamited the interior of the fort, Haitian bodies and all.

In the century since the slaughter, Fort Rivière was largely forgotten by
Haitians and Americans alike. In 1931, a Haitian ambassador—perhaps
embarrassed by the stories of such a catastrophic defeat—went so far as to
deny that the remote mountain stronghold had ever existed, resulting in a
public argument with Marine veterans of the battle in the press.42



One person who could not forget the battle was Butler. A few weeks
after the massacre, Smedley had confided to Bunny: “The past several
weeks seem like a horrible nightmare, such terrible work and such terrific
excitement.” He went on: “Of course at the time I thought it fine, but
looking back at it the sight is not a desirable one—particularly those
awfully shattered bodies at Fort Riviere.”43 Over the coming months and
years, the gravity of what he had done would only weigh more heavily on
him.

I hoped finding the site of the dynamited fort might give me some insight
into a place that loomed so large in Butler’s mind. So, in the spring of 2018,
I flew to Cap-Haïtien, where I met up with my old friend Evens Sanon,
whom I’d worked with closely during my years as a journalist in Haiti.
About an hour after leaving the city (and a stop for Evens to pick up
cigarettes), we turned onto an unpaved highway. We drove through a
riverbed, passing billboards for a USAID project and market stalls selling
American rice in bags stamped with the U.S. flag.

For a while, no one we stopped to ask had heard of a Fort Rivière. But
as we neared Bahon, a few ears perked up, and soon we were pointed in the
right direction. We turned onto an unmarked road into the forest and started
to climb the foothills of Black Mountain, until we couldn’t drive any
further.

Walking past a group of ti-kay, a style of small wooden houses, I passed
children playing with sticks, while the old folks chatted on the big roots of a
shade tree. Smoke hung in the air, likely risen from a nearby fire pit where
someone was burning wood into charcoal. I spotted a group of people
gathered at the entrance to a lakou, a traditional arrangement of ti-kay
around a central courtyard. A few were wearing white prayer caps. They
looked at me with suspicion.

“Bonswa,” I said.
“Good afternoon,” someone replied in English. “Where are you from?”
The voice belonged to a man who was slightly older than the rest. He

was dressed in a silver polo shirt and corduroy shorts, held up by a thick



black leather belt. He spoke slowly and deliberately, with a rasp that
suggested years of dedication to rum and cigars. “An entrepreneur from the
boondocks,” Evens muttered knowingly, so only I could hear.

The man said his name was Ramsey Sanon. (No relation to Evens, as far
as we could tell.) He had lived for years in Miami but gave it up to come
back to his mountain home. “I’m looking for a natural life,” he explained.
Then, as if one thought led inextricably to the other, he added: “There’s not
much time left.”

“Until what?” I asked.
“The whole world is going to collapse. But only Haiti will survive.

Ogou Fèray said.”
I knew Ogou Fèray. He is said to be one the most powerful of the

Haitian mystic spirits, or lwa, in his case associated with fire, iron, and war.
Like many lwa, Ogou’s origins lie with the Yoruba religion of West Africa.
That faith was brought in chains to the New World, and combined with
Christianity, other African pantheons, and a local brand of ancestor worship
into the Haitian religion now known as Vodou.

“Are you an oungan?” I asked Ramsey. A Vodou priest.
He smiled knowingly. “We have a little shrine here in the lakou.”
Smedley would not have been pleased to hear that. After Fort Rivière,

Butler had been tapped to be the head of a new constabulary force, the
Gendarmerie d’Haïti. As commander, Butler tried to put the final nail in the
resistance’s coffin by wiping out the practice of Vodou. This was not a new
idea: in 1912, three years before the U.S. invasion, the Haitian Catholic
Church had launched an “anti-superstition campaign” to suppress the rival
peasant religion. As the Haitian scholar Lewis Ampidu Clorméus has
written, the Americans found ready allies in a clergy eager “to take
advantage of this new situation to further consolidate their hegemony.”44

Butler saw “voodoo”—as the Marines spelled it, with baby-talk vowels
and a lowercase “v”—as a source of the insurgency itself. “Ninety-nine
percent of the people of Haiti are the most kindly, generous, hospitable,
pleasure-loving people I have ever known,” he told a Senate committee in
1921. “When the other one percent that wears Vici Kid shoes [a luxury
brand from Philadelphia] with long pointed toes and celluloid collars stirs



them up and incites them with liquor and voodoo stuff, they are capable of
the most horrible atrocities; they are cannibals.”45 Here was paternalism
again—the idea that Haitians only act under the influence of others. At that
same hearing, Gen. Eli K. Cole cited “rampant” Vodouism as one of the
justifications for the invasion.46

Officially, the Corps still takes that view. At the National Museum of the
Marine Corps, a large tambou drum, looted during the occupation, is shown
with the description “Haitian rebels used voodoo drums during ritual
ceremonies to incite public insurrection.” Butler’s personal Gendarmerie
flagpole topper is displayed alongside it.

Butler’s Gendarmes raided shrines and arrested priests. They burned
piles of sacred instruments and images of Catholic saints used in worship.
As Ramsey told me on the forest mountain road, that loss of identity and
historical memory was the cause of the coming apocalypse. “Ogou says that
the world will end because people have lost their culture. They forget how
they got their independence,” he told me.

“Why will Haiti survive?”
“Because Haitians still have spirit possession. The world, they want to

take it away from us.”
Indeed, the crackdown backfired in rural places like Black Mountain,

where people turned more deeply to Vodou as a form of resistance. Stories
spread of the lwa themselves resisting. In one tale, Marines confiscated a
massive asòtò drum only to have it start thundering on its own at
Gendarmerie headquarters. Others among the faithful believed a Marine
called “Captain Daybas” was so awed by the religion that he died and
became a lwa himself. Vodouisant believe that the spirits can take over their
bodies during ceremonies. When Daybas descended into a worshiper, it was
said, the possessed person could only speak English until the spirit left.47

Ramsey motioned for me to follow him into the lakou. He showed me a
stall made of blue tarps—the kind international aid groups handed out for
people to use as tents after the 2010 earthquake in Port-au-Prince. Inside
was a handmade wooden chair with a shiny red scarf draped over it. The air
smelled unmistakably of the finest Haitian rum, Barbancourt, said to be the
favorite of the gods. Then he led me to a thatch house with a roof of rusted



corrugated tin, built over a dirt pit circled by a ring of bricks. This was the
peristyle, the main sacred space of the court, where the spirits are called.

I asked him about the battle that took place up the mountain. I wondered
what he thought about what Butler and the Marines did at Fort Rivière—if
they bore some responsibility for what he said was going to happen to the
world. He turned it over in his mind for a moment. “The way I look at it,
it’s not really them. It’s their government.… They been ordered to come
here. If they don’t go, I mean, they would have put them in jail. I say do
what you got to do.”

I was unsure what to think about that. The Marines had all volunteered,
if not fully realizing what they were going to be asked to do. Officers like
Butler were the ones who gave the orders on the ground; grunts like Gross
eagerly threw themselves into the maw. Perhaps Ramsey understood it
structurally. Or maybe he was just telling me what he thought I wanted to
hear.

I thanked him. Evens and I continued up the mountain. As we climbed
past the forest, to where the trees thinned out, the path grew even steeper.
Evens had to stop every few minutes to catch his breath and rest his six-
foot-five, three-hundred-pound frame. It seemed his pack-a-day cigarette
habit was catching up with him. Then, around a bend, I spotted them: the
stone walls of Fort Rivière. They were damaged and jagged, showing clear
signs of the dynamiting in 1915 and a century of erosion since.

The fort was still extremely far away. I asked a farmer how long it
might take to get to it. “O, sa se yon bon mache,” he replied. Evens and I
looked at each other. When a Haitian from the mountains tells you that
something is a “good walk” away, that’s far.

“I’ll wait for you here,” Evens said with a laugh.
I continued on, the farmer gamely offering to show me the way for a

small fee. As I struggled up a precipice between the peak and the valley, it
became clear why those particular Cacos had chosen this mountain as the
place to make their last stand. I also realized how deeply committed
Smedley Butler, and every Marine who climbed to the summit with him,
had to have been to wiping out every last vestige of Haitian resistance.



One of the most painful ironies of the U.S. occupation was that while the
Americans were crushing Vodou in Haiti, they were repackaging it as
entertainment back home.

Many popular works came out of the nineteen-year occupation. Former
Marine Lt. Arthur J. Burks—the pulp fiction writer who collaborated with
Butler on Walter Garvin in Mexico—published a series of short stories
about Haiti in the magazine Weird Tales in the 1920s.48 One, titled
“Voodoo,” features the mutilation of a young American officer and sacrifice
of a naked teenage girl. Orson Welles sold out theaters with his 1936
“Voodoo Macbeth,” a staging of the Scottish Play set on a fictionalized
Caribbean island. The literary-minded turned to Zora Neale Hurston, whose
ethnography Tell My Horse promised, according to her publisher,
“VOODOO as no WHITE PERSON ever saw it!”49

But no occupation-era work had a bigger impact than a short chapter in
William B. Seabrook’s 1929 travelogue, The Magic Island. In it, Seabrook,
a journalist and World War I veteran from Baltimore, describes chatting
with a Haitian tax collector about local legends of vampires and
werewolves. Then Seabrook asks about “one creature I had been hearing
about in Haiti, which sounded exclusively local—the zombie.”50

The tax collector puts a hand on his knee. “Alas these things—and other
evil practices connected to the dead—exist.” They are, Seabrook
paraphrases, a “soulless human corpse, still dead, but taken from the grave
and endowed by sorcery with a mechanical semblance of life.”

And with that, the zombie was introduced to America.
Some Haitians do believe that zonbi, the spirits of the recently dead,

linger on Earth. The author had wandered into the murky underworld of the
zonbi kò kadav—corpse-trapped spirits, or walking dead. Zonbi in this state
are used as labor: “occasionally for the commission of some crime,” as
Seabrook wrote, but “more often simply as a drudge around the habitation
or the farm, setting it dull heavy tasks, and beating it like a dumb beast if it
slackens.” The zonbi kò kadav, in other words, is a spiritual remembrance
of Haitians’ most scarring historical trauma: slavery.



Seabrook may have intended the story as a dark metaphor for the U.S.
occupation itself. The chapter concerns a platoon of zombies sold as
plantation labor to the Haitian American Sugar Company, or Hasco—one of
the main businesses supported by the occupation. Seabrook contrasts the
exoticism of Haitian magic with the firm’s name: “American-commercial-
synthetic, like Nabisco, Delco, Socony.”* Yet, he writes, its U.S. owners
were happy to profit from the dark arts. Where the field workers came from
“was no concern of Hasco, so long as the work went forward.”51

The chapter was adapted into the 1932 movie White Zombie.
Hollywood’s first zombie feature starred Bela Lugosi—fresh off his star-
making turn as Dracula—as “Murder Legendre,” a voodoo master who
zombifies a blond ingénue who has come to Haiti to marry an American
banker.

For a few decades, the zombie would remain racialized—often
distinctly Haitian—lumbering into white anxieties over immigration and
Black people migrating north.52 But like Hasco, Americans did not
ultimately care where our zombies came from.

In 1954, the sci-fi writer Richard Matheson wrote the postapocalyptic
fantasy I Am Legend, in which a global pandemic has turned most of
humanity into flesh-eating monsters. Matheson took a critical step:
combining the shuffling posthumans with the parasitism of the vampire.
One of Matheson’s fans, the filmmaker George Romero, was inspired by
the book to create his Night of the Living Dead.

Romero did not use the z-word in his first film. “We never thought of
the creatures in our film as ‘zombies’ because, like everyone else at the
time, we believed zombies to be those bug-eyed soulless beings that
wandered the fields in Haiti,” Romero later wrote.53 But in the sequels he
nodded toward his source material. In 1978’s Dawn of the Dead, he put a
telling piece of dialogue in the mouth of a Black protagonist named Peter,
as the heroes watch a horde of zombies overrun a deserted shopping mall:

FRANCINE: What the hell are they?
PETER: They’re us, that’s all. There’s no more room in Hell.
STEPHEN: What?



PETER: Something my granddaddy used to tell us. You know Macumba?
Voodoo. Granddad was a priest in Trinidad. Used to tell us, “When
there’s no more room in Hell, the dead will walk the earth.”

Two tendencies have flowed through zombie literature since. For
colonizers, zombie stories are powered by fears of revenge or contagion by
the people they conquered. For a decade before COVID-19, the CDC, as the
U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention is known, used a program
called “Zombie Preparedness for Educators” to teach middle schoolers
about preparing for disasters.54

For the colonized, the zombie retains its older connotations: fear of
abduction, assimilation, and losing one’s soul. In 1977’s global hit
“Zombie,” the Nigerian bandleader Fela Kuti mocks his country’s
postcolonial military: “Zombie no gon’ go, unless you tell ’em to go  …
Zombie no gon’ think, unless you tell ’em to think.”

Smedley Butler would claim as much in the last years of his life. “Like
all members of the military profession, I never had an original thought until
I left the service,” he would write in 1935. “My mental faculties remained
in suspended animation while I obeyed the orders of the higher-ups.”55 This
might have been a self-serving rationalization. Butler certainly exhibited
plenty of ingenuity, along with motivated cruelty, in his decades as a
Marine.

But then again, zombie literature, as it has evolved over the decades, is
replete with examples of “intelligent zombies”—the undead still capable of
creativity and individuality, even as they unquestioningly obey their drive to
kill and consume. Maybe Matheson had it right: It was contagious. In
stealing the zombie from Haiti, we became the zombies ourselves.

Two weeks after the massacre at Fort Rivière, in late November 1915,
Butler started work on the Gendarmerie d’Haïti, eager to put the plans for
the “mounted constabulary” he’d envisioned for Nicaragua into action.
Unlike the Central American Guardias Nacionales, where locals like
Anastasio Somoza would take leadership roles, deeper racism against Black



people ensured the Gendarmerie would consist of white Marine officers
overseeing Haitian enlistees. This was a compromise between the
paternalists like Butler and the apartheid diehards. Butler assured his
congressman father that his “little chocolate soldiers” would “do very well,
in time, and as long as white men lead them.” Littleton Waller summed up
his contrary view in a letter to Lejeune: “You can never trust a nigger with a
gun.”56

Marines who volunteered for the Gendarmerie were given new Haitian
ranks; as commandant, Butler became a Haitian général de division, with a
pay rate of $8,814 a year. Haitian enlistees, on the other hand, earned just
$120 a year as privates, up to $300 for sergeants. Members were issued
surplus Marine uniforms with the Eagle, Globe, and Anchors removed. The
Haitian coat of arms—palm trees and cannons under a “liberty cap”
representing democracy—was pinned on their hats.57

Because the massacre at Fort Rivière had effectively broken the back of
the Caco resistance for the time being, it felt safe for Smedley to start
encouraging his wife to come down.

“I am so tired of campaigning and just want thee, thee, thee,” he wrote
Bunny during a stopover in Guantánamo Bay, en route from Cap-Haïtien to
Port-au-Prince. “We will be very happy and comfortable in Port au Prince,
can make it just like Our Dear Old Camp Elliott and then I will be my own
boss again with a command four times as large,” he promised.58

Without her, Butler found it impossible to sleep through the night. His
quarters in Port-au-Prince were in an old Haitian army barracks next to the
destroyed National Palace. The old French colonial downtown around it
was cramped, noisy, and oppressively hot. The mosquitoes drove him
insane. Smedley tried to distract himself by working ten hours a day, often
into the night.

Ethel was hesitant to come. Some nights, Butler may have regretted
slipping the admission that he felt like he was living a nightmare—and the
“awfully shattered bodies at Fort Riviere”—into his letter to her. What
mother would want to bring her three children to a place like that?

But he probably could not help it. In addition to the traumatic stress he
had suffered throughout his career, Butler was almost certainly reeling from



what psychologists now call “moral injury”: having done, seen, or allowed
something that violated his deepest ethics. “War is an alternate moral
universe where many of the rules and values we grew up with are revoked,”
the war journalist David Wood would write a century later of veterans of
Iraq and Afghanistan. It is common, Wood wrote, for those with moral
wounds to “react with cynicism or bitterness, to distrust authority; to be
more prone to anxiety, depression; perhaps to seek comfort in isolation or
the self-medication of drugs, alcohol, or overwork. Most common, to never
talk about the war.”59

The conflict inside Butler grew even more serious when, in February
1916, he got word that he had been awarded his first Medal of Honor, for
his role in the invasion of Veracruz. Just three months removed from the
slaughter at Fort Rivière, the house-to-house killing he had carried out in
Mexico likely took on an even deeper level of obscenity. “I, even in my
most puffed up moments, can not remember a single action, or in fact any
collection of actions of mine that in the slightest degree warranted such a
decoration,” Butler wrote his mother. “I did my duty as best I could in Vera
Cruz but there was absolutely nothing heroic in it.”60

Not four months after he promised his two-year-old, Tom Dick, that he
was doing everything he could in Haiti to keep his children from being
ashamed, Smedley was now petrified by the vision that his sons, when they
were grown, might “proudly display this wretched medal, or rather
wretchedly awarded.” Butler wrote Secretary Daniels to demand the medal
be rescinded. Daniels ordered him to keep it.61

Indeed, more Medals of Honor were awarded for the Veracruz invasion
than for any action before or since: fifty-six. It was a gilding so wildly out
of proportion with a battle in which the U.S. troops were primarily fighting
civilians—many of them untrained women and boys—that some smelled a
cover-up. Exaggerating the heroism was a way of glossing over the realities
of that invasion, and the terrible costs of the tide of Yankee imperialism in
general. These were unpleasant truths best kept hidden as Wilson’s 1916
reelection campaign began and the debate heated up over whether to
intervene in the European war.



Perhaps hoping to drown out his demons with more fighting, Butler
began hoping for a transfer to Mexico in support of Gen. John J. Pershing’s
“Punitive Expedition” against Pancho Villa.* But those orders never came.
Smedley was stuck in Haiti, rearranging the pieces of the latest country he
had helped rip apart. He took to signing letters to his wife and children:
“Your loving, adoring, tired, lonely Dadda Piddie.”62

OceanofPDF.com

https://oceanofpdf.com/


 

TWELVE
DOMINICAN REPUBLIC

In 1916—while Butler was organizing the Gendarmerie and begging Bunny
to leave Philadelphia for Port-au-Prince—the United States invaded the
only uncolonized and unoccupied country left in the Caribbean. It happened
to be right next door.

The circumstances in the Dominican Republic were specific, but the
pattern had by now become familiar: local unrest and a presidential
assassination, a cash-strapped government forced to take out a controlling
U.S. loan (from City Bank, negotiated by Roger Farnham), and unfounded
fears of creeping German influence. American commanders in Haiti,
including Littleton Waller, were also getting fed up with mixed bands of
Haitians and Dominicans attacking their bases in the north, then escaping—
likely with the help of local Dominican officials—across the unpatrolled,
undemarcated border.1

U.S. banks already controlled the Dominican customs system under the
terms of the earlier “receivership,” managed by J. P. Morgan through its
subsidiary, Guaranty Trust. In the years leading up to the invasion, the
Wilson administration had presented the Dominican government with a new
list of demands: a U.S.-supervised presidential election, the installation of
American financial supervisors, and the replacement of the Dominican
military with a U.S.-organized National Guard.2

The invasion came when an anti-imperialist war minister, Gen.
Desiderio Arias, tried to wrest power from the more pliant President Juan
Jiménez. Two companies of Marines landed in the capital, Santo Domingo,
under the command of now-Capt. Fritz Wise, on May 5, 1916. Refusing to



countenance a full U.S. invasion on his behalf, Jiménez resigned without
naming a successor.

Rear Admiral Caperton sailed from Port-au-Prince to Santo Domingo
aboard the well-traveled USS Dolphin to demand Arias “disband his army
and surrender his weapons by 0600 hours on 15 May or face a full-scale
American attack.”3 Arias refused but retreated from Santo Domingo to the
city of Santiago de los Caballeros, in the interior Cibao Valley. That left the
oldest European-founded capital in the Americas in the hands of five
companies of U.S. Marines.

Over the next few weeks, thousands of Marine reinforcements landed in
the Dominican Republic. On June 26, the full Fourth Marine Regiment
under Col. Joseph Pendleton—Butler’s old commander in Nicaragua and at
Subic Bay—started racing toward Arias in Santiago. The regiment moved
as a “flying column”—a formation in which soldiers are equipped lightly
enough to move quickly but well-stocked enough not to need resupplying
from a rear base. It was a tactic derived in colonial warfare, having been
employed in the past by the French in Algeria, the British in South Africa,
and in modified form by the U.S. Army during the ethnic cleansing of the
Great Plains.

Pendleton took advantage of the latest technology, including a
complement of motorized trucks and eleven Ford touring cars to go with his
usual mule carts and horses. This was new: the first experiments in
motorized warfare were happening at that moment on the battlefields of
France and Belgium. The U.S. Army had deployed its first motorized
convoys just a few weeks earlier in Mexico in pursuit of Pancho Villa.

When the column neared Santiago, Arias surrendered, ending the
Dominicans’ best hope of stopping a full-scale occupation. Playing for time,
the Dominican Congress appointed a nationalist diplomat, Francisco
Henríquez y Carvajal, as interim president for six months. Henríquez
agreed to accept a U.S. financial adviser but rejected the rest of Wilson’s
demands. While the parties bickered, Marines set out across the countryside
to root out the last vestiges of armed resistance.



“My Dear Precious Darlings  … We left Port-au-Prince at 11:00 A.M.,
September 1,” Butler wrote Bunny and the kids in Philadelphia from the
Dominican town of Comendador. After four days marching in heat and rain,
a short train ride, and a marathon climb across the Sierra de Neiba
mountains, Butler and his flying column of two hundred Marines and
Haitian Gendarmes had found themselves just across “the ‘border,’” as he
wrote it, using scare quotes. “We just had lunch so must hurry back to
Belladere”—a Haitian village about nine miles away—“to make my
preparations for this raid tonight.”4 Where along that mountain road one
country ended and the other began was anyone’s guess.

The borderlands of the island of Hispaniola had changed hands, in
whole or in part—first between France and Spain, then the governments in
Port-au-Prince and Santo Domingo—no fewer than eighteen times over the
preceding centuries.5 For stretches the island had been governed as a single
entity, under the Spanish crown in the fifteenth century, the French
Republic in the late eighteenth, and under Haitian control from 1822 to
1844. A map adopted by the Dominican government in 1905 showed no
single official dividing line at all.6 In practice, the whole border region was
a semi-autonomous zone where Haitians and Dominicans mingled freely—
identifiable, if they were identifiable at all, by which language they spoke
most: Spanish or Kreyòl.

The first real attempts at establishing border controls had come at the
behest of the American customs officials in the years immediately prior to
the invasion, born out of their eagerness to “rationalize” trade under the
receivership and ensure that every possible international transaction was
taxed. Those officials would be key sources of information for the Marines.

In the months preceding the raid, Butler had become personally
frustrated with attacks on his new Gendarme posts in northeastern Haiti,
emanating from the border zone. In July, fighters—likely a combination of
Cacos and Dominican insurgents, known as gavilleros—had attacked a
Gendarme position at Ferrier and overrun a station at Capotille. Citing the
“constant uneasiness” in the area, he had taken his new Gendarmes on their
first “drive”—a mission to, as he told Bunny, “clean up that district.”7



Now, in the southern portion of the borderlands, he would lead an
assault onto recognizable Dominican territory. His orders were to capture a
Dominican insurgent named Celidiano Pantilion (or maybe “Pantillione”—
the Marines were unsure of the spelling), as well as the nationalist Haitian
lawyer Antoine Pierre-Paul, who had participated in a coup attempt against
the Haitian puppet president, Philippe Dartiguenave, and was believed to be
hiding in the mountains. But the Marines found nothing in the towns of Las
Matas, San Juan de la Maguana, nor in the village known as either Bucá
Creol or El Cercado.8

On September 11, 1916, the Marines arrived in the provincial capital of
Azua in the middle of the annual saint’s day fiestas, where they linked up
with a column from Santo Domingo led by Butler’s old friend from Panama
(and Samar veteran) Maj. Hiram Bearss. “Our appearance caused the
greatest confusion,” Butler wrote his wife. “We took all the government
buildings available for the men and horses and rented a little house for us
officers.”9

Most of the carnival-goers were understandably not happy to see the
invaders. Someone offered them food; another warned, too late, that the
bread had been poisoned. Over the next few days, as Marines fell ill, the
flying column temporarily decamped to the nearby plantation of the
American-owned Central Ansonia Sugar Company. All recovered. But for
the rest of the trip, Butler wrote, “my stomach was absolutely no use to
me.”10

So went the rest of the mission: four weeks hard marching, sometimes
covering more than thirty miles in a day, with no sign of “Pantilion” or
Pierre-Paul. In the end, all Butler had to show for his borderland raid was a
pair of seized rifles.

It was more successful as an exercise in intimidation. “We tried our
level best to provoke hostile assault on the part of the natives living in the
country through which we passed but to no avail,” Butler wrote his father
afterward, perhaps with a bit of self-aware sarcasm. “The people were most
hostile in their attitude, but not enough so to give us an excuse for
violence.”11



With the Dominican insurgents temporarily cowed, the Wilson
administration made it official. On November 29, 1916, Capt. Harry Knapp
of the U.S. Navy formally proclaimed a military occupation of the entire
Dominican Republic. The order justified this on the basis of alleged
violations of the 1907 bank “receivership” treaty—specifically the
Dominicans having since taken on more public debt (much of it courtesy of
Roger Farnham and the National City boys) to finance crackdowns against
internal insurrections.12 The United States now effectively controlled the
entire upper chain of the Caribbean: Cuba, Haiti, the Dominican Republic,
and Puerto Rico, as well as the archipelago soon to be known as the U.S.
Virgin Islands. It would formally occupy all of Hispaniola until 1924.

U.S. commanders took Butler and his fellow officers’ complaints about the
“border” seriously. “The matter of fixing absolutely the boundary between
these two countries, now unsettled and somewhat in controversy, is one of
my hopes during my sojourn here,” Rear Admiral Thomas Snowden, U.S.
military governor of Santo Domingo, wrote the commander of the First
Marine Brigade in Haiti in 1919. “Under the direction of the U.S.
Geological Survey, a topographical and geological survey is about to be
commenced and during its progress I hope to have the boundary line
between the two Republics definitely settled and fixed for all time.”13

Defining a nation’s borders is necessary for controlling it. In order to
tax, police, or bomb a place, it is useful to know exactly where one regime’s
rule ends and another’s begins. That meant that the farther the United States
extended its power beyond its own borders, the more it had to ensure the
borders of the territories it was involving itself in were clearly defined. The
closing of the Dominican frontier promised to signal “both the integration
of the region into the national economy and polity, as well as the global
economy, and into the arena of domination by the United States,” the
historian Lauren Derby has written.14

As one might suspect, many in the borderlands did not want that closing
to happen. In 1920, the Dominican governor of the province of Monte
Cristi, which is situated close to Haiti, complained to U.S. occupation



authorities about Marines deporting his Haitian residents. “Most [of these]
people are Haitians [who are] naturalized Dominicans, and some retain their
nationality but have lived here for many years and are land owners,” he
wrote. He blamed the “unjust abuses” on Americans’ unwillingness to
follow Dominican law: specifically, the constitution of 1865, which
guaranteed jus soli, or “right of the soil,” birthright citizenship for anyone
born on Dominican territory.15 As the historian Anne Eller has written, the
drafters of that constitution specifically had the children of Haitians in
mind; it was drafted in a moment of heightened cross-island cooperation, as
Haitian revolutionaries helped their Dominican counterparts win the
country’s final independence from Spain.16

Snowden ignored the provincial governor’s objection. A true believer in
“the white man’s burden; the duty of the big brother,” as the admiral once
wrote Josephus Daniels, his focus was on controlling people he deemed
inferior by restricting their movements.17 His administration banned
Dominican laborers from emigrating while regulating the immigration of
nonwhite sugarcane-cutters, or braceros, from Haiti and the rest of the
Caribbean.18

Soon after, the Americans passed responsibility for enforcing the
frontier to their new local franchise of Latin American client police: the
Guardia Nacional Dominicana. The composition of the force would be
somewhere between the model used in Haiti and the model the Americans
would employ in Nicaragua: at first the Guardia would be headed by white
Marine officers, with Dominicans given leadership roles soon after. The
blended approach was indicative of the confusion white Americans had
over how to categorize Dominicans, who, while predominantly of African
descent, on average had more European ancestry than their Haitian
neighbors.

But filling the Guardia’s native ranks was a challenge. Collaborating
with the occupiers was anathema to most Dominicans (a star pitcher for the
Escogido Lions of Santo Domingo, “Fellito” Guerra, became a national
hero during the U.S. occupation when he refused a contract to play in the
Major Leagues19). That left the Guardia to be filled by outsiders, social
climbers, and those with a thirst for violence, such as a cattle thief and



sugar mill guard named Rafael Leonidas Trujillo. Trujillo had direct Haitian
ancestry, on his mother’s side. But to ensure he would be accepted by the
Americans as a junior officer, he elided that on his application, declaring he
was a “white married man who did not drink or smoke.”20

An early record of abuses, including credible allegations by a
seventeen-year-old girl that Trujillo raped her multiple times, did nothing to
slow his meteoric rise. Trujillo’s American mentor, the future Marine Corps
Gen. Thomas “Terrible Tommy” Watson, noted in a typical efficiency report
that the snub-nosed lieutenant had “initiative, intelligence and good
judgment,” and was “one of the best in the service.”21

For a few years, Marines and Guardias worked together to crush
renewed gavillero insurgencies. As with Butler’s Gendarmerie in Haiti, they
made a particular point of attacking religious ceremonies based in African
traditions. In 1922, a unit led by Marine Capt. George H. Morse Jr.
slaughtered twenty-two followers of a professed Afro-Dominican prophet in
the borderlands.22

In 1924, with U.S. financial control firmly established through the
banks, the Marines withdrew from the Dominican Republic. The new
president, Horacio Vásquez, named Trujillo head of the Guardia, which
Trujillo redubbed the Ejercito Nacional, or national army. In 1930, elements
of the army revolted against the president. Instead of trying to control them,
Trujillo declared himself a candidate in a new election and won.

The Americans had not put him up to it, but they didn’t mind having a
friend in charge. Despite the fact that Trujillo’s soldiers had assaulted
would-be opposition voters, burned houses, and ultimately rigged him a 99
percent victory, President Herbert Hoover extended Trujillo his “cordial
congratulations” and offered him “best wishes for a most successful term of
office and the happiness of the people of the Republic under your wise
administration.”23

Trujillo became known as El Generalissimo, or simply El Jefe, the boss,
establishing one of the longest-lasting and most repressive dictatorships in
Latin America. In addition to overseeing a regime of murder and
surveillance, Trujillo was a pathological narcissist (he renamed the island’s
highest mountain after himself and changed the name of the capital to



Ciudad Trujillo) and an outrageous kleptocrat. He also had a reputedly
insatiable appetite for sexual violence.24

El Jefe’s power was built at the border. In 1929, Trujillo’s predecessor,
Vásquez, had negotiated a framework border agreement with the
government of still-occupied Haiti. Trujillo’s first priority as dictator was to
work out the details. It took a while, but in 1936, two years after the last
Marines finally withdrew from Haiti, Haitian president Sténio Vincent
toasted Trujillo as his guest in Port-au-Prince to celebrate the finalized
border treaty.

A year later, in the fall of 1937, rumors began spreading of people being
killed, en masse, on the newly consolidated Dominican side of the border.
By November 24, the whispers had grown pervasive enough for a brief
report to appear in the U.S. magazine The New Republic. According to the
correspondent, Harold Courlander—an anthropologist inspired to come to
Hispaniola after reading William B. Seabrook’s Magic Island—Haitians
had been rounded up and “slaughtered without respect to sex or age” by
Dominican Guardias acting with the assistance of local volunteers.

“Fires could be seen for a week, probable funeral pyres for hundreds of
hapless victims who did not move westward fast enough,” Courlander
wrote. Busloads of wounded Haitians were seen moving across the border.
One eyewitness told him “of seeing 400 Haitian dead” buried in a single
grave. “Until more complete accounts arrive,” Courlander concluded, “it
will be impossible to estimate the real extent of this violence.”25

Unbeknownst to the correspondent, the extent of the violence was
already broadly known to U.S. officials, who kept it secret. A month earlier,
the U.S. ambassador in Ciudad Trujillo had written Secretary of State
Cordell Hull to report that “a systematic campaign of extermination” had
been “directed against all Haitian residents.”26

The slaughter is remembered in the Dominican Republic as El Corte—
the cutting. An estimated twenty thousand people were killed for the shade
of their skin, their accent, or just because.27 But killing was only the first
step. By “Dominicanizing” the borderlands and enlisting the population in
genocide, Trujillo was embarking on a plan to solidify a racialized national
identity that would provide the justification for his continued rule. His



officials emphasized Haiti’s “Africanness” against Dominicans’ supposedly
more European and thus “superior” culture and traits. Dominican schools
taught pseudoscientific theories about the supposed inferiority and barbarity
of Black—that is, Haitian—people (a trend that continued in Dominican
textbooks into the twenty-first century).28

Trujillo had two audiences in mind. One was the United States. Many in
the Dominican intelligentsia believed, with reason, that their relatively
whiter, more Hispanic roots had convinced the Americans to end the
occupation there ten years earlier than in Haiti. Dominican officials hoped
that “‘another’ white country like the United States” would “understand
their racial dilemma” and take their side in any regional disputes, as the
Dominican American historian Edward Paulino has written.29

More important, they needed to convince the Dominican people that
only Trujillo could stop the looming Haitian “silent invasion.” His interim
foreign minister at the time of the ethnic cleansing, Joaquín Balaguer,
repurposed the native anger that had surged against Smedley Butler and the
other Marines during the U.S. occupation into a new Dominican
ethnonationalism, warning tendentiously that “the proximity of Haitian
imperialism is more dangerous” than “Anglo-American imperialism.”30

Demonizing the invented “other” was a political strategy being
employed to great effect by the fascists in Spain, Italy, and Germany at the
time. But Trujillo’s version would survive all those regimes. Because the
border remained strategically porous in spots—allowing the Dominican and
foreign sugar-growing elites to continue relying on illegally immigrated and
thus perpetually precarious Haitian cane-cutters—the specter of the Black
invaders would never diminish.

Trujillo’s personal luck ran out in 1961, when after thirty-one years in
power he was assassinated with guns believed to have been provided by the
CIA. (According to a later U.S. Senate investigation, the State Department
feared Trujillo’s violent excesses could pave the way for another Fidel
Castro–type revolution.)31 For the first time since the occupation,
Dominicans had a chance to choose their own leader; they picked the leftist
Juan Bosch. But Bosch was overthrown in a 1963 coup, supported and
solidified by yet another U.S. invasion ordered by President Lyndon



Johnson in support of anti-Bosch forces two years later. With the U.S.
Marines and 82nd Airborne Division standing by across the country, voters
went back to the polls and elected Trujillo’s protégé, Joaquin Balaguer,
instead.

During Balaguer’s decades in power—which stretched, with
interruptions, until 1996—Haitians in the Dominican Republic were
restricted to sugar plantation colonies called bateyes. As that system slowly
ended, and people of Haitian descent once again started moving into
Dominican cities, Dominican nationalists began fighting to limit Haitian
immigration and, if possible, expel those they considered haitianos.32

In 2010, a national assembly drafted a new constitution that excluded
the children of people residing “illegally in the Dominican territory” from
citizenship—effectively repealing jus soli birthright citizenship. Three years
later, a newly created constitutional court went even further: It ruled that
anyone who could not prove their parents, grandparents, or even great-
grandparents had been legal residents when they were born were no longer
citizens. The retroactive ancestry requirement went all the way back to 1929
—the year Trujillo’s predecessor, Vásquez, had worked out the border
framework agreement under U.S. supervision. A deadline was set for June
2015, by which time all those affected were to register themselves and their
families or face expulsion.

Though the law did not specify any particular race or ethnicity for
deportation, everyone knew who was being targeted: Haitians and people of
Haitian descent are the only major immigrant group in the Dominican
Republic. As the deadline neared, millions braced themselves for another
ethnic cleansing.

In November 2015, I went to the border. I approached from the Dominican
side, crossing into Haiti over a dry creek bed near the mouth of the
Pedernales River. Once I’d passed through exit customs, the only sign of
the border itself was a squat orange concrete marker stamped with the year
the border was made official: 1929.



In this limbo, about a mile up from the crossing, was a makeshift camp
home to thousands of fleeing Haitians and Dominicans of Haitian descent.
Most had been living on the barren patch for months, in shacks fashioned
out of whatever they could carry or find: used cardboard, bedsheets, old
clothes, bits of tin.

A shack close to the road, with driftwood walls and a couple of ratty
comforters for a roof, belonged to Peres Yves Jean and Mirlene Lamour.33

Both Peres and Mirlene were born on the Haitian side of the border. They
met as teenagers working on the far eastern tip of the island, near the all-
inclusive Dominican resorts of Punta Cana. As adults they became
sharecroppers on a Dominican farm outside the little town of Los Patos, on
the southern Barahona peninsula. They and their seven children spoke
mostly Spanish with Kreyòl mixed in. Peres and Mirlene loved dancing to
Dominican music and telling Haitian jokes. Their kids, like most
Dominican kids, loved baseball.

Because their parents had brought them illegally as children, Peres and
Mirlene were not Dominican citizens. Each of their children—three boys
and four girls—had a different legal status, based on whatever the arbitrary
laws had been at the moment each was born. But almost all the kids should
have been Dominican citizens, because they were all born on Dominican
soil before the constitution was changed. (Their youngest, two-year-old
Milana, was the exception.)

As I sat on an upturned plastic wash bucket, Peres told me what had
happened to them that year. In March, three months before the registration
deadline, he had been coming home from a day job when he was picked up
by men in khaki uniforms and thrown into the back of a truck. Because he
did not have identification, the men drove him fifty miles west to the
nearest border crossing and left him on the other side. Peres waited until the
truck disappeared, then headed back across the shallow river to the
Dominican side. For two days, he walked through cattle ranches and banana
groves, under the turbines of a wind farm, until he reached his family in Los
Patos. Then they gathered their things and left.

For a few weeks, the couple thought they could stick it out in another
town right next to the border, on the Dominican side. But as the deadline



approached, the drumbeat of threats and violence got louder. Before Peres’s
express deportation, a Haitian man had been found hanging from a tree in a
park in Santiago de los Caballeros, his hands and feet bound with black
cord. On the night of the lynching a nearby crowd of Dominicans burned a
Haitian flag and chanted: “Haitians out! If it’s war they want, it’s war
they’ll get.”34 Now Dominican neighbors began threatening their family.
Someone flashed a hatchet blade. When they would turn on their favorite
station, Radio Independencia, to dance to some bachata or reggaeton, they’d
hear the disc jockeys bantering about how the coming expulsions would go.

“All the Dominicans who lived around us knew that our children were
all born in the Dominican Republic,” Mirlene told me, with an air of
resignation. “But the hospitals and the big bosses, they didn’t know that.”
The couple’s seven-year-old daughter, Yahira, sat beside her, studying me
with her deep brown eyes.

So they crossed the border. Conditions were dire. In the five months
since they set up a home in the refugee camp, Mirlene had traded all their
dishware and one of their two mattresses for food. Like most of the families
now living on the dirt patch, they moved their cookfire inside the shack to
protect it from the constant wind and dust storms. On each of the four days
I spent at the camp, at least one shack caught fire. The only source of
drinking water was the river. Cholera had just claimed the life of a
neighboring family’s son.

Despite the threats, and the televised images of school buses and
soldiers preparing for a mass deportation, no ethnic cleaning materialized—
at least not on the scale of Trujillo’s 1937 massacre. A wave of international
attention and threatened boycotts against the Dominican tourism industry
saw to that. More quietly, in piecemeal fashion, Dominican authorities
deported an estimated 80,000 people of Haitian descent over the next two
years. Sporadic lynchings, including the hacking to death of a man of
Haitian descent in the town of Hatillo Palma in August 2015, convinced as
many as 130,000 more to flee on their own.35 As many as three quarters of a
million more people of Haitian descent remain in the Dominican Republic,
at risk for violence or eventual deportation from a place that has built its
identity, and sense of national self-worth, on an invisible line.



Though some may not realize it, Dominicans are trapped behind that
line as well. The border on Hispaniola is proof of the political philosopher
Frantz Fanon’s dictum that “the colonial world is a compartmentalized
world.”36 It was drawn at the behest of an imperial power, formalized in the
interests of foreigners, and consecrated in blood by a dictator empowered
and trained by the Marines.

Those officials knew, as do their successors today, that for capital and
elites to flow freely, subject peoples cannot. Fears of uncontrolled
movement are why, a century after Butler complained about the lack of a
clear border on Hispaniola, the U.S. government still helps fund, train, and
equip border patrols across the world, from Jordan to Kenya to Peru.37 That
list includes the Dominican Specialized Frontier Security Corps, or
CESFRONT—likely the force whose soldiers, dressed in U.S.-style desert
camouflage, picked up and deported Peres Jean. Each day, these heirs to the
Guardia fan out across the borderlands Butler and the Marines once
patrolled, keeping everyone, and themselves, in line.
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THIRTEEN
PORT-AU-PRINCE

By the late fall of 1916, Butler had had enough. “Stop spending money like
a drunken sailor on cablegrams and come down here,” he wrote Bunny.1

She did so a few weeks later with the kids. They all moved into a big house
in the hills above Port-au-Prince, with a shaded garden and a retinue of
Haitian servants. Smedley imported a used Stutz touring car the family
nicknamed “the blue bird.” Snooks and Smedley Junior, now nine and
seven, attended a French-language school. Tom Dick, just past his third
birthday, was learning Kreyòl and English at the same time—to the extent
that, as Ethel noted in a letter home, “his impulse is to speak the Haitian
tongue rather than his own.”2

The Butlers quickly established themselves as the power couple of the
occupation, hosting liquor-fueled parties that brought together Marine
officials and the Haitian elite. Butler was promoted to lieutenant colonel,
making him one of the highest-ranking officers in the occupation. Ethel was
often called on to escort the unmarried puppet president, Dartiguenave, on
trips throughout Haiti and at official functions. The position as surrogate
first lady offered her more influence and personal freedom than at any
previous posting. “If my two fathers could see me now!” she wrote in a
letter to Smedley’s parents and her own, recalling her thoughts at an official
dinner. “The black president of the ‘Black Republic’ on my right, the ditto
minister of finance on my left, and all the other members of the party tinted
the same dusty hue.”3

In January 1917, the Butlers threw a party for their most prominent
guest yet, when the naval secretary, Josephus Daniels, sent his deputy on an



inspection tour of the Caribbean. Franklin Delano Roosevelt was the scion
of three of the United States’ richest families. At thirty-five, he was already
a fast-rising star in Democratic politics, thanks in large part to his famous
last name.4 (Franklin was Teddy’s fifth cousin, once removed. His wife,
Eleanor Roosevelt, was Teddy’s niece.) The official purpose of Franklin’s
trip was to inspect America’s de facto colonies guarding the route to the
Panama Canal on the eve of an increasingly likely U.S. entry into the World
War. The subtext was to remind both the client governments and the
Marines overseeing them who was really in charge.

FDR steamed into Port-au-Prince Bay aboard the flagship of the North
Atlantic Fleet. The colonial city with the mountains above it reminded him
of descriptions he’d read of Vesuvius over Naples.5 When President
Dartiguenave sailed through the bay to greet him, every U.S. warship fired
a twenty-one-gun national salute—shaking the harbor, illuminating the sky,
and covering the waves in white powder smoke. It was an unmistakable
show of dominance.

Bunny hosted a welcome dinner at the Butler family home for
Roosevelt and his entourage, which included the Marine Corps
commandant, George Barnett, the Haitian president, and his cabinet. Then
they headed down the hill for an officers’ ball.

Smedley had “rented” the new National Palace, still partially under
construction, for the occasion. The Marine officers of the Gendarmerie put
in a wooden dance floor and thousands of electric lights. They decorated the
space with palm trees, rifles, and cannons, likely in a pastiche of the Haitian
coat of arms.6

Roosevelt was particularly bemused by the light-skinned Haitian
women of the U.S.-supported elite in their Parisian finery; he noted that
they wore “yellow-colored powder instead of flesh-colored powder on their
countenances” in his summary of the trip. Like Bunny, he was fascinated
and discomfited at the sight of Black people in positions of power. Ethel, as
usual, accompanied Dartiguenave in the reception line.7

Roosevelt spent a few days of his trip hiking in the dense forests around
Port-au-Prince. (The paralytic illness that would take away the use of his
legs was still several years in the future.) Butler and Col. Eli K. Cole, who



had relieved Littleton Waller as commander of U.S. ground forces in Haiti a
few months earlier, accompanied the assistant secretary across the bay to
tour the island of La Gonâve.8

FDR also lunched at the mountainside villa of longtime German
residents of Haiti, the Tippenhauer family. “Because under the Haitian law
only a citizen can hold real estate, and because citizenship is confined to
people of color, Herr Tippenhauer married the daughter of one of the
members of the Cabinet,” Roosevelt recorded in an account of his trip.9 The
German government, he noted, had used those connections to acquire a
sugar mill, railroads, ports, and several plantations.

This was not an idle observation. Roosevelt knew that Wilson’s State
Department was in the process of drafting a new Haitian constitution. Its
most important change, from an American standpoint, would be an article
allowing foreigners to directly own land in Haiti, without any residency or
marriage requirement.10

In fact, one of FDR’s personal goals for his trip was to prepare a private
investment scheme in Haitian agriculture. His efforts to personally benefit
from an imperialist project followed a long family tradition. Not only was
his “Uncle Ted” the godfather and prime beneficiary of the first wave of
U.S. global imperialism, both of his parents’ families—the Delanos, and his
paternal grandmother’s family, the Aspinwalls—traced their fortunes to the
China opium trade. The Aspinwalls in turn had reinvested their narco-
profits into the Panama Railroad; Franklin’s great-uncle, William Henry
Aspinwall, was one of the founders of the city of Colón.11

Franklin was intellectually prepared for a life in imperialism as well: in
his last year at Harvard, he had taken History 10-B: Development of the
American West, taught by Prof. Frederick Jackson Turner. He later had a
brief but enthusiastic correspondence about sea power with Alfred Thayer
Mahan.12

The desire to survey as much real estate as possible may have been why,
at the last minute, Roosevelt asked Butler to arrange a horseback trip for
him to Cap-Haïtien. Butler gamely complied, outfitting Roosevelt in a
Gendarmerie uniform and seeing his party off north. (“I was terribly
disappointed not to be able to accompany them but I have not been able to



mount a horse since the 15th of November,” Butler wrote his parents, citing
an apparently short-lived injury.13) On the trip, FDR climbed at least part of
the way up Black Mountain to visit what he called “the famous Fort
Rivière,” where he learned about Butler’s role in the massacre of the Cacos.

When he got back to Washington, FDR recommended Butler for his
second Medal of Honor for the Battle of Fort Rivière.14 Maybe Butler had
been chastened by the refusal to rescind his first Medal of Honor. Perhaps
he was loath to turn down a gesture from a rising star in U.S. politics. But
whatever torment he still felt about that battle, this time, Butler accepted the
award without complaint.

On June 19, 1917, an emergency meeting was held at the U.S. legation in
Port-au-Prince. The topic was the impending Haitian government rejection
of the State Department–written constitution, particularly the controversial
new clause permitting foreign ownership of land.

Throughout the tropical morning, a stream of U.S. military and
diplomatic officials had visited the National Palace to impress on
Dartiguenave the importance of the provision. A State Department official
later summarized their argument, swaddling the interests of American banks
and corporations in a blanket of paternalism:

It was obvious that if our occupation was to be beneficial to Haiti and further her progress it
was necessary that foreign capital should come to Haiti, in order to establish new industries
and stimulate agricultural production in the country. Americans could hardly be expected to
put their money into plantations and big agricultural enterprises in Haiti if they could not
themselves own the land on which their money was to be spent.15

For Haitians, land was synonymous with independence. After their
ancestors overthrew French colonialism and slavery in 1803, ordinary
Haitians were “less concerned with how foreign governments saw their
country than with defending their access to land,” the historian Laurent
Dubois has written. At the height of the French plantation system in the
eighteenth century, Haiti’s soil had been one of the most stupendous
engines of wealth in human history—the world’s leading producer of both
sugar and coffee at the time, by several orders of magnitude.16 Control over



the valuable land on which their forebears had toiled became the most
important social issue in Haitian society. Land was “the only thing, they
knew, that would provide them with real autonomy, dignity, and freedom.”17

There were some in the Haitian elite who did not object to selling their
nation’s hard-won birthright to American banks and corporations, including
President Dartiguenave. But as the client-president explained to Colonel
Cole, the Marine commander, the decision wasn’t his to make. The power
to promulgate a constitution resided with the delegates of the Haitian
parliament, who were at that moment meeting to decide the question. The
leaders of both the Senate and Chamber of Deputies had made it clear that
they intended to approve only a constitution constructed on their own terms,
which included leaving the prohibition on foreign landownership in place.

If installing a fake president was not enough to ensure their goals were
achieved, the occupation authorities would just dispense with the pretense
of democracy entirely. “There was nothing else to be done but dissolve the
National Assembly,” Cole told a U.S. Senate committee a few years later.18

To do it, he sent Smedley Butler.
Butler went to Dartiguenave to get an executive order. This was, the

occupation authorities knew, the way Woodrow Wilson would prefer to
have the last surviving democratic institution destroyed in Haiti: with a
patina of administrative procedure—not to mention plausible deniability.

But the Haitian leader refused to see Butler. An aide whispered that the
president was “very sick.”19 Butler explained that the president had no
choice. Cole had told him that if “the president did not sign the decree,” the
Marine commander “would suppress the National Assembly myself and
would recommend the establishment of a military government.”20

The president, who was apparently indeed suffering from some kind of
head cold, relented and issued the order, which was cosigned by four of his
five cabinet members. But Dartiguenave insisted that Butler deliver the
decree himself, in his role as commandant of the Gendarmerie. Butler said
he was willing to do so. But, he warned the president, “there may be
bloodshed.”21

When Butler burst onto the parliament floor, the senators and deputies
were in the middle of voting on ratifying their own version of the



constitution. They began to jeer and hiss at the strongmen. Smedley ordered
his Gendarmes, who had been detailed as security throughout the joint
session, to seal the doors.22 With the members now alarmed, the Marine
strolled to the speaker’s desk and calmly informed the presiding Senate
leader, Sténio Vincent, that he was carrying a message from the president.

Vincent, a forty-three-year-old conservative from Port-au-Prince who
had vocally opposed the occupation, asked Butler to hand him the order. He
read it through his pince-nez glasses, then asked if he could read it aloud to
the session. “I said, ‘That is the reason I brought it down here,’” Butler later
testified. But instead of reading the decree, the stentorian leader “entered
into a vicious assault upon me and all other Americans, and referring to us
as foreign dogs and devils dissolving the assembly.”23

The Gendarmes loaded their rifles, prepared to fire in defense of their
commander. Realizing the entire legislative body was now in the sights of
its supposed security detail, and not wishing to have a repeat of the
massacre of Fort Rivière on the parliament floor, Vincent gave in. Haiti’s
legislature was dissolved. It would not meet again for another twelve years.

Power, Butler knew, depended not only on violence but also on the
control of information. If word got out of the Marines’ role in the shuttering
of parliament, Haitians would be scandalized. So he summoned the editors
of all the national newspapers to Gendarmerie headquarters, where they
were ordered not to publish any details. Later that day, according to a
commission headed by Vincent, Butler had the records of the assembly’s
last votes removed from the parliamentary archives.24 In a letter to John A.
McIlhenny, a member of Franklin Roosevelt’s inner circle, Butler added
that he would later give him a “mouth to ear account” of what he had done.
“Am afraid to write it,” he explained, “for fear the Department of State
might get a hold of this letter by means of the censors.”25

Americans’ ignorance of our imperial history can be traced in part to
such cover-ups. “The presences and absences embodied in sources  … or
archives,” the Haitian scholar Michel-Rolph Trouillot wrote decades later,
“are neither neutral or natural. They are created … one ‘silences’ a fact or
an individual as a silencer silences a gun.”26 By covering his tracks, Butler
ensured there would be no accountability for the occupation’s actions from



either the Haitian or American publics, and that the story would be pushed
to the margin of both countries’ histories for generations to come.

With the legislature now abolished, the U.S.-written constitution was
placed before a popular plebiscite in the summer of 1918. Polling places
were overseen by Butler’s rifle-toting Gendarmes, who were encouraged to
actively campaign for the constitution’s passage.27 Less than 5 percent of
Haiti’s population voted. It passed overwhelmingly. In addition to the key
clause permitting foreigners to own land, the final draft vested the
legislative powers of the dissolved parliament in a “Council of State”
appointed by the puppet president. It also contained a special article
declaring: “All the acts of the Government of the United States during its
military occupation of Haiti are ratified and legal.”28

At the end of his life, Butler would look back at his actions at the
Haitian parliament as one of his signature acts of gangsterism; the crime
that above all others would make Haiti, as he would write in his War Is a
Racket years, “a decent place for the National City Bank boys to collect
revenues in.”29 Nearly two decades had passed since Butler first enlisted,
hoping to free Cubans from tyranny. Now, one island over, he had
personally helped destroy a democracy.

During my years living in Haiti in the late 2000s and early 2010s, I spent
countless hours in the front seat of a car—most often in a patched-up SUV
with the windows rolled down and my buddy Evens Sanon behind the
wheel. As in America’s former colony in Manila, traffic was so severe and
the roads in such terrible condition that even going a few miles could take
hours. It made the country feel much bigger than it was.

I learned a lot about Haiti’s dismantled institutions in that traffic.
Sometimes I’d be sitting behind an unregulated bus, overloaded with
passengers sitting on the roof, clutching their belongings for a dangerous
journey over the mountains. We might find ourselves breathing the exhaust
of an eighteen-wheeler hauling cheap imported food, thanks to neoliberal
trade policies that destroyed the country’s farm sector. Other times we’d
trail a bright-white armored personnel carrier of the United Nations’



peacekeeping mission—a foreign blue-helmeted soldier, one of the
thousands sent to enact the will of the United States and other foreign
powers, glaring at me from behind an M2 Browning machine gun. If we
were particularly unlucky, the highway would be blocked entirely by a
barricade or burning tires. With Haiti’s democratic institutions still in
shambles a century after Butler dissolved parliament, grinding traffic to a
halt was often the only way for angry citizens to make themselves heard.

This dysfunctional infrastructure was another of Smedley Butler’s gifts
to Haiti. In his counterinsurgency patrols and setting up of the Gendarmerie,
he had run into constant headaches trying to move troops and equipment.
U.S. investors—led by City Bank—had started funding a national railway
just before the invasion. But it was so haphazardly built that its only real
value was as an excuse for City Bank to collect on the debt the Haitian
government had taken on to build it. (The railroad company’s president
was, naturally, Roger Farnham.)30 The advent of the mass-produced
automobile convinced Butler and his superiors in the military that turning
horse trails and cow paths into a nationwide system of highways was the
way to go.

But who would build them? Butler had learned that, under an old set of
laws called the Code Rural, all of Haiti’s roads were managed by the rural
police, whose authority Butler’s Gendarmerie had usurped.31 The trouble
was that the Gendarmerie could barely afford to pay any salaries on a
meager $8,000-a-month road-construction budget, siphoned out of Haitian
customs revenues by the American receiver general. Without better pay,
farmers would not be eager to work for the Americans—especially a certain
Main Line Quaker who, he was informed, had become “known throughout
Haiti as ‘The Devil.’” (“A fine reputation that,” Butler commented, mildly
annoyed, in a letter to his father.)32

Butler thumbed through his Marine translation of the old 1864 Code
Rural. He noticed Article 54, which said that roads were to be “kept up and
repaired by the inhabitants from each section … through which they pass.”33

It sounded innocuous, but as a Haitian legal commenter noted in 1872, the
law as worded “gives rise to abuse,” especially since it stipulated that
workers would not be paid.34 Nineteenth-century Haitian governments had



used that law to justify the corvée—the return to slavery that earlier
generations of Caco insurgents had risen up to defeat.

Smedley Butler thought the corvée sounded perfect. “We had little cards
printed, notification cards, and lists of the names of citizens who should
work on the roads,” he told a U.S. Senate committee in 1921—convened to
investigate abuses in the ongoing Haiti occupation after Wilson had left
office and his rival Republicans had retaken power. “The Gendarmes then
delivered these little cards notifying them that on a certain date they would
report at a certain place and do their work or pay a certain tax.”

“They had the option?” the committee chairman asked.
“They had the option,” Butler replied. “Nobody had any money, so they

reported for work.” He compared it to a barn raising.35

Haitians saw easily through this veneer. “First, the work isn’t paid,” a
corvée survivor told the Haitian historian Roger Gaillard years later.
“Second, you worked with your back to the sun wearing nothing but pants.
Third, they only sent you home when you were sick. Fourth, you didn’t eat
enough, just corn and congo beans. Fifth, you slept in a prison or at the
construction site. Sixth, when you tried to run away, they killed you. Now
then, is that not slavery?”36

A Baptist missionary from Pennsylvania told the Senate in 1921 that he
had seen corvée workers “struck with such force by the Gendarme officer,
and for the merest trifle, until they would fall like logs”; on at least one
occasion he had “seen dead bodies covered with vermin, exposed and naked
for days” near a corvée work site.37 A Marine major admitted during that
hearing that some corvée workers were killed trying to escape.38 The
Gendarmes, the Baptist missionary told the committee, were always Haitian
—as with Trujillo and Somoza elsewhere, the white Marines elevated the
most brutal of them to do the dirty work.

The road to the north opened under budget and ahead of schedule.
Butler made the first drive from Port-au-Prince to Cap-Haitïen in his Stutz
“blue bird”—though at one point he needed a corvée team to pull the car
with ropes around a tricky bend. When Franklin Roosevelt cabled Butler to
congratulate him on the project, Butler responded coyly: “It would not do to
ask many questions as to how we accomplished this work.”39



Smedley Butler defended his management of the corvée by claiming he
only had the best interests of Haitians in mind. He would tell the Senate
committee that he had gone so far as to execute Haitian Gendarmes who
abused civilians. “The executions, of course, required the sanction and
approval of the president of Haiti. He signed the death warrants. On one
occasion we shot a Gendarme for shooting a prisoner. We never tolerated
abuse of prisoners or the public.”40

In addition to highway construction, Butler used thousands more
prisoners to staff a factory that made uniforms for the Gendarmerie, as well
as a bakery, a straw-hat factory, and carpentry and auto repair shops. But a
few months after Butler left Haiti in 1918, the new brigade commander,
John H. Russell, decided that the practice had sparked too much of a
backlash. He announced it would be officially abolished—as soon as
“certain roads, needed for military purposes, had been opened up.”41

The authoritarian mentality that characterized the roads’ construction
was reflected in the design of the highway system. So that the Marines and
Gendarmes could control every part of the country from the capital, the
highways connected regional centers to Port-au-Prince but not each other.
When I lived in Haiti, in order to get from the south end of the Dominican
border to the north end, a driver had to go fifty miles and several hours out
of their way to Port-au-Prince, forcing them to pass through the stalled and
smoking traffic of the capital on the way. Because it would be easier to
control a single international port than the dozen former regional centers,
most of the imports that have become the country’s lifeblood now arrive in,
and have to be trucked out of, Port-au-Prince as well. “Centralization did
not simply leap out of the head of the American occupier,” the Haitian
geographer Georges Anglade wrote. “It was a centrality materially produced
by the very demands of a dependent country to a center: the U.S.A.”42

The result is that in Haiti today it is often impossible to do business,
find work, or access education anywhere but the capital. As millions of
people moved to a city whose road infrastructure was built to serve fewer
than five hundred thousand, the streets of Port-au-Prince became largely
impassable. Each day, its arteries clog with the cars and foot traffic of
people trying to eke out a living, embittered by a broken system designed



with imperial control, not their lives, in mind. In 1921, Roger Farnham
boasted that the “beautifully done” Port-au-Prince-to-Cap-Haïtien highway
made the transit possible “easily in twelve hours.”43 I often had to budget
that long for the same trip a century later.

Military censors and cover-ups were some of the reasons Americans were
unaware of what was happening in Haiti in 1917. Another was that they
were distracted by the U.S. entry into a conflict that affected far more
people directly, as nearly five million Americans were mobilized for the
World War.

Though the children were happy in Port-au-Prince, and Smedley and
Bunny were in many ways at the apex of power and influence in their lives,
Butler became obsessed with being transferred across the Atlantic. There
was little fighting for him left to do in Haiti, and the work of managing a
Black republic felt, to him and his government, inherently less important.
The prospect of not proving himself in Europe, joining his comrades in
battle against the world’s most powerful armies, tormented him. “Had I
remained in civil life, I could have gone to France at least as a Lieutenant,
and saved my face,” Butler groused to his parents in October 1917. “As
long as the present gang stays at Headquarters, I will never be allowed to
get into the show and will have to remain a Black Cop.”44

In an effort to woo the Navy Department into approving his transfer,
Butler tried to make himself indispensable to Roosevelt. FDR’s plans for
his personal investment scheme depended on a small circle of friends in the
occupation. This group included John McIlhenny (the Louisiana-born civil
service commissioner and soon-to-be chief U.S. financial adviser to Haiti
had been one of “Uncle Ted’s” Rough Riders in Cuba and was the heir to
the Tabasco hot sauce fortune); another of FDR’s cousins, Marine Maj. H.
L. “Harry” Roosevelt; and McIlhenny’s old friend at City Bank, Roger
Farnham.45

Butler put the corvée to work for the FDR clique directly, using his
prison laborers to offload freight Farnham was importing into the port of
Saint Marc. He also offered to handle “any other ‘roughstuff’” that might



be needed, possibly meaning using the Gendarmerie to break strikes or
intimidate competitors. When Roosevelt and McIlhenny informed Butler of
their concerns that continuing German influence over Haiti’s wholesale
trade posed a threat to American interests, including their own, Butler said
he’d take care of it. He suggested Roosevelt persuade the Haitians to
symbolically declare war on Germany—which they did in July 1918.46

Plans for a formally incorporated Haitian trading company headed by
FDR and McIlhenny—with Roger Farnham as a consultant—only fell apart
in 1922 when McIlhenny, suffering a pang of ethics, decided he couldn’t
start work until he’d resigned as adviser to the Haitian government, and
other investors lost interest.47

There’s no evidence, at least none I found, that Butler held a financial
stake in the scheme. Nor did his participation achieve his intended ends.
Maud Darlington Butler, sympathizing as always with her son’s desire to be
at the center of the action, wrote him in the fall of 1917: “Sec. Roosevelt
told thy father when he was in Washington last Monday they all fully
realized thee should be in France, but they fear trouble when thee is taken
away from Haiti and they can ill afford to send soldiers to Haiti at this
time.”

Given all the “splendid work thee is doing in Haiti,” Maud said, as only
a mother can, “I don’t wonder they are having difficulty in finding someone
to take thy place.” But, she counseled, “I can wait patiently dear Smedley,
and I wish thee will. I fear we are not near the end of the trouble and I don’t
suppose any of us realize what may be before us.”48

The U.S. Occupation of Haiti, as it was officially known in Washington,
lasted for nineteen years. Like the war in Afghanistan a century later, it
seemed to get less popular with the American public with every passing
season; yet four consecutive U.S. presidents—Democrat and Republican—
left office without lifting a finger to end it. It took the fifth to bring the
Marines home: Franklin D. Roosevelt.

Though FDR played key roles in both the invasion and occupation (he
even claimed, dubiously, to have written Haiti’s new constitution himself),



as president he saw an opportunity to win friends abroad and outflank rivals
in Washington.49 In 1934, as part of his “Good Neighbor Policy” toward
Latin America, which also saw the end of the occupation of Nicaragua and
the revocation of the Platt Amendment in Cuba, FDR made the first visit by
a sitting U.S. president to Haiti. Coming ashore at Cap-Haïtien with the
help of his aides and a specially built barge, he shook hands with Haiti’s
new president, Sténio Vincent, the bespectacled Senate leader whom Butler
had threatened at gunpoint seventeen years earlier. There, Roosevelt
announced the withdrawal of the Marines, expressing his hope that the
Americans “would always be remembered as friends who tried to help
Haiti.”50 (The Crisis, the NAACP magazine founded by W. E. B. Du Bois,
which had opposed the occupation since the beginning noted: “The Marines
are gone but the American Financial Advisor is still there.”51)

The long-term achievements of the occupation were relatively minor: a
stabilized currency, a pause in military coups, and a temporary reduction in
foreign debt—thanks mostly to the prioritization of payments to American
creditors. As with the roads, new infrastructures for water, electricity, and
telephones were limited to Port-au-Prince, where they served to “both
justify and facilitate nearly two decades of imperial control,” as the
historian Claire Antone Payton has observed.

Modernization in Port-au-Prince disguised and contributed to the
neglect and deterioration of the rest of the country.52 First there was the
sheer loss of life. In late 1918, after the Butlers had left Haiti, another Caco
rebellion broke out. It was launched by Charlemagne Péralte, a former
Haitian army commander who had been taken prisoner and forced into a
labor camp by Butler’s Gendarmerie.53 Péralte’s leadership of the revolt did
not last long: on Halloween night, 1919, a year into his rebellion, a pair of
Marines dressed in blackface snuck into Péralte’s base in Grande-Rivière-
du-Nord and assassinated him at point-blank range.54 Having not yet
learned the consequences of parading Benjamin Zeledón’s body through
Nicaragua, the Marines took Péralte’s corpse to Cap-Haïtien. It was stripped
naked except for a loincloth around his waist, and lashed to a door with the
arms splayed out. The Marines took a photograph and made hundreds of
copies, which they dropped out of airplanes across the countryside. The



image, known today as the “Crucifixion of Charlemagne Péralte,” has
inspired generations of resistance.

Spurred on by Péralte’s martyrdom, the Second Caco War proved longer
and more difficult to win for the Americans than the insurgency Butler had
crushed at Fort Rivière. But this time the empire had developed more
efficient ways of killing as well. While Haitian Gendarmes slaughtered
Cacos and suspected Caco sympathizers on the ground, Marines used the
newest weapon of war—the biplane—to bomb villages from the sky.55

American investors took advantage of the new U.S.-written constitution
to snap up land and start large, plantation-style agricultural projects.
Dispossession ravaged the peasantry. The Haitian American Sugar
Company—whose cane fields were the setting of William Seabrook’s
landmark zombie story in The Magic Island—evicted scores of smallholder
farmers and drove small cane producers out of business. (The land around
the former Hasco sugar mill is now Cité Soleil, one of Port-au-Prince’s
largest and most destitute slums.) American capitalists monopolized
essential resources, particularly water; the jobs they offered were limited,
seasonal, and poorly paid.56

Butler’s most lasting mark on Haiti was the Gendarmerie. Following the
example Trujillo set with the expansion of his Guardia Nacional in the
Dominican Republic, near the end of the occupation the Gendarmerie was
reorganized into a new national army, the Garde d’Haïti. “We cannot
overemphasize the fundamental political difference between the Garde and
the army that was dismantled by the Marines,” Michel-Rolph Trouillot
wrote. While Haiti’s original army “saw itself as the offspring of the
struggle against slavery and colonialism  … the Haitian Garde was
specifically created to fight against other Haitians. It received its baptism of
fire in combat against its countrymen. And the Garde, like the [new] army it
was to sire, has indeed never fought against anyone but Haitians.”57

The army continued Butler’s legacy of manipulating local politics. In
the late 1940s, it kept a close eye on one of Vincent’s successors, the
nationalist Dumarsais Estimé. Estimé had opposed the occupation and U.S.
control. But his critique was not of capitalism, militarism, or the United
States itself. Rather, it was rooted in noirisme, a philosophy that attributed



Haiti’s problems to the members of the country’s tiny mixed-race minority
who had been favored in business and elevated to positions of political
authority under the Marines’ Jim Crow–style administration. When the
Garde saw that Haitian Marxists and independent labor groups were poised
to unseat Estimé, they stepped in and overthrew him first. He was replaced
by Gen. Paul Magloire, the leader of the Garde, who set out to consolidate a
Trujillo- or Somoza-style military rule.58

But Haiti’s path went in a different direction than its neighbors’. Elites
and the public lost faith in Magloire after his failed response to a
devastating hurricane. Protesters forced an election in 1957. The army’s
preferred candidate was a noiriste doctor, François Duvalier, whose mild
manner and lack of charisma led them to think he would be easy to control.
Duvalier’s background as a rural medical worker had also earned him the
respect of the Haitian peasantry (they called him “Papa Doc”), a rare
accomplishment among politicians vying for power in Port-au-Prince.

Though the Eisenhower administration was not thrilled to see a noiriste
take power, it saw Duvalier as preferable to more leftist alternatives. The
Defense and State Departments shrugged as the Garde, wearing knapsacks
labeled “U.S. Army,” massacred supporters of Duvalier’s chief rival in Port-
au-Prince.59

But Papa Doc did not turn out to be as manipulatable as the client army
or the Americans had hoped. Duvalier was served by the material and
psychic legacies of the American occupation. His Black nationalist ideology
appealed to those still wounded by the violence and humiliations of
American white-supremacist rule. He took advantage of the centralized
fiscal system to transfer enormous sums into the private accounts of the
ruling family and associates—sometimes as much as 40 percent of the
country’s GDP.60 A keen student of politics, he recognized the threat the
army posed to his power and created his own paramilitary secret police,
nicknamed the tonton makout, to counterbalance it.

Those who could not be persuaded or coerced into tolerating him were
tortured, exiled, or killed. Whenever it looked like the Americans might
challenge his kleptocratic regime, Duvalier simply pointed to nearby Cuba,
where Fidel Castro took power in 1959, to remind the Americans what the



alternative might be. Some U.S. officials actively supported the regime by
“discouraging American journalists from publishing pieces critical of
Duvalier and even relayed intelligence to the Haitian government regarding
a possible attack from Cuba,” as Payton has summarized.61

In 1971, Duvalier died of heart failure, leaving the presidency-for-life to
his nineteen-year-old son, Jean-Claude. “Baby Doc” further exacerbated
centralization by ignoring agricultural development and investing in
assembly plant manufacturing in Port-au-Prince, producing blue jeans,
baseballs, and clothes for Cabbage Patch Kids dolls in tax-free “export
processing zones” for shipment to the United States. In 1986, Haitians who
had had enough of hunger and repression forced the younger Duvalier to
board a U.S. Air Force cargo plane, bound for exile in Paris.

In the aftermath, the army Smedley Butler helped found was once again
in charge. The former Garde tried to prevent democracy from taking root by
massacring voters in a 1987 election. But in 1990, the first free election
since the occupation was held. Jean-Bertrand Aristide, an anti-Duvalierist
Catholic priest who promised land and economic redistribution, won—only
to be overthrown by the army nine months later. Several of the putschists
had been on the CIA’s payroll. At least two of the coup’s leaders were
trained by the U.S. Army.62

George H. W. Bush’s secretary of state called the junta “illegitimate.”63

But the administration focused far more attention on intercepting Haitian
refugees trying to escape to the United States. Tens of thousands were held
in the new prison camp, just built by the Marines for that purpose, at
Guantánamo Bay.

In the time-honored tradition of caprice and transitions of power in
Washington, President Bill Clinton reversed his predecessor’s policy and
reinstalled Aristide with a 1994 invasion by the Army and Marines. In
exchange for U.S. support, Aristide agreed to a “structural adjustment
program”—a neoliberal version of “dollar diplomacy,” overseen by the
International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, in which he lowered
trade barriers, slashed deficits, and privatized and deregulated state
functions in exchange for controlling loans.



Haiti’s economy spiraled. The former slum priest turned to fraud and
intimidation to hold on to power. In 2004, with Bush’s son in power, a rebel
gang and a band of ex-Haitian soldiers—trained in the Dominican Republic
and backed by a Republican nonprofit headed by Senator John McCain—
overthrew Aristide again.64

Between coups, Aristide had disbanded the former Garde, in an effort to
keep it from overthrowing him again. That left George W. Bush without a
client army to take control. So, for the third time in less than a hundred
years, the U.S. military again invaded Haiti, in March 2004, with the
support of the Canadians and the French. A few months later, they were
replaced by a United Nations peacekeeping force. As a report by the U.S.
Government Accountability Office quickly acknowledged, Washington had
in effect outsourced a new occupation to the UN.65

At the end of a century of upheaval, Haiti was a country unable to grow
enough food to support itself, with a crippled government, in which the
most powerful institutions were an armed United Nations force and the U.S.
embassy. It would not take much to send it all crashing down.

On the afternoon of January 12, 2010, at 4:53 P.M., an earthquake erupted on
Haiti’s southern peninsula, fifteen miles west of Port-au-Prince. I was in my
house in the hills above the capital when the shaking started. When it
stopped, I clambered over the fallen walls of my living room to find that the
neighborhood that had previously stood behind my house was gone. The air
was filled with cries of anguish and pain. A choking cloud of dust hung
above the earth. By the most modest casualty estimates, it was the deadliest
earthquake ever recorded in the Western Hemisphere. In its upper ranges,
with upward of 230,000 dead, it rivals the deadliest in human history.66

Among the hundreds of thousands of buildings torn to pieces by the
quake were the halls of power built during the U.S. occupation, including
the National Palace, finance ministry, and supreme court. The Port-au-
Prince cathedral—where Ethel Butler attended services with Dartiguenave
while it was under construction in 1917—was utterly destroyed.



The decimated Haitian government was forced to turn back to the
hegemon for help. Again, we sent the military: The U.S. Army’s 82nd
Airborne Division spilled out of helicopters onto the lawn of the destroyed
National Palace. The U.S. Air Force Special Operations Command took
over the airport. Nineteen American warships anchored offshore, led by a
nuclear aircraft carrier.

The top-down, highly centralized military model of the response left
huge parts of the quake zone unaided. Billions of dollars were funneled to
military contractors and aid worker expense accounts. The most powerful
figures in the response were Hillary and Bill Clinton: she in her role as
Barack Obama’s secretary of state, he in a panoply of roles including UN
special envoy and overseeing a World Bank–managed reconstruction fund.67

Following in the interventionist steps of her predecessors at State, from
Philander Knox to John Foster Dulles, Hillary Clinton disrupted a post-
quake election to ensure a pliable, pro-business president would take power.
All their efforts made sure the cataclysm would be used above all to further
the interests of global markets and the U.S. government.

The ultimate expression of this was the building of the $300 million,
U.S.-financed Caracol Industrial Park near Cap-Haïtien. The complex,
whose plans had been in the works since before the earthquake, was to
become a new economic hub: a complex of garment factories and low-wage
assembly plants that would at last achieve the long-unfulfilled promise of
export-based prosperity. The clients of the South Korean anchor tenant,
Sae-A Trading Co. Ltd., included Target, the Gap, Walmart, and Old Navy.
The Clintons headlined the grand opening of the park in 2012,
overshadowing the two Haitian presidents in attendance, including the one
Hillary had just helped win.*

I last went inside the industrial park in 2015. The garment factory floor
was clean and bright. The workers were miserable. Their measly wages,
starting around $4.75 a day, did not even cover the cost of food and
transport to work. The hours were long, the foreign managers overbearing.

The neighbors were also furious: as with the Hasco sugar mill a century
before, hundreds of farmers had been forced off their land to build the
complex. Some of the farmers fought back, reaching a settlement with the



Inter-American Development Bank in 2019. But in many cases all they
would get would be an opportunity for a low-wage job at the factory. It was
like a page out of the history of the U.S. occupation.68

The factory’s managers tried to stifle discord by promising production
bonuses and discouraging labor unions. But workers rebelled anyway,
forming unofficial unions and staging walkouts and strikes that were put
down violently by private security guards and Haitian police.

If the Clintons and the rest of the planners had paid attention to their
history, they might have realized why: they had constructed their site on a
wellspring of resistance. Back in 1919, after the Marines assassinated and
“crucified” Charlemagne Péralte, they took his body to the labor camp at
Post Chabert, the main site where Smedley Butler’s prison laborers had
sewed Gendarmerie uniforms. There, they dumped Péralte’s body into a
grave, wrapped in a Haitian flag. Apparently unbeknown to the Clintons or
the other planners, the former footprint of Post Chabert was where the
industrial park was built.69

On my last visit to Caracol, I snuck away from my factory tour to find
Péralte’s gravesite.* Some construction workers pointed me to a patch of
dirt with what looked like a slab of concrete left over from the new
industrial park at its center. As I walked closer, a squat, gray obelisk, tipped
over into the dirt, came into view. Green snakewood leaves struggled out of
its crevices in the horizontal light.

Because the marker was tipped over, I couldn’t read what, if anything,
was written on its side. But the workers knew who and what it represented.
As they walked past a few raised their fists in salute.

“What are you doing here?” asked one of the construction workers, a
young man named Anise Jean-Gilles.

I told him that I was researching the era when people like Smedley
Butler and Charlemagne Péralte lived, so that Americans would know about
our shared past.

“Americans don’t know about the occupation?” Jean-Gilles asked,
dumbfounded.

I shook my head.
His friends started laughing, but he didn’t think it was so funny.



“I don’t believe that!” he shouted. “I don’t believe Americans don’t
know about that! How is that possible?”

Try as Butler would to leave Haiti, Haitians would not quickly forget about
him. In 1933, the penultimate year of the occupation, the Haitian state press
published a novel titled Le Nègre Masqué (The Masked Negro), by the
writer Stephen Alexis. Its fictional protagonist, a Haitian lawyer named
Roger Sainclair, is driven to join a renewed Caco insurgency when the
woman he loves—the white daughter of a French diplomat—is stolen from
him by the arch-villain: the “ferocious and pale” Marine major “Smedley
Seaton.”70

The faux-Smedley is murderous and vindictive. He flaunts his wealth
and power, driving a flashy luxury car—inspired, no doubt, by memories of
the Butlers’ “blue bird”—through the poorer quarters of Port-au-Prince. He
practically breathes the n-word and demeans all Haitians as “filthy” and
“beaten-down.” As part of his scheme to win Sainclair’s girlfriend, the
Marine has the revolutionary arrested. As he is taken away, the faux-
Smedley curses the Haitian lawyer: “Goddamn son of a monkey, pariah,
cannibal, I will teach you to drool over my race.”

The protagonist responds with an explosion of rage:

What do I care about your lynchings, your electric chairs, your “water cures” and the tortures
you have introduced to this country? I am not afraid of anything. Do you believe, you
imbecile, that your domination of the weak will last forever?… One morning, you mechanical
men will be annihilated under the rubble of your skyscrapers and factories. Nothing will
remain, nothing, of your civilization of iron, cement, and linoleum—for you have built it on
nothing but material things!71

At the end of the book, the Haitian hero kills Smedley Seaton, by
plunging a steel dagger, slowly, through his throat.

The fictional Smedley is an amalgam of countless interactions with
different Marines. (Ethel would have been particularly amused and horrified
to think her husband’s actions had been motivated by lust for a French
woman.) Butler thought of himself as a great friend of the Haitians, their
protector and surrogate father. He even sometimes jokingly referred to



himself as a “Haitian”—for instance, declaring that “we Haitians want to
get everybody we possibly can on our side of the fence,” in a letter asking
his father’s boss in Congress, Republican Minority Leader James R. Mann,
to support Haitian development and the Gendarmerie.72

Butler became the symbol par excellence of American imperialism in
Haiti. “This officer of endurance and indomitable energy, who in his good
moments showed himself to be a sparkling conversationalist, had these
mood swings that crossed a line and placed him in the ranks of the most
vulgar saber draggers,” the historian Georges Corvington would remark.
“Butler would leave a lasting impression, one characterized by a unique
intermingling of devotion and cruelty.”73 When I asked the sociologist
Lewis Clorméus what he knew about Butler, he responded with a single
word: “Mechan.” Evil.
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FOURTEEN
FRANCE

When Congress declared war on the German Empire on April 6, 1917,
Americans dropped what little notice they had been paying to their colonial
conflicts and turned their full attention to the carnage in Europe. As
Congress outlawed dissent and Wilson’s federal investigators drove antiwar
voices underground, years of impassioned defenses of pacifism and
neutrality were swept away by a patriotic furor not seen since the Maine
blew up in Havana Harbor.

The Marine Corps command turned its focus from the ongoing
deployments in the Pacific and Latin America toward taking advantage of
mass mobilization and the first U.S. military draft since the Civil War. The
number of Marines swelled sixfold, from under 14,000 officers and enlisted
men on the day the U.S. entered the war to 75,001. Like Smedley Butler,
nearly every Marine became desperate to prove his worth in what many
imagined would be a “war to end war.”1

Many got their chance in June 1918, in a forest in northeastern France
that the Americans called “Belleau Wood.” For twenty days, the Fourth
Marine Brigade, along with Army infantry and contingents of French
colonial troops, held off elements of five German divisions bent on reaching
Paris. Over a thousand Marines were killed, thousands more were shot or
gassed. Among the battle’s survivors were Butler’s old friends Fritz Wise,
Hiram Bearss, and John Quick, along with Maj. Littleton Waller Jr.—the
soon-to-be-retired general’s son. The battle would take its place as a
keystone in Marine Corps lore. Dan Daly, Butler’s sergeant in the Caco
ambush, secured his canonization above all the rest when he led his men



into a counterattack, shouting: “Come on, you sons of bitches! Do you want
to live forever?”2

Smedley Butler was not there. As Maud had correctly noted, her son
had become a hard-to-replace cog in the occupation of Haiti. Headquarters
had refused to approve his transfer in time to make the battle. Smedley
seethed with jealousy as his little brother Horace joined the Navy and
seemingly all of Bunny’s male relatives went to France. Even Ethel’s cousin
Sam Felton was given a commission as director general of military railways
on the Western Front. “Someday,” Smedley wrote Maud and Thomas from
Port-au-Prince, “my grandchildren will be subjected to the remark, ‘Where
was your grandfather during the Big War?’ and they will have to hide their
heads in shame and either lie or say, ‘He was a policeman in the service of a
foreign black republic.’”3

Butler could not see the irony: that the imperialism he had helped foster
was a direct catalyst of the World War.4 The conflict erupted in 1914 as a
fight between empires: Germany and Austria-Hungary on one side; Britain,
France, and Russia on the other. All had spent decades in a complex global
struggle for colonies, resources, and prestige—a struggle that the Americans
(and Butler personally) had been parties to. The older empires, especially
the British, were filled with anxiety over new competitors to their global
supremacy. The Germans, as the United States’ fellow latecomers to global
expansion, were reading Alfred Thayer Mahan’s tracts on sea power and
empire when they declared: “We demand a place for ourselves in the sun.”5

Thanks to the reach of the belligerents’ empires, it was indeed a
worldwide war: fighting erupted in Africa, across the Middle East, and off
the coast of South America. The empires threw their colonized peoples into
the grinder, including over a million Indian soldiers drafted into the British
Army, hundreds of thousands of Algerians and Indochinese by the French,
and the German Schutztruppen in their African colonies—an equivalent to
the client police forces the Americans had set up all over Latin America and
the Philippines. Japan rushed into the war, too, taking the chance to join the
Allies and seize the German treaty port of Qingdao in China’s Shandong
Province—a cherry on top of the catastrophic breakdown of the old anti-
Boxer alliance.



Though Woodrow Wilson had promised to safeguard America’s
neutrality (he narrowly won reelection in 1916 with the slogan “He Kept Us
Out of War”—a claim the peoples of Veracruz, Haiti, and the Dominican
Republic could contest), the reach of the U.S. empire had made that pledge
impossible to keep. By 1917, U.S. bankers were financing nearly the entire
Allied war effort through billions of dollars in loans to the British and
French.6 The Germans saw the United States as a particularly dangerous
foe: in one of the decisive steps that pushed the United States into the war,
British spies intercepted a German telegram proposing an alliance with
Mexico in exchange for helping the Mexicans reconquer Texas, New
Mexico, and Arizona. (Mexican president Venustiano Carranza formed a
military commission to consider the offer, but decided against it.)7

In short, it was not a fight over any particular colony or sea lane that
sparked the cataclysm into which millions of American families were now
sending their sons, but imperial arrogance, mistrust, and the accelerating
war machines that made those empires run. As W. E. B. Du Bois would
explain a few years later: “If you are going to keep the colored world in the
position of exploitation in which it is today, then you are going to have war.
And not necessarily war between colored and white people, but war
between those white people who are fighting for the spoils that come from
the exploitation of the colored folk.”8

The U.S. war effort was accordingly run by veterans of America’s
imperial conflicts, starting with the supreme commander, Gen. John J.
Pershing, who, before pursuing Pancho Villa through northern Mexico, had
gotten his start suppressing uprisings of the Apache and Sioux, then risen to
the general staff by crushing the Moro Rebellion in the southern
Philippines.

Butler was eager to join them. He managed to get detached from the
Gendarmerie d’Haïti in the spring of 1918, with the help of his ally and
assistant commandant, John Lejeune. In May, he was transferred to the new
Marine training facility on the Potomac River at Quantico, Virginia, where
he would help Lejeune prepare recruits for deployment to France.

When Lejeune got his orders to head to the Western Front, Butler was
left alone at Quantico to manage his new regiment, the Thirteenth Marines.



He drilled and rallied them, leading training maneuvers on a re-creation of
the trench lines of France during the day, and rousing sing-alongs at night.
Finally, he tried a bureaucratic maneuver of his own: Butler took on
Secretary Daniels’s twenty-four-year-old son, Josephus Jr., as his
regimental aide, on the guess that the senior civilian in the Navy wouldn’t
be able to resist the political pressure to send his son to the war for long.

He was correct. The Thirteenth got its orders to head to Europe in
September. As the regiment prepared to set sail across the Atlantic, Butler
was breveted to colonel. By November, he would get his first general’s star.

Knowing the regiment’s number might make some of his recruits nervous,
Butler leaned into it. He nicknamed the Thirteenth his “Hoodoo
Regiment”—a knowing nod to his now thoroughly Caribbeanized
reputation. He broke camp on Friday the thirteenth of September, and
brought thirteen black cats aboard their transport ship, all in an effort to
lighten the mood.

Something else was brought aboard the ship as well. On the second day
at sea, Butler came down with a debilitating case of flu, and, as he told his
parents, “could not get up until the day we landed.”9 This was no ordinary
flu: Since identified as a variant of H1N1, the disease would kill more
people than any since the Black Death, and disrupt life on a scale not seen
again until the coronavirus pandemic of 2020. The 1918 pandemic would
slay at least fifty million people worldwide and account for nearly half the
115,000 U.S. military deaths during the war.

“We had a ‘hell’ of a trip over,” Smedley confided to his parents, in a
letter hand-delivered by a fellow officer to circumvent wartime censors.
“Our officers, medical and line, worked like the devil to save the men but
were almost powerless to overcome such terrific odds—we had at one time
fully 500 cases of influenza and over 90 of pneumonia.” At least a hundred
men, including the twenty-two-year-old son of one of Thomas’s former
colleagues in Congress, died before the regiment reached France.10*

Things did not get much better from there. Upon landing at Brest, a
harbor on the far western edge of Brittany, Butler learned that the



Thirteenth was not going to the front. Instead, it would be broken up and
distributed for guard duty in the ports along the Atlantic coast. “I am not
even allowed to go with them but am ordered to command this
concentration camp, the least desirable and lowest job in France,” he
groused to his parents. “However I am in France and will do all in my
power to make these poor miserable, wretched sick soldiers who pass by the
thousands through here as comfortable and happy as my poor strength will
let me.”11

He did his best. As he stood on the flat-bottomed barge taking his
Marines to shore, he looked out at the men from the bridge. “Their white,
drawn faces were pitiful,” he later recalled. “As we were casting off I called
out, ‘Do you suppose you could sing?’” The Marines responded with a full-
throated chorus of “Sweet Adeline.” They roused themselves and hiked the
three miles uphill to the mud-filled disembarkation camp of Pontanézen.12

In camp, Butler slogged through constant flu outbreaks and one of
spinal meningitis. He oversaw a top-to-bottom cleanup of the old
Napoleonic-era barracks, often wading waist deep in the muck to pitch in
himself. When the Army quartermasters ignored his repeated requests for
“duckboard”—wooden slats used to line the bottom of trenches, which he
wanted as sidewalks—Smedley marched down to the docks with seven
thousand men to break into the warehouse. Butler carried up a slat himself.
It was shades of his trip across Subic Bay—breaking the rules to help the
common soldier. Except this time, there were thousands of people on hand
to witness it, which meant no one could dismiss his defiance of authority as
a bout of insanity. The men started calling him “General Duckboard” as a
sign of affection.

A little over a month after their arrival, the armistice was announced.
Brest became the most important embarkation point for American soldiers
returning home. They were processed through Pontanézen with mass
feedings and mass delousings, attended to by the camp doctors and sixteen
kitchens each capable of feeding five thousand mouths at a time.

Though he never got his chance at the front, Butler was nevertheless an
eyewitness to the horrors of the war. The hordes of men passing through his
camp had been the victims and perpetrators of some of the most innovative



forms of cruelty in human history. The “chlorine gas cannon” the British
allegedly unleashed outside Tianjin in 1900 had now been mercilessly
employed, along with newer poison agents, by both sides of the European
conflict against one another. Many of the hundreds of thousands who came
through Pontanézen had been burned or blinded by gas. Others were
missing limbs. Most bore the mental scars of what they had seen and done.

Butler had seen and caused enough death to imagine what they were
going through. His instinctive identification with and empathy for the rank-
and-file soldier—“we roughnecks,” he called them—drove him to make the
doughboys, nurses, and staff as comfortable as possible.13 He kept up the
sing-alongs at night and ordered military bands to play music in regular
shifts. To keep production humming at the canteens, he organized
competitions to see who could feed the most men: the griddle cake makers
or the donut kitchen.14 He did everything he could to mitigate the rain and
the damp and the seas of mud.

“I get so tired by the time I go to bed at night that I see bright stars
jumping in front of my eyes,” Smedley wrote Bunny, adding that only “Our
Heavenly Father and my own overpowering love for thee” were keeping
him afloat. He called it “the most trying period of my life.”15

On a winter’s day, I found myself at the National Museum of the Marine
Corps. It is a grandiose complex, built atop a hill across the street from
Butler’s former training grounds at Quantico. The entrance is a soaring
glass-and-steel structure meant to evoke the famous photo of the Marines
raising the flag at Iwo Jima in World War II.

It was close to closing time when I arrived, meaning that I was mostly
alone in the exhibit halls. As I stopped to examine glass cases of Filipino
bolo knives, Caco swords, Marine machine guns, and Butler’s field uniform
from the Boxer Rebellion, it felt like I had the entire museum to myself.

A life-sized mannequin of a knife-wielding Marine overpowering a
German marked the entrance to the exhibit on the First World War. After the
preliminaries—some old recruiting posters, Woodrow Wilson’s declaration
that “the world must be made safe for democracy”—I reached a doorway



marked with a blood-red sign that read “Belleau Wood.” Inside was a
narrow hallway mocked up to look like a forest. The sounds of gunfire and
screams echoed from an unseen point just beyond the bend.

Suddenly, I stopped. A familiar sensation of nameless terror came
creeping in from behind my eyes. As the panic set in, I took a few deep,
steady breaths. Then I turned on my cell phone camera in order to mediate
the experience, as I had done during much of the real violence I’d been
through in the field, and stepped into the main display. The sounds, I
realized, were coming from a movie—a re-creation of Marines advancing
under fire.

In Butler’s day, no one knew what the condition that produced such
feelings was called. There had been stories of soldiers driven to panic by
memories of combat since humanity’s earliest surviving poem, the Epic of
Gilgamesh.16 In the early 1900s, military doctors reached for whatever
diagnoses they could find, such as the “dyspepsia nervosa” that got Butler
booted from Subic Bay. Surgeons in World War I dubbed it “shell shock.” It
would take until the Americans invaded Vietnam for it to be named, and
thus treated, as post-traumatic stress disorder, or PTSD.

For veterans in particular, these feelings are sometimes augmented by
the separate but related condition of “moral injury”—having done
something that violated one’s core ethics—which it seems Butler had
experienced acutely after the massacre at Haiti’s Fort Rivière. By the time
he was in France, he had spent nearly twenty years at war, struggling to
keep up with orders and bureaucracy, with little time to deal with his
internal contradictions. Having joined the Marines to fight against a
tyrannical empire and live out his parents’ Quaker ideals, he had spent two
decades invading other people’s homes and sacking their lands. “The poor
common people are the only sufferers, as is always the case, and their blood
will be on our heads,” Butler had written his parents from Nicaragua in
1912. And yet, he had kept on going.

I tried to imagine how those conflicts deepened for Butler during the
World War. Before coming to France, Butler had continually called the war
in Europe “the show”—“this thing of being left out of the show is really
more than I can stand,” he had written his parents from Port-au-Prince.17



Such letters seem callous. Did the killing only matter if an audience was
watching? Was the suffering he had caused in places like Haiti not enough
for him to feel fulfilled?

But surrounded by the echoes and flashing lights of the Belleau Wood
exhibit, I realized what Butler was getting at, cynical and unreflective as his
point was. He understood that his society saw Europe as the center of
civilization, humanity, and war. He had spent his life consigned to the
margins, fighting wars for wealth and influence that his superiors thought
better to downplay or lie about, against peoples a majority of Americans did
not see as fully human. He sensed that those wars, and by extension the
Marines who fought them, would be excluded from the public memory of
the United States; that of the wars fought in his lifetime, only the maximally
murderous one fought in a white man’s country would be considered
worthy of popular culture or multimedia spectaculars in the big Marine
Corps museum. Fighting in Europe must have seemed like the last chance
he would have to write a new narrative for himself.

But he missed the show. He arrived near the center of the action just in
time to be responsible for a giant bureaucratic headache—and just to be
confronted once again with the reality that, once the battles were over and
the objectives secured, even his beloved military did not care if the soldiers
who fought its wars lived or died, much less got sick or face-planted in the
mud.

In that cauldron of traumas, under the stress of running an overtaxed
“concentration camp,” as he called it, something reached a breaking point in
Butler’s psyche. He would come back from France changed.

The most senior officials in the United States came through Pontanézen
during Butler’s ten months in charge. Secretary Daniels came to visit his
son. Franklin Roosevelt came to settle some official postwar Navy business
and took Smedley out to dinner. President Wilson, on his way to the
postwar treaty negotiations in Paris, stopped to shake Butler’s hand.18

The brass was so pleased with Butler’s administrative skill that they
awarded him both the Army and Navy Distinguished Service Medals—the



former pinned on him personally by General Pershing.19 The French
government awarded him the Order of the Black Star, Commander Grade.
That last one may have been a Frenchman’s idea of a wry joke. The medal
—a gold-backed Maltese cross in white, overlaid by a black-enameled star
—was most commonly awarded to those who could prove a “stay of at least
three years overseas in the territories of French West Africa” or had
otherwise “rendered services to colonial expansion.”20*

Butler could not help but notice that he was being showered with more
official respect and acclaim—promoted in a space of a few months from
lieutenant colonel to full colonel to brigadier general—for running a muddy
camp on the far point of France than he had been given in decades risking
his life in colonial jungles.

Yet he had never felt less worthy. Not even his first, “puffed up” Medal
of Honor for the invasion of Veracruz made him feel such a distance
between the exemplary figure he wanted to be and the flawed man he was.
“For over twenty years I worked hard to fit myself to take part in this war
which has just closed, and when the supreme test came my country did not
want me,” he lamented in a note to his father. He began to mull for the first
time the possibility of quitting the Marines, on the basis of a faulty
prediction: “Can see no reason for continuing in the regular service as there
will be no more wars in our time.”21

As the demobilization wound down, the tensions at Pontanézen
ratcheted up. A Black regiment, the 369th Infantry, arrived at the camp in
early 1919. Nicknamed the “Harlem Hellfighters,” the regiment had spent
months under enemy fire. They fought at Belleau Wood under French
colonial command because the white American units refused to fight
alongside them.

The all-white military police at Pontanézen, embarrassed about their
time at the rear, greeted the Hellfighters with racist epithets, harassment,
and constant threats to delay the regiment’s return. “It seems as if we at last
had struck something worse than the Germans,” a member of the regiment
recorded in his diary.22

When the Hellfighters had finally loaded up their tenders to leave, one
of the battalion’s white commanders, Maj. Arthur West Little, was



approached by an officer he identified in his memoirs only as the “Chief of
Staff of the base.”23

“Major, I didn’t notice before, but you’ve got your band with you,
haven’t you?” the officer said.

The Hellfighters’ band, led by the famed Harlem bandleader James
Reese Europe, had become a sensation in the war, introducing France and
many of their fellow soldiers to ragtime and early jazz.

“Yes, sir,” Little answered.
The officer asked for a “little tune.”
“I’m sure it would be very welcome to us, sir, but I’m not taking any

chances of losing our sailing place. If you so direct, sir, I will give the
order.”

The officer told him their departure was assured.
Little told Europe to strike up the band before sailing away. “That Chief

of Staff was a human being,” he noted in his memoir.
Smedley told Bunny about the serenade in a letter home. He said it

reminded him of Haiti.24
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FIFTEEN
PHILADELPHIA

Woodrow Wilson laid out his vision for a new world order in the last year
of the World War. His “Fourteen Points” included open commerce on the
seas, self-determination for (mostly European) peoples to found their own
nation-states, and a ban on secret alliances. This system was to be overseen
by a new League of Nations, governed by an executive council whose five
permanent members would be the victorious empires of the conflict: the
United States, Britain, France, Italy, and Japan.1

Americans on the whole wanted nothing to do with it. Exhausted by war
and the flu pandemic, dismayed by an economic downturn, their attention—
and aggression—turned inward. In the summer of 1919, race riots broke out
across the country. Whites attacked returning Black soldiers, laborers, and
many of the 1.6 million African Americans fleeing Jim Crow for the
uncertain promise of jobs and safety in the North. Hysteria over Eastern and
Southern European immigration and the recent revolution in Russia sparked
paranoia and persecution of those suspected of Communist or anarchist ties.
The Ku Klux Klan remade itself into an anti-immigrant, anti-Catholic, anti-
Jewish, and of course anti-Black organization—its numbers swelling thanks
to the popularity of D. W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation.2

In 1920, voters—including, for the first time, white women nationwide
—overwhelmingly rejected Wilsonian internationalism and the Democratic
nominee James M. Cox. (Cox’s running mate, Franklin D. Roosevelt,
helped doom the ticket by bragging on the stump about his role in the Haiti
occupation.) Instead, they chose the Republican Warren G. Harding and his



running mate, Calvin Coolidge, who advertised their anti-internationalist
intentions with the slogan “America First.”3

With no new invasions or occupations on the horizon, there was little
for a stateside Marine brigadier general to do. Smedley Butler became
commandant of what had now grown into Marine Base Quantico. He
organized a football team and personally supervised the construction of a
thirteen-thousand-seat stadium, built by his Marines, mostly by hand. (The
Quantico stadium is still named for him.)

Butler also staged big publicity stunts with the aim of guaranteeing
funding for the Corps. The biggest were his modernized “reenactments” of
Civil War battles. Held on location at battlefields including Gettysburg and
the Wilderness outside Chancellorsville, Butler’s Marines demonstrated
how things might have turned out if the Union or Confederacy had
airplanes, machine guns, and other modern technologies of the 1920s.
Thousands attended the spectacles, including President Harding and elderly
Civil War veterans.

But fake battles and football couldn’t hold Smedley’s attention for long.
The Senate rejected his offer to return to Haiti as U.S. high commissioner,
likely due to the negative publicity churned up by the chamber’s 1921
committee investigation into the corvée and other atrocities.

Then in 1923, Butler got an alternative proposition from the mayor-elect
of Philadelphia, W. Freeland Kendrick. His hometown was being overrun
by gangsters—“banditry, promiscuous sale of poisonous liquor, the sale of
dope, viciousness and lawlessness of all kinds,” as city officials informed
the White House.4 If the president granted Butler a leave of absence from
the Marines, would he be interested in taking a crack at running the
Philadelphia Police Department?

“It’s a big job Tommy and the people of Philadelphia are expecting a
whole lot of things that neither I nor anyone else can accomplish,” Butler
wrote a friend stationed at Guantánamo. “However, in Marine Corps style, I
will do the best I know how.”5



Philadelphia’s police department was founded in 1854, making it one of the
oldest in the United States. Until then, the streets of William Penn’s city,
like most in the North, had been patrolled by ad hoc committees of night
watchmen and private guards, charged at first with keeping Native
Americans from venturing into town. (In the South the first organized law
enforcement patrols were built on similarly racist grounds: hunters tracking
Black people trying to escape slavery.)6

The first modern civilian municipal police debuted in London in 1829.
London’s leaders chose that model over a gendarmerie-style military force,
on the theory that their citizens would find being managed by shock troops
of the state “odious and repulsive.” But as the sociologist Julian Go has
written, the London Metropolitan Police nevertheless took cues from
empire: its founder, Sir Robert Peel, took core organizational concepts,
including ranks like “sergeant” and “superintendent,” from Britain’s
colonial Irish Constabulary, which he had helped found a decade before.7

The London model was imported by Boston in 1838, then New York in
1845. These police forces would also be shaped by the political realities of
the places in which they operated. Starting in the late nineteenth century,
the cities of America’s eastern seaboard would be run by single-party
organizations known as “machines,” which derived their power from
finding jobs and interceding on citizens’ behalf in the courts, in exchange
for party loyalty.

Philadelphia’s machine was known simply as the “Republican
Organization.” One of the Philadelphia police’s main jobs was to run a
racket on its behalf: collecting protection payments from both legitimate
and criminal enterprises.8 A muckraking journalist observed in 1903 that, on
election days, police would stand beside the ballot box “to see that the
machine’s orders are obeyed.” Specifically, they were there to ensure that
“repeaters”—voters enlisted to cast multiple ballots on behalf of the
Republican Organization—were “permitted to vote without ‘intimidation’
on the names they, the police, have supplied.”9

Reformers working in the Roosevelt-Wilson tradition of Progressivism
had tried to stamp out police corruption by turning to the closest example of
an organized security force available: the military. They adopted the



centralized chain of command that had been developed to fight the war in
the Philippines and studied the Army and Navy War Colleges as models for
professionalized officers’ schools. In 1912, a Philadelphia police chief
debuted an Army-inspired guidebook for patrolmen and taught them the
“correct ‘position of attention’ and the proper ‘salutes.’”10 These efforts
sometimes created friction with the founding ethos of Anglo-American
police as civilian organizations, engendering pushback from the community
and the ranks.

In 1919, a new policing problem dawned with the ratification of the
Eighteenth Amendment, which made the prohibition of alcohol
constitutional. The demand for illegal alcohol attracted a new class of
criminals and made millionaires out of those willing and able to take
advantage. In Philadelphia that class included Charley Schwartz, a former
small-time nightclub and gambling impresario who became known for
carrying bankrolls of $500 notes. There were also the Lanzetta brothers,
whose network cooked “alky” in home stills in the row houses of Italian
South Philadelphia. An ex-Philly cop named Charles Haim, and his brother
Irving, established a bootlegging operation out of Havana.11

Philadelphia’s most dangerous gangsters were Mickey Duffy, a.k.a.
“Mr. Big,” who ran the beer racket out of southern New Jersey and lived in
a $1,000-a-week suite at the Ritz-Carlton Hotel; and Max “Boo Boo” Hoff,
an erstwhile boxing promoter and nightclub owner whose liquor ring—
housed under his innocuously named Franklin Mortgage & Investment
Company—was in league with Al Capone.12

The racketeers engaged in the Philadelphia pastime of bribing cops and
enlisting those who could be bought as security in their bootlegging
operations. The sheer amounts of money to be made by flouting Prohibition
brought the old problem to unprecedented heights.

By December 1922, there was so much corruption in the city’s
Prohibition enforcement that the Philadelphia Inquirer couldn’t help but
joke, in response to its own headline about civilians who’d posed as “dry
raider” cops to collect $200 in bribes: “They must look like pikers to some
of the real ones.”13



As gangland killings proliferated and stories of police corruption
spread, public pressure began mounting for the city to do something. That’s
why Kendrick had tapped Butler: if merely imitating the military wasn’t
enough, perhaps bringing in a real live, highly decorated Marine general
would calm his backers’ nerves.

On January 7, 1924, Mayor Kendrick inducted Smedley Butler as director
of the Department of Public Safety of the City of Philadelphia. Wearing his
Marine general’s uniform, Butler took the oath of office in front of a City
Hall Christmas tree. A half hour later he returned in the new paramilitary
uniform he had designed for himself: a blue suit with gold trim, and a
barracks cap with the city seal of Philadelphia above the band and
embroidered Marine officer’s quatrefoil on top. The finishing touch was a
cape, modified from his Marine mess jacket, with a bright red lining.

The City of Brotherly Love had changed since Smedley was growing up
on the Main Line. Its population had more than doubled to almost two
million, making it the third-largest city in the United States and one of the
ten largest in the world. One in five Philadelphians were immigrants; the
most-heard foreign language was now Yiddish, followed by Italian,
German, and Polish.14 The Black population had also swelled, thanks
mostly to the displacement from the South that would later become known
as the Great Migration. By the mid-1920s, around two hundred thousand
Philadelphians were African American.15

Many of the newcomers were desperately poor. Housing shortages
meant old homes were divided into squalid tenements; a 1921 study of the
homes of recent Black arrivals summarized their conditions as
“deplorable.”16 Hoping for better lives, many of Philadelphia’s poor and
working class joined the labor movement, in turn feeding elite fears of
Communist infiltration. A string of purported “Bolshevik” bombings of
officials’ homes had rocked the city in 1919.17 At the same time, the
moneymaking opportunities of bootlegging and organized crime attracted
some who lived in the slums.



Adding to the tensions, many white Protestants had been swept up by
the trend of “scientific racism”: the racist and anti-immigrant writings of the
eugenicist Madison Grant, who had been a friend and ally of Theodore
Roosevelt; the antisemitic ravings of Henry Ford’s newspaper, The
Dearborn Independent; and the Harvard-educated lawyer Lothrop
Stoddard’s bestselling book, The Rising Tide of Color Against White World-
Supremacy. Pennsylvania became a hot spot for the re-founded Ku Klux
Klan, some of whose members appointed themselves freelance Prohibition
enforcers.18

The police often took the side of whites—including the immigrant
“white ethnics”—when trouble arose. In the aftermath of an anti-Black riot
in South Philadelphia in 1918, two patrolmen arrested Riley Bullock, a
thirty-eight-year-old Black man who had allegedly been defending himself
with a razor blade from a white mob, only to shoot him inside the station
house.19 On other occasions, the Klan and cops were at odds. The night
before Independence Day 1924, two Main Line policemen were shot
responding to a large Klan rally and cross burning just outside the grounds
of Butler’s alma mater, the Haverford School.20

Butler decided to use the tactics and strategies he had developed at war
and in setting up the Latin American constabularies, especially the Haitian
Gendarmerie, to bring order to a fraying city. Dressed in his new uniform at
City Hall, he informed the senior officers of the department: “I hold officers
responsible for what goes on in their districts. They must please me or I will
reduce the offenders on sight. That goes from the lieutenant straight down
the line.… You have forty-eight hours to clean up.”21 (This was more
merciful than his policy in Haiti, where abusive Gendarmes were executed.)

That evening, he gathered two thousand rank-and-file cops at the
Metropolitan Opera House. His “fellow policemen,” he said, could forget
about all their past misdeeds. From that point on, they would start with a
clean slate.

Then Butler gave his final order of the day: to hunt down the bandits.
The first officer who killed a gangster in the commission of a crime would
receive an immediate promotion.22 “I don’t believe there is a single bandit
notch on a policeman’s gun in this city,” he said. “Go out and get some.”23



Butler’s lethal methods did not stop at encouragement. He created a
“gunnery squad,” and ordered new armored cars with the rear seats turned
around “like an artillery limber” so the officers in back could get off a clean
shot. He implemented strict new physical requirements—tests of officers’
hearts, lungs, vision, hearing, and stamina—and lowered the maximum age
for applicants from thirty-eight to thirty. To make sure targets would not get
away, he ordered an “iron ring” of “information booths,” modeled after
Marine observation posts, on each of the twenty-one major roads out of the
city and equipped them with squad cars and bandit-chasing motorcycles. He
installed four huge searchlights under the statue of William Penn atop City
Hall, to illuminate escaping gangsters and flash their license plate numbers
in code. He even issued .45-caliber revolvers to the fire department, which
also fell under his jurisdiction, which they were to carry even when off
duty.24

His reliance on killing was surely a product of his training. But as
important was whom Butler was prepared to kill. As a Marine he had
developed a hierarchy of lives worth protecting: his own men’s, then
“innocents,” then a succession of others. The bootleggers were “others,”
twice over: mostly foreign-born, foreign-seeming, or nonwhite; and, as he
deemed them, “bandits.” It was the epithet soldiers had used to justify the
killing of insurgents from the Philippines to Haiti, as a way of disgracing
them in the eyes of those who might look up to them. (Mickey Duffy and Al
Capone were no revolutionaries, but the kind of popular bandits the
historian Eric Hobsbawm has called “avengers”—“men who prove that
even the poor and weak can be terrible.”25) Even as his feelings changed
about war, Butler also felt a responsibility to protect his men and his
hometown. As he told his officers: “A policeman who shoots a bandit is
serving his city exactly as a soldier when firing at his country’s enemies.”26

For the first few weeks, Butler ordered a series of forty-eight-hour
continuous sorties in every part of the city to sniff out and shut down
illegally operating bars. He pledged to sleep in his City Hall office until the
mission was complete. The New York Times declared on its front page:
BUTLER BEGINS WAR: UNDESIRABLES FLEE FROM PHILADELPHIA.27



In one forty-eight-hour push in late January, 1,045 arrests were made in
seven hundred different operations. In two days in early February, another
800 prisoners were taken. Many of the cops took their bandit-hunting
instructions seriously: in May, near the Italian Market, a crew of detectives
spotted a heavy truck with a canvas cover over its load. When the truck
refused to stop, they began a high-speed chase. Somewhere near South
Eighth and Fitzwater Streets, one of the officers heard a shot from the
crowd and responded with a volley of gunfire. A firefight in the open street
ensued.28

Some Philadelphians objected to being treated like colonial subjects by
a force that increasingly resembled a Guardia Nacional. One man wrote to
the secretary of the Navy complaining of “military tactics which might do
in Mexico and other places and has no place in the administration of civil
affairs.” Butler, he said, was acting like a “military dictator.”29

But no matter how aggressive the raids got, the saloons didn’t stay
closed for long. No sooner would the cops clear one out than it would
reopen again, fully stocked. One of the problems was that Butler’s “troops”
were arresting the wrong people: In the first six months under his
directorship, the Philadelphia police carried out 15,734 arrests. Of those,
one-quarter were Black, even though African Americans made up less than
8 percent of the city’s population. A third of the Black men hauled in were
arrested for “drunkenness”—meaning they had simply consumed, not been
distributing, alcohol.30

Despite Butler’s clear orders to get the kingpins—“bootleggers who can
write checks for hundreds of thousands,” as he called them—the major
gangsters went largely untouched.31 In June, a patrolman responding to a car
crash recognized the driver as Mickey Duffy. The gangster boss got out of
his car and knocked down the cop. Once the officer regained his footing, he
handed Duffy off to three fellow officers while he went to look for a
telephone to call in the arrest. When the patrolman got back, both Duffy and
the other officers were gone.

It seemed that for all of Butler’s civic posturing, the bootleggers still
had friends in high places. Duffy was “said to be enjoying sunshine at
Atlantic City,” the Inquirer reported soon after.32



A century later, on May 30, 2020, thousands of protesters were massed
across the street from City Hall. A line of Philadelphia police stood behind
them, equipped with riot shields and helmets. The young demonstrators
were by all appearences unarmed and unarmored, except for the cloth
masks most wore to protect each other from the novel coronavirus. They
chanted “Black Lives Matter!” and the name of George Floyd, a Black man
who had been suffocated under a cop’s knee five days earlier in
Minneapolis, setting off an international wave of protests against police
brutality. When the police put up their shields, in apparent preparation for
an assault, the protesters began hurling water bottles.

But the protesters had not come to confront any living cops. They were
there to renegotiate the way the city understood its past, by taking down a
statue honoring Philadelphia’s most notorious police chief turned mayor,
Frank Rizzo.

Francis Lazarro Rizzo was born in 1920. His father, Rafael—better
known as Ralph—was an Italian immigrant who spent four decades as a
cop in South Philly. Ralph was on the force, and likely one of the patrolmen
in attendance at the Metropolitan Opera House on that night in 1924 when
Smedley Butler told his officers to kill the bandits.33

Frank followed his father into the department in 1943. His first precinct
command was in West Philadelphia—which, thanks to discrimination and
federal guidelines that discouraged issuing mortgages in neighborhoods
with large Black populations (a practice known as “redlining”), had turned
into a hyper-segregated ghetto.34 Rizzo quickly developed a reputation for
brutality there. Black clergy warned the mayor at the time of widespread
sentiment in their community that “Frank Rizzo hates Negroes.” Rizzo was
transferred to Center City, where he specialized in raiding underground gay
and lesbian bars. (Some of his officers would sexually assault the female
patrons.)35

When he became police commissioner in 1967, Rizzo dismantled
community relations efforts and pushed for punitive tactics such as “stop-
and-frisk.” He also furthered the militarization of the force. In the face of



protests for civil rights and against the Vietnam War, Rizzo assembled
machine-gun squads and kept “busloads of officers scattered throughout the
city, ready to speed to any trouble spot”—a World War I tactic, historians
have noted, used by the French to defend Paris from the Germans. He also
pushed for the purchase of armored vehicles and set up a citywide
intelligence apparatus to monitor left-wing radicals and other suspected
troublemakers. Researchers later found that Rizzo’s spies kept files on at
least eighteen thousand people.36

All of this was happening amid deepening cooperation between police
and the military. In the 1960s, as the U.S. government taught foreign police
to crush suspected Communist insurgencies—training many at the Inter-
American Police Academy, whose first campus was in the Panama Canal
Zone—the FBI and Army in turn were teaching American cops to use
counterinsurgency techniques against radicals, particularly Black would-be
revolutionaries, at home. Rizzo bragged before a board of federal agents in
1967 that his officers had arrested several “card-carrying members of the
Communist Party.”37

In 1972, Rizzo was elected mayor. His record as a hard-line blue-collar
populist—a defender of Philadelphia’s conservative whites against the
Black community and other forces of change—won him a national
spotlight. He opposed affirmative action for Black hiring and shut down
efforts to build public housing. While campaigning for a charter change that
would allow him to run for a third term—a campaign opposed by the
NAACP—Rizzo told a crowd: “I’m going to say to the people of this city:
Vote White.”38

Rizzo had come up in a police force that bore a disturbing resemblance
to Somoza’s Guardia in Nicaragua or Trujillo’s in the Dominican Republic.
As the city’s leader, he kept the impression going. As a Pulitzer Prize–
winning investigation by the Philadelphia Inquirer uncovered in the late
1970s, under Rizzo’s mayorship, police coerced confessions by savagely
beating suspects, twisting their testicles, and other tactics tantamount to
torture.39 His favorite targets were leftist revolutionary groups, especially
those centered on communities of color, such as the Black Panthers. (W. E.
B. Du Bois, who died in 1963, would have recognized Rizzo’s tactics. As he



wrote of his time living in Philadelphia’s Black Seventh Ward: “Police were
our government.”40)

Rizzo’s most infamous target was MOVE, a mostly Black radical
commune that staged frequent protests against police brutality and mass
incarceration and preached self-liberation for colonized peoples. A series of
escalating confrontations, including the alleged police murder of a MOVE
member’s newborn baby, culminated in Rizzo ordering MOVE’s eviction
from their West Philadelphia house in 1978. In a predawn raid, hundreds of
cops fired thousands of rounds and tear gas, then flooded the Victorian
home with high-capacity water jets. One officer was killed in the crossfire.
Twelve adult MOVE members were beaten and arrested.41

By 1985, MOVE had a new house, and Philadelphia had its first Black
mayor, Woodrow Wilson Goode. The son of North Carolina sharecroppers,
Goode had grown up under the weight of Philadelphia’s systemic racism
and informal segregation.42 But as in the places Americans had conquered
overseas, the system of militarized control Butler and Rizzo had each
fostered in their own ways was durable enough to keep thriving under a
coopted member of the colonized class. As residents of MOVE’s new
middle-class neighborhood accused the group of harassing and beating
them, the mayor called the commune “terrorists” and promised to take
action.43 A renewed standoff ensued. On the late afternoon of May 13, 1985,
Police Lt. Frank Powell dropped a bomb of C-4 plastic explosive and Tovex
out of a helicopter. It exploded on impact, igniting drums of gasoline the
commune stored on the roof. Police commissioner Gregore J. Sambor—a
former Army Reserve major who had risen to power under Rizzo—gave the
order: “Let the bunker burn.” Veterans compared the inferno to scenes they
had witnessed in Korea and Vietnam. By morning, two city blocks were
destroyed. Six adults and five children were found charred to death in the
wreckage of the home.44

Rizzo died in 1991, in the middle of a campaign to once again become
mayor. A ten-foot-tall bronze statue of him was unveiled in front of the
Municipal Services Building in 1999.

In the mid-2010s, young Black activists began organizing weekly
protests calling for the statue’s removal under the social-media slogan



“#FrankRizzoDown.” “It represents nothing but white supremacy,” one of
the organizers, Megan Malachi, explained.45 Their efforts drew fierce
opposition from police and Rizzo’s still-powerful legions of fans. By 2020,
the fight over runaway police militarization, the disproportionate police
killing of Black people, and racist memorials had blown up into a
worldwide struggle.

Donald Trump made opposition to the Black Lives Matter movement a
centerpiece of his reelection campaign that year. His rallies made prominent
use of the “Thin Blue Line” flag—a rendering of the U.S. flag in black and
white, with a single blue stripe down the middle, representing the “colonial
mythology,” as one scholar put it, that police forces are “a thin blue line of
defense” against a savage “invasion from within.”46 The day before the
protest around the Rizzo statue, Trump had called for protesters to be shot,
tweeting: “When the looting starts, the shooting starts.” Trump said he had
learned the saying from the “very tough” Frank Rizzo.47

The police were already believers in that philosophy. Like Butler—who
saw himself as a bulwark against the foreign invasion of Jewish, Polish, and
German bootleggers—and Rizzo, the self-appointed guardian of Philly’s
“white ethnics,” they spent the summer of 2020 allying with and sometimes
fighting alongside the white supremacist and neofascist heirs of the KKK:
the Proud Boys, “Patriot,” and militia movements. During the George Floyd
protests, Philadelphia police permitted white vigilantes armed with baseball
bats and hatchets to roam free, threatening protesters.48

In the plaza across from City Hall, tensions neared a boiling point.
Police watched as protesters tried futilely to push the Rizzo statue down
from behind, then to pull it over with a bungee cord. At one point, a man
wearing a backward Phillies cap and black bandanna over his face climbed
the statue and began smashing a hammer against its head.49 But Rizzo was
too deeply embedded. Rebar and concrete overwhelmed all efforts to tear
the statue down. As protesters gave up and left, police rushed into the
thinning crowd. A sergeant with the transit police began assaulting
protesters with his baton, leaving two with head injuries that landed them in
the hospital.50



After days more of police cars burning, stores being looted, and cops
firing tear gas and rubber bullets, the chaos subsided. The police occupation
of poor Black neighborhoods continued: months later, Philadelphia police
would shoot and kill a twenty-seven-year-old Black man named Walter
Wallace Jr.51 But the weeks of protest turned out to be a watershed in the
United States, fostering new public pressure to grapple with white
supremacy and police repression, at least in its symbolic forms. Around
midnight on June 3, 2020, city workers removed the statue of Frank Rizzo
and hauled it away.

Butler’s influence on the militarization of policing, both at home and
abroad, would endure. His actual time on the force was briefer. Though his
door-busting, guns-blazing raids significantly juiced the arrest numbers, few
convictions stuck. Some of that was the fault of sloppy policework, and the
fact that the police were mostly focused on the wrong, small-time,
disproportionately Black targets.

But Butler focused on another, equally important piece of the puzzle:
that many of the magistrates who were letting his prisoners off, as well as
many of his cops, were in the pockets of the city’s most powerful men.
After a string of raids temporarily shuttered a group of well-connected bars,
the Philadelphia North American reported that the city treasurer had been
overheard remarking at the Twenty-Fourth Ward Republican Club, “This
country, as well as the Republican Organization, would be a hell of a sight
better off without Butler.”52

Butler had long bristled against the strictures of the military chain of
command. On his own, as a civilian, his rejection of authority was
unbridled. Realizing that his ideas about order and the role of the police
were different than the machine’s, he began to strike back against his
political superiors. In the summer of 1924, Butler cut the number of police
precincts in half, redrawing the new ones’ boundaries so they would no
longer conform to—and thus no longer be under the influence of—the city’s
powerful ward bosses. Then, in September, his police raided two machine
hangouts that were illegally serving alcohol.53



It was at this point that Mayor Kendrick began to second-guess his
decision to hire the Marine. Rumors of Butler’s imminent firing prompted a
letter-writing campaign from fans of Butler’s policing. (Some have aged
better than others: the head of the state women’s chapter of the Ku Klux
Klan wrote President Coolidge* that Butler “made it possible for the women
to go out at night in safety on the streets of Philadelphia.”54)

It seems that Butler’s job was saved, for the moment, by a coincidence.
The hangouts he’d raided were under the protection of a less powerful
faction within the machine, loyalists of the late Republican senator Boies
Penrose. The real power in the organization, and thus Philadelphia, lay with
Thomas Butler’s fellow congressman William Scott Vare. The squat,
chinless politician had grown up poor in South Philly, rising to power as a
trash-hauler, then construction contractor, who bought his way into the
machine.

By the time Butler came to town, Vare’s faction was firmly in charge. It
was Vare who had handpicked Kendrick as mayor. Vare would have
claimed the job for himself, but he had his eyes on bigger things, starting
with Penrose’s vacated seat in the U.S. Senate. (Vare would win that race in
1926, only to have the Senate refuse to seat him due to evidence of rampant
election fraud.) When Prohibition hit, he had come to understandings with
the crime syndicates who would continue to supply his mostly immigrant
constituents with beer, wine, and whiskey.55

But Butler’s goal was not to keep his job. It was to accomplish his
mission. He had earlier identified a South Philadelphia machine politician
and distiller, Henry J. Trainer, as the probable source of much of the alcohol
flowing through the Quaker City. Trainer was one of the largest holders of a
legal federal permit for so-called industrial alcohol and was therefore
permitted to dispense to manufacturers of perfumes and medicines.56

It was a racket—“something that is not what it seems to the majority of
people,” as Butler would later define the term, “conducted for the benefit of
the very few, at the expense of the very many.”57 Butler’s police estimated
that just forty of the five hundred recipients of legal alcohol in the city were
bona fide manufacturers. Most worryingly, much of the “permitted” stuff
being distributed was isopropyl—rubbing alcohol, unfit for human



consumption. One coroner estimated that a dozen Philadelphians died in
one day of 1925 from consuming bad liquor.58

In early December 1925, Magistrate Edward P. Carney informed Butler
that alcohol was flowing freely at a high-society debutante ball he had
raided at the Ritz-Carlton. Officers seized a few bottles of wine and
champagne and brought them to the police lab, where tests confirmed that
they had an alcohol content greater than the legal limit of one-half of one
percent. Butler ordered the Ritz-Carlton’s manager arrested. The whole
hotel was to be shut down and padlocked.

“And I mean the whole hotel,” Butler said. “Something must be done to
teach these big fellows that they must obey the law as well as the little
fellows.”59 He also ordered action against two other posh hotels—the
Bellevue-Stratford and the Walton—where similar liquor violations had
been reported.

That was the last straw. The 150th anniversary of the signing of the
Declaration of Independence was the following year. Mayor Kendrick was
not going to let his city’s best clubs and hotels get shut down at a moment’s
notice, on the eve of a tourist bonanza, just because of a few hundred
violations of federal law. That Mickey Duffy would have been locked out of
his favorite suite at the Ritz surely didn’t help matters.

On December 22, Kendrick ordered Butler to resign. As Pennsylvania
governor Gifford Pinchot, an old Teddy Roosevelt Progressive, had
remarked presciently a year earlier: “Butler had little dangerous opposition
before he tried to break up the old-time alliance between the police and the
liquor gang politicians.”60

When Anti-Saloon activists pooled their money for the bronze plaque
that would end up in the city hall—with its bitterly accurate tagline, “He
proved incorruptible”—Butler called it a “tombstone to a living man” and
snapped that he didn’t care if they put it up or not.61 He went back to the
Marines, convinced he had been fighting the wrong gangsters all along.

OceanofPDF.com

https://oceanofpdf.com/


 

SIXTEEN
SHANGHAI

Like any good dysfunctional family, the Marines welcomed Butler back
after his ouster from Philadelphia with open arms and his old rank of
brigadier general. John Lejeune, who’d become commandant in 1920,
assigned him to the Marine base in San Diego, California.

It was not exactly a coveted command: an out-of-the way assignment on
a stretch of coastal desert next to the Mexican border—fueling Butler’s
anxiety that he was again being sidelined for impulsiveness and his past
clashes with the chain of command. But Lejeune promised it was an up-
and-coming post, noting “the West Coast is gradually becoming the center
of naval activity.”1 Smedley, Ethel, and all three children—Snooks,
Smedley Junior, and Tom Dick, now nineteen, sixteen, and twelve—sailed
from New York in January 1926, passing through the Panama Canal and
waving to their old home at Camp Elliott on the way.

San Diego turned out to be as boring as Butler feared. The most
excitement in his first months there was an oral infection that resulted in
him having twelve teeth pulled, and then being hospitalized with low blood
pressure.2 Having been inspired by his experiences with the bootleggers to
give up alcohol, he tried enforcing Prohibition laws—hitting a former
colleague from Haiti with a court-martial for drunkenness—only to be
mocked in the national press as “Saint Smedley” and “Meddly Butler.” (“As
far as I am personally concerned, they can all go to hell,” Butler wrote a
colleague in the Navy.)3

But there was one unexpected feature of the post: its proximity to
Hollywood. The Corps had agreed to help Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer make



Tell It to the Marines, a feature film that would serve as a recruiting tool for
them and a star vehicle for the most celebrated character actor of the day,
Lon Chaney. Nicknamed the Man of a Thousand Faces, Chaney had
become an international celebrity for his equally terrifying and sympathetic
portrayals of the title roles in films like The Phantom of the Opera and The
Hunchback of Notre Dame.

Butler signed on as a consultant, charged with teaching Chaney how to
look and act like a Marine. The result was a pitch-perfect imitation of Butler
as “Sergeant O’Hara”—complete with Butler’s crooked smile, his snappy
regimental movements, and even his real-life Marine Corps mascot: an
English bulldog named Jiggs, as himself.4

Because they were filming in California, the MGM filmmakers had to
imagine an adventure for their characters to go on across the Pacific. In the
movie, the Marines make their first stop at a Navy fueling station on
“Tondo Island,” a fictional mosquito-infested waypoint “six miles this side
of Hell” that audiences immediately recognized as a stand-in for the
Philippines.5 Then they continue on to Shanghai.

The “Chinese” sets, built on an MGM studio lot and the Iverson Ranch
in Simi Valley, bore no resemblance to either the political realities of China
at that moment nor the bustle and glitz of mid-1920s Shanghai. Instead, the
writers lifted a story from the most recent thing most Americans had heard
about China: the Boxer Rebellion. Chaney and his fictional Marines rescue
the love interest, a Navy nurse played by Eleanor Boardman, from a mob of
bandits in barbarian furs and nineteenth-century peasant garb. (The Boxer
types are led in yellowface by Warner Oland, a Swedish American actor
who would later become famous for his portrayals of Charlie Chan and Dr.
Fu Manchu.)

Tell It to the Marines would end up the top-grossing film of Chaney’s
long career. It also added a new dimension to Butler’s already considerable
fame. Chaney’s impression of Butler—gruff, tough-as-nails, but ultimately
lovable—became the model for how generations of future Marine drill
instructors would learn to carry themselves, in real life and on film.6

The filmmakers turned out to be even more prescient in the short term.
While the movie version of Smedley Butler was thrilling audiences across



America, a storm was raging that would draw the real one back across the
Pacific very soon.

By 1926, China was in chaos. The Boxer Rebellion had ended a quarter
century earlier with the foreign powers in control of more Chinese territory
and wealth than ever, and the Qing dynasty on its last legs. In 1911, another
rebellion succeeded in turning the army against the ruling family, forcing
the last emperor of China—the late Empress Dowager Cixi’s great-nephew,
six-year-old Puyi—to abdicate a year later. The intellectual architect of
Chinese nationalism, Sun Yat-sen, made his way to the city of Nanjing to
declare the birth of the Republic of China, with himself as its first
president.7

Sun’s celebration was short-lived. With several leaders claiming power,
China entered its version of the Mexican Revolution: protracted conflicts
between regional warlords. In the north was the Beiyang government,
whose founding leader, the egomaniacal ex-Qing general Yuan Shikai, had
tried to place himself on the Dragon Throne. Sun’s Guomindang, or
Nationalist Party, was contained in the south. In between were a cast of
disaffected army officers and petty bandits—men with nicknames like “The
Jade Marshal” and “The Dogmeat General”—whose only real ideologies
were their personal right to plunder or rule.

This all felt extremely foreign to most Americans. But as Butler knew
from his first tour in China, the United States had been involved throughout
the unraveling.

Sun Yat-sen admired the United States. He had spent years living in
Hawai‘i, before and after the annexation. He wore Western suits, sported a
cowboy mustache, and converted to Christianity.8 His governing
philosophy, the “Three Principles of the People,” self-consciously echoed
Abraham Lincoln’s formulation, “government of the people, by the people,
for the people.” He also envisioned a scheme of “cultivation and
colonization” that drew explicitly on American ideas of the frontier—and
thus, indirectly, on Frederick Jackson Turner’s Frontier Thesis—in which
landless peasants and soldiers of China’s ethnic Han majority would



“civilize” those on the periphery, including the Manchus and Tibetans, and
Muslim ethnic groups.9

Sun’s admiration was not blind: He sympathized with the Filipinos
during the Philippine-American War, at one point trying to help smuggle
weapons to Aguinaldo’s forces from Japan.10 He allied with the reform
movement of the exiled journalist Liang Qichao, which condemned the
United States for its participation in the Boxer War.11 But Sun believed that,
in the end, the American people would support his revolution to overthrow
the Qing monarchy and replace it, eventually, with a U.S.-style republic.

Sun’s most important financial backer was a fellow Chinese Christian,
Charlie Soong. A child of Hainanese sea merchants, Soong was brought to
Boston at a young age. He stowed away to North Carolina, where, through
a series of unlikely events, he converted to Methodism and found himself
under the wing of one of Josephus Daniels’s friends, the Klansman
“General” Julian Carr.12 Carr’s white supremacy was overwhelmed by his
affection for the unthreatening boy, and what he represented: a chance to
personally tutor a Chinese person into Methodism and send him back home
as a missionary. (Just as U.S. manufacturers saw China as the world’s
largest potential market, many American Protestants like Carr saw China as
the world’s largest collection of savable souls.)

After enrolling Soong in the future Duke and Vanderbilt Universities,
Carr set up him in Shanghai as a printer, where he made a fortune selling
translated Bibles to missionaries. Drawn to Sun Yat-sen’s vision of a
democratic republic, it was Soong who encouraged Sun to become the
“George Washington or Abraham Lincoln” of China.13 (Sun later married
Charlie’s middle daughter, the Wesleyan College–educated Song Qingling.)

Soong had returned to North Carolina to push Sun’s vision of a New
China to Julian Carr and his deep-pocketed Southern Methodists, who
responded with millions for the cause. Sun continued relying on American
Christians for support: when word reached him that the Qing dynasty had
fallen, he was in Denver on a fundraising trip.14

After he declared his republic, however, Sun and the Guomindang’s
relationship with the United States grew rockier. Woodrow Wilson’s
administration granted official recognition to Yuan Shikai’s northern



Beiyang government because it controlled the traditional imperial capital of
Beijing. Sun’s attempts to win the support of successive State Departments
failed.15

Chinese revolutionaries were further dismayed when, in the peace talks
after the World War, Wilson ignored the Chinese delegation’s only real
demand: that they, not Japan, be given final sovereignty over the former
German concession at the Shandong Province port of Qingdao.* On May 4,
1919, thousands of Chinese students massed in Beijing’s Tiananmen Square
to decry Wilson, the Japanese, and the Beiyang delegates who they felt had
sold them out.16 Several students were arrested and severely beaten; one
died of his injuries. As anger and strikes spread, the students coalesced into
the radical “May Fourth Movement.” Some Chinese students and social
leaders began looking away from the United States and toward the new
Soviet Union—whose leader, Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, had identified
imperialism as “the highest stage of capitalism.”

In 1923, Sun Yat-sen tried to take control of the customs houses in
Guangdong Province—which the foreign powers were still using to collect
their indemnity per the terms of the treaty that ended the Boxer War. The
U.S. Navy dispatched four destroyers to intimidate Sun into submission.
Furious and betrayed, Sun wrote an open letter in which he asked the
question that had reverberated through Havana and Manila decades before:
“When we first started our revolution … the United States was our model
and inspiration. Now we wonder  … has the nation of Washington and
Lincoln abandoned the ideal of liberty and regressed from a liberator to an
oppressor?”17

Sun never got his answer. He died unexpectedly from cancer two years
later. The leadership of the Guomindang’s most powerful military faction
was soon seized by Sun’s most trusted lieutenant: the thirty-eight-year-old
head of the party’s Huangpu Military Academy, Gen. Chiang Kai-shek.

By then members of the May Fourth Movement had forged a Chinese
Communist Party. Soviet agents convinced Sun before his death to allow
some of the Communists into his Guomindang as a condition of receiving
Soviet assistance and money.18 The two wings of the party—the Communist
left and Chiang’s capitalist, militant Nationalist right—coexisted uneasily.



But for the moment, Chiang kept his attention on achieving Sun’s goals:
rooting out the remaining warlords and unseating the Beiyang. Above all,
he aimed to establish a government strong enough to revoke “unequal
treaties” like the Boxer Protocol and take China out of the hands of the
United States, the European powers, and Japan.

Throughout the summer and fall of 1926, Chiang Kai-shek led his
fragile coalition of Communist and Nationalist soldiers on a northward
expedition to expand the Republic of China’s territorial control.
Everywhere Chiang’s National Revolutionary Army went, it was aided by
masses of peasants, tired of suffering under the corruption of their local
caudillos.

The army also succeeded in stirring up anti-foreign sentiment. As they
had under the Boxer threat, terrified Americans began evacuating from
China’s interior for the familiar protection of the foreign concessions on the
coast, including Tianjin, Hong Kong, and the biggest de facto colony of
them all, the International Settlement in Shanghai. Meanwhile, in San
Diego, Gen. Smedley Butler and the Marines began preparing for the
likelihood of another invasion of China.

Shanghai today is a city of twenty-five million, the most populous in China
and one of the largest cities in the world. Forced open by the British and
French in the nineteenth-century Opium Wars, it remains China’s
international financial capital. When I visited in the summer of 2017, the
historical layers of opulence were apparent: the gargantuan modern
skyscrapers of the new financial district, Pudong, looking down across the
river on the art deco masterpieces and neoclassical British banks of
Shanghai’s previous golden age.

On the poshest shopping street of the former French Concession,
Shanghainese hipsters flocked to the shimmering storefronts of Gucci,
Cartier, and Dolce & Gabbana. In the 1920s this stretch of the thoroughfare
was known as Avenue Joffre, after a French World War I general. It’s now
called Middle Huaihai Road, after a decisive Communist victory in the last
stages of the Chinese Civil War.



I turned down a corner into the historic homes of the old concession. It
was scorching hot—107 degrees, according to my overheated phone—and I
was grateful to be walking in the shade, through quiet tunnels of twisting
sycamores. But I hadn’t come for the scenery. In the 1920s, the French
Concession was home to one of China’s most powerful organized crime
syndicates, the Green Gang—which was both a major player in and
beneficiary of the conflict that drew in Butler and the Marines.

To learn more about the mafia, I’d signed up for a “Private Gangster
Tour” with a local company run by a British expat. But as soon as my guide
—a twentysomething from Manchester named Luke—greeted me
animatedly with a toy gun, white fedora, and fake Cockney accent, I
suspected I’d made a mistake.

“Sorry,” he apologized in his real accent when he noticed my frown. “I
usually do group tours. Team-building exercises for companies and the
like.”

“It’s OK,” I reassured him. “Do your thing.”
The Green Gang, I’d read, traced its origins to a secular Buddhist sect

that acted as a mutual aid society for boatmen on China’s Grand Canal. Its
members had made tidy sums smuggling salt around the Qing’s official
monopoly, which they then reinvested into gambling and prostitution
rackets. But like the gangsters of Philadelphia and the Mexican “cartels,”
the Green Gang reached the apex of its power and ferocity thanks to the
prohibition of a drug—in their case, of opium.19

In the aftermath of the Boxer War, the Qing and British officials agreed
to crack down on the narcotics trade. (With rampant opium addiction
having sparked a backlash from both foreign missionaries and the Chinese
public, Western governments were happy to move on to less controversial
and more lucrative pursuits.) When the prohibition went fully into effect,
Shanghai fell completely under warlord rule. By 1925, the Green Gang had
forged enough mutually beneficial agreements with area warlords and
senior French officials to make the Shanghai French Concession the heart
of China’s opium-smuggling network.20

One of our first stops was the former mansion of the Green Gang’s most
notorious leader, “Big-Eared” Du Yuesheng. Du rose from street hoodlum



to gunman and, finally, opium kingpin.21 He would use his racketeering
profits, political connections, and a few direct threats to found at least two
banks, buy one of Shanghai’s largest shipping companies, and become a
director of the Bank of China.22 The four-story neoclassical edifice, with its
marble lobby, vintage grand piano, and imperial-style dragon sculptures,
was a testament to the extent of Du’s wealth. It was now a luxury hotel.

A little less than a mile down the road—after subjecting me to a pretend
“mafia hit” involving a balloon and his toy revolver—Luke stopped to show
me a former home of Chiang Kai-shek. That house was where Chiang had
moved after he married the Bible tycoon Charlie Soong’s youngest
daughter, Song Meiling—a marriage that brought him closer to the
American elite while making him Sun Yat-sen’s posthumous brother-in-law.
It was bought for them by Soong’s son, the Harvard-educated banker
Ziwen, or “T.V.” Soong—the “J. P. Morgan of China” and onetime finance
minister to Chiang—who lived nearby.23

The proximity to Big-Eared Du’s mansion was no coincidence. Chiang
had developed a close relationship with the Green Gang during his playboy
days as a broker on the Shanghai Stock Exchange. Evidence found by the
researcher Brian Martin suggests Chiang may have at one point been a
formal member of the syndicate. In 1926, as the Americans were trying to
figure out what to do with the Nationalist movement, a U.S. consul reported
that British officials in Shanghai had issued warrants for Chiang years
earlier for armed robbery and murder.24

As we reached the last stop on the tour—another former Soong family
home, rebuilt to host, of all things, a Mexican-themed bar named
“Zapata’s”—Luke showed me video footage of what Chiang’s partnership
with the Green Gang wrought.

After Chiang’s troops took Shanghai in the spring of 1927, he moved to
wipe out his Communist rivals within the Guomindang, with the help of
over fifteen hundred hit men from the Green Gang. The gangsters, tired of
Communists trying to organize trade unions at factories under their
protection rackets, were convinced by Chiang’s apparent promises to Big-
Eared Du that he would protect their opium monopoly. Du’s hit men
traveled across Shanghai in armored cars supplied by the British, armed



with Tommy guns bought with $3 million Chiang had raised from, as the
author Hannah Pakula summarized, “every important banking, commercial,
and industrial group” in Shanghai. Thousands were arrested; hundreds were
executed without trial. In one case, victims were “fed alive into the
fireboxes of locomotives.” “It was raining that day,” a worker who survived
the purge recalled decades later. “Baoshan Road was a river of blood.”25

Luke played me documentary footage of some of the death-squad
killings on his iPad. “And then they take them in a field—and if you look
closely,” he said, moving the tablet closer for dramatic effect, “you can see
some brains.”

The tree-lined geographic nexus we were strolling through, in other
words, represented a historical one: a triangle of political, financial, and
mafia power, grown in a substratum of colonized soil. Removed by a few
generations from the horror of the moment, it can now be sold as tourist
kitsch. But the consequences of that violence are still with us today. For
Butler, it was a force he had to reckon with.

On January 16, 1927, the chief U.S. envoy in China, John V. A. MacMurray,
asked the Navy Department to dispatch a warship for the purpose of
“evacuating foreign residents should it become necessary.” Hours later, he
transmitted a confidential warning to Secretary of State Frank B. Kellogg:
“In the event of Chiang Kai-shek’s appearing before Shanghai with the
intention of taking possession of the [International] Settlement, with or
without assistance of the mob, any naval landing forces would be entirely
inadequate.” Ground troops would be necessary—at least twenty
thousand.26

Kellogg was an unlikely candidate to agree. President Coolidge’s top
diplomat was an icon of the anti-imperialism trend the Republicans had
ridden back to power. Two years later, he would accept the Nobel Peace
Prize for a pact, coauthored with France’s foreign minister, in which sixty-
four countries, including the United States, Soviet Union, Weimar Germany,
and Japan, renounced war as an “instrument of national policy.”



But decades of American involvement in China had woven a web that
even one of history’s staunchest anti-interventionists could not escape. By
the 1920s, one-fifth of all U.S. oil exports went to China. Standard Oil had
invested millions in the Middle Kingdom. American missionary-run
universities enrolled one in five Chinese college students; a smaller, more
influential cadre of Chinese youth (including all of Charlie Soong’s
children) attended U.S. colleges, many on scholarships underwritten by the
Boxer Indemnity. In Shanghai there were Ford and General Motors
dealerships, Hollywood studio offices, and a U.S. consular court for cases
involving U.S. citizens. A civilian militia, the Shanghai Volunteer Corps,
included a company of American machine gunners with a subordinate
Filipino platoon.27

All of these interests had their own competing agendas. The
missionaries, still dreaming of mass conversion, wanted U.S. support for
the Guomindang, which they still saw as the party of the Methodists Sun
Yat-sen and Charlie Soong. Their church communities, and the
congressmen who represented them, played down the party’s Communist
elements and moved, for one of the last times in the century, as Barbara
Tuchman wrote, “to minimize rather than inflate the Red menace.” In
February 1927, the House of Representatives called for the renegotiation of
what it called the “unequal” treaties with China in a resolution that read as
if it had been written by Chiang or Song Meiling themselves.28

The hard-line imperialists in Shanghai’s International Settlement could
not have disagreed more. Their livelihoods were based on the unequal
treaties. Armed with the same colonial mentality as their counterparts in the
Panama Canal Zone, they wanted a show of force against Chiang’s army,
which they called (unaware of the fractures within the Guomindang) the
“Red Wave on the Yangtze.”29

Finally, Standard Oil and other major corporations wanted stability, with
any Chinese government that would impose a minimum of taxation and
interference.

Navigating these crosswinds, Kellogg found a compromise. “If we sent
to Shanghai a large force of the Regular Army, it would mean arousing all
of China and involve us probably in making war,” he wrote MacMurray on



January 28, 1927.30 But a smaller force under the auspices of the Navy, he
suggested, would lend plausible deniability against accusations of an
invasion or a heavy hand against the Nationalists.

That meant the San Diego Marines. At first, Butler was ordered not to
go with them, on the theory “that if a general officer were sent it would
unduly magnify the importance” of the mission.31 But the situation
continued to deteriorate. In March, when Chiang’s army pushed back the
forces of the local warlord, the “Smiling Tiger” Sun Chuanfang, and—with
the help of a Communist-organized general strike—took control of
Shanghai, Butler got his orders to cross the Pacific.32

On March 24, while Butler was en route, Chiang’s army reentered the
Guomindang’s former capital of Nanjing. The soldiers, locals, and members
of the retreating warlord armies carried out a wave of violence against the
powerful foreigners in their midst. At least six, including the American
missionary who was vice president of the University of Nanking, were
killed in the resulting riots. The best-connected expats—including
representatives of British-American Tobacco and Texaco—fled to “Socony
Hill,” the eponymous housing development that was home to executives of
the Standard Oil Company of New York. The U.S. and British navies sent
nineteen destroyers up the Yangtze River to bombard the Nationalist
positions targeting the oilmen’s neighborhood.33

Also in Nanjing that day was Pearl S. Buck, then a thirty-four-year-old
missionary and English literature professor living with her husband and
children. “Were I a young Chinese, had I been taught only what the white
man had done to my country, I too would have wanted to be rid of him
forever. I could not blame them,” the Nobel Prize–winning author later
wrote. “But on the other level, I was thinking of this very moment, and of
the children.”34 They, like the VIPs on Socony Hill, were evacuated down
the Yangtze to Shanghai.

The next day, Brig. Gen. Smedley Butler disembarked at the Shanghai
Bund for his final overseas command. Along with his San Diego regiment,
he took charge of a smaller expeditionary battalion of Marines from Guam
and Cavite, together forming the Third Brigade. They joined three British



brigades, four thousand Japanese troops, and the volunteer colonialist
militia in Shanghai.35

Lejeune had warned Butler in advance to “avoid talking to newspaper
correspondents.”36 Butler immediately disregarded that advice. He knew the
arrival of a general who bore the scars of Chinese battles past would
provoke panic—or hope, among the treaty-port diehards—that a full-scale
U.S. invasion was impending. He also knew how deadly such an invasion
could get. Two months earlier, the War Department had revised its War Plan
Yellow—its standing contingency plan for an intervention in China. That
plan now envisioned sending as many as three Army infantry divisions, two
reinforced brigades, and an air observation squadron from the Philippines.
(A further revision, a year later, included a provision for the use of chemical
weapons.)37

The cumulative weight of his past battles and the horrors he had seen at
his disembarkation camp in France a decade earlier had all but cured Butler
of his appetite for foreign combat. When an American newspaper
correspondent asked how many troops would be needed to suppress
Chiang’s Nationalists, Butler replied, to the irritation of his fellow
commanders, “I would not dream of starting an armed invasion in China
without a half million troops, and it probably would require a million more
before the end of the first year.”

In case that was unclear, Butler added that he did not plan on asking for
reinforcements.38

From his new headquarters inside the International Settlement, Butler
did everything possible to avoid confrontation with the Nationalists. He
kept the Marines away from the front lines and issued clear, consistent
warnings to the Nationalists through the press of how to avoid
Washington’s point of no return: the killing of more Americans, especially
women and children. “We can always overlook damage to property,” he
told Shanghai’s most influential English-language newspaper, the North-
China Herald. “Property can be paid for but lives can’t be brought back.”39

The anti-Communist purge came eighteen days after Butler’s arrival. He
had gotten word of it the night before, on April 11, reporting to Lejeune that
“Chiang Kai-shek had organized a special ‘murder squad’ of 3,000 soldiers



to do away with all the red laborites in the Chinese part of the city.”40 He
ordered his men not to interfere.

Butler chose personally to spend the morning of the massacre, April 12,
scouting locations for a new Marine campsite. “All day there has been
wholesale murdering within a mile of us, but thank heaven 15,000 British
soldiers stand between it and the 40,000 foreigners of this Settlement,” he
wrote Bunny on the afternoon of the purge. He made clear that he was
ready to intervene if any Americans were harmed. “If they can’t set up a
Republic without killing our women and children then they can’t have a
Republic,” he said.41

None, it seems, were harmed. Yet Butler kept wrestling with his
decision not to act. The next day, in a lengthy letter to Maud, Butler pitted
his instincts to intervene on behalf of those he saw as innocents against his
deepening desire to avoid war at all costs. “These devils have a perfect right
to set up any kind of government they please but they must not kill more
women and children in the process,” he wrote his mother. He tried to stake
out a middle ground, saying: “All of us Marines are boiling to get these
fiends—not at the poor coolies who are just tools but at the leaders who use
them to commit such unspeakable atrocities.” A few pages later he changed
that back to: “Let Britain and the rest do the fighting and we can step in and
collect the goodwill of the Chinamen.” Then he immediately contradicted
himself again, saying: “But sometime or other I do wish our country would
do its share.”42

It was a version of the debates that would become a regular feature of
American political life over the century to come: to go and kill, on the
justification that it might ultimately save more lives? Or to stand aside, even
though inaction might prove more dangerous in the long run? Each time,
the decision is made more fraught by an ever-accumulating litany of past
actions—in Butler’s case, the anti-Boxer invasion in which he had taken
part, which in turn had fueled the anti-foreign sentiments of both the
Chinese Nationalists and the Communists.

Whatever the Americans might have done to stop or add to the killing,
the violence quickly spread from Shanghai. Chiang Kai-shek ordered
similar massacres across the territories under his control. As many as one



million people were murdered across China for the barest hint of
Communist or leftist sympathies over the next few years. Some of the most
gruesome violence of this “White Terror” was directed at women with
bobbed hair and unbound feet, both of which were considered signs of
radicalization. Their corpses were hung with their breasts cut off and heads
shaved as a warning.43

Many of the leading Communists escaped the violence. Zhou Enlai—
who had served under Chiang at the military academy and organized the
general strike in Shanghai—made his way to the left wing’s stronghold at
Wuhan. There, he linked up with another rising leader of the Chinese
Communists, a former part-time history teacher named Mao Zedong. Weeks
before the White Terror began, Mao had predicted that “several hundred
million peasants” would soon “rise like a mighty storm” and “sweep all the
imperialists, warlords, corrupt officials, local tyrants, and evil gentry into
their graves.”44

The violence that had erupted in Shanghai in April 1927 would make
Mao’s prediction inevitable. Though it would take some time for everyone
to realize it, the Chinese Civil War had just begun.

Like Butler, I had been to China once before, in what already felt like a
bygone era. In the early 2000s, I tramped through rural Guangdong
Province with thirteen young Chinese Americans in search of their families’
roots.

China at the time was on the precipice of sweeping economic change.
We traveled down expressways that were still under construction. Several
times, our bus driver had to swerve violently to avoid hitting workers hand-
churning asphalt in the middle of the road. Many of the old villages we
toured, with Cantonese names like Tong Haa (Shrimp Pond) and Maa Mai
Wu (Horsetail Lake), were barely electrified, with little plumbing. Some
were being transformed, others demolished. One student was reduced to
tears when she learned the mountain that had housed her ancestral cemetery
had been dynamited to make way for a factory.



On my return trip in 2017, the transformation had taken place. Over a
million rural villages like the ones we visited in the Pearl River Delta had
disappeared by the beginning of the new decade.45 Instead of half-finished
highways, I traveled on state-of-the-art bullet trains that reached speeds of
over two hundred miles an hour. China was the first place I ever saw people
pay for taxis and restaurants using their phones or GPS to rent a bike on the
street.

But there were many dark sides to this. Nearly all the phone technology
was housed in a single app, WeChat, activity on which is analyzed, tracked,
and shared around the Chinese mass surveillance state. In the far western
province of Xinjiang—home to the Uyghur, a mostly Muslim ethnic group
—Communist authorities have used this technology to take Sun Yat-sen’s
vision of an American-style frontier project to its darkest conclusion. Using
facial scans, voice prints, and other phone data, the Chinese government has
embarked on a scheme of forced sterilization, psychological indoctrination,
and the imprisonment of as many as one million Uyghurs in concentration
camps and prisons. The apparent goal is to destroy Uyghur culture, which
Beijing sees as a threat to its goal of a cohesive national identity.46

Much of the Communist Party’s paranoia can be traced to the Chinese
Civil War. In the wake of Chiang Kai-shek’s White Terror of 1927, the far-
left factions went underground. The purge ensured that only the craftiest
and most militant Communist leaders survived, as they set up a new Red
Army to fight a guerrilla insurgency.

Among the first Americans to argue that the United States should side
with the Nationalists was Smedley Butler. Though just months had passed
since the Shanghai massacre and the besieging of foreigners by Chiang’s
forces in Nanjing, Butler argued the U.S. should “back Shek” (as he
mistakenly called him), arguing that he was preferable to both the “‘Red’
branch” and the other warlords, including the Beiyang. The Soviet Union’s
permanent break with Chiang in response to the White Terror, Butler wrote
in a secret memo to Lejeune, was a “golden opportunity for us to get in on
the commercial ground floor of this movement.”47

That shift happened in stages. The Coolidge administration recognized
Chiang’s faction in Nanjing in July 1928 as the legitimate government of



China. It took the aftermath of World War II—and years of skillful and
persistent lobbying by Song Meiling, by then known around the world as
“Madame Chiang”—but eventually, in the late 1940s, the Americans
supported the Nationalists’ war against the Communists with military
assistance.

But by then it was too late. The Nationalist government was too corrupt,
fractured, and unpopular, and the Communists too well disciplined by
decades of hardship and war. On October 1, 1949, Mao Zedong proclaimed
the new People’s Republic of China in Beijing’s Tiananmen Square, forcing
the Chiangs to flee with two million Nationalists to the island of Taiwan.

Mao had risen to the unquestioned leadership of the party by surviving
violence and using violence against all who stood in his way. Tens of
millions of Chinese peasants died in a famine caused by Mao’s forced
agricultural collectivization. In 1966, Mao launched his “Great Proletarian
Cultural Revolution,” an attempt at purging critics of his regime that
became an orgy of recrimination and murder.48 A man I met in Beijing told
me his father-in-law was locked in a utility room in the family’s work unit
for a year, for the crime of having worked in theater.

Yet just as the Americans overlooked Chiang’s mass murders in the
1920s, a preference for political expediency ultimately meant overlooking
Mao’s as well. In the middle of the Cultural Revolution, in 1972, President
Richard Nixon met on friendly terms with Mao in his official residence, and
signed a joint communique with Zhou Enlai at a hotel in Shanghai’s former
French Concession that said that neither the U.S. nor China “should seek
hegemony in the Asia-Pacific region.”49 The agreement began the process of
transferring official U.S. recognition from the exiled Nationalists in Taiwan
to the Communists in Beijing.

Mao died in 1976 at the age of eighty-two. His successor, Deng
Xiaoping, was determined to end the poverty and economic stagnation the
old man had left behind. Deng knew the toll of those years personally: he
had twice been severely demoted by Mao for his reformist ideas; his eldest
son, Deng Pufang, was left a paraplegic after being tortured and forced out
of a fourth-story window during the Cultural Revolution. But Deng had also
been on the wrong end of U.S. power during the civil war, and survived



Chiang’s 1927 Shanghai massacre as a twenty-two-year-old activist. So he
was not inclined to pivot to U.S.-style democracy or capitalism, either.50

Instead, Deng abandoned central planning for a mix of state-owned
corporations and private capital, while maintaining mass surveillance and
suppressing dissent (most notoriously, massacring pro-democracy protesters
in Tiananmen Square in 1989). He designated China’s first “Special
Economic Zones” in which foreign corporations enjoyed tax breaks and
fewer regulations—a new twist on the Qing foreign concessions, except this
time with the party in control. To dismiss the inevitable question—Was this
just U.S.-style global capitalism in disguise?—Deng trotted out his favorite
proverb: “It doesn’t matter if a cat is black or white. If it catches mice, it’s a
good cat.”51

The resulting explosion of prosperity has made China the only rival to
the United States for the title of largest economy in the world. Despite the
agreement not to pursue hegemony, the two powers are now in a race for
influence and territory across the Pacific. General Secretary Xi Jinping is
pushing China’s frontiers in Teddy Rooseveltian style: insisting on
sovereignty over the South China Sea and Taiwan, making plays for islands
claimed by the Philippines, Vietnam, and Japan, challenging land neighbors
in South and Southeast Asia, and building artificial archipelagos to hold
military airstrips, radar, and antiaircraft guns. Farther-flung bases, like the
one China opened in the Horn of Africa in 2017, are likely in the offing as
well. At the same time, an influential chorus in Washington pushes for
aggression—including military buildups and shows of force off China’s
coast—while seeing Chinese Communist infiltration in the United States, as
former Secretary of State Mike Pompeo alleged, down to the level of “our
high schools, our colleges and even into our PTA meetings.”52

It is a combustible situation, made more fraught by Chinese memories
of the “national humiliations” in which the United States took part—
memories cultivated and instrumentalized by China’s one-party
government. It would not be the first time rival empires fell into a Pacific
war.



In May 1927, Butler went on a mission to his old stomping grounds in
Tianjin. He tied up at Dagu Forts, at almost the exact same point where he
had first set foot in China twenty-seven years before. (The area “was much
changed since that time and I failed to recognize anything,” Butler
lamented.53) After a few days in the north, he called on an officer of the
United States’ most dangerous Pacific rival at the time: Japan.

After welcoming Butler with honors and showing off a “very handsome
looking company of Japanese infantry,” the officer, Lt. Gen. Toyoki Takada,
pressed Butler for information about the U.S. military’s plans in China.

“I escaped without telling anything worth knowing,” Butler reported to
Lejeune after the meeting. “We are all very suspicious that the Japanese
intend to coerce China and I know our government does not intend us to
join in any such movement so I dodged all definite answers.”54

The late Alfred Thayer Mahan had long warned of the threat Japan
posed to U.S. Pacific supremacy. By the summer of 1927, the two empires
had divided up much of the region, and their territories were dangerously
close. The Japanese colony of Formosa (now Taiwan) was sixty nautical
miles from the northernmost point of the Philippines. The closest spot in
Japan’s South Seas Mandate—the large swath of Micronesia that Tokyo had
taken from Germany after the World War—was just over thirty nautical
miles from Guam. Butler knew from the 1907 war scare at Subic Bay that
Japan had designs on the Philippines, and that interest had only risen since.
“The islands are intrinsically valued by Japan,” an Army intelligence officer
had confirmed in 1919. “In the event of war between the United States and
Japan, an attempt at military occupation would follow.”55*

China could be an even bigger flashpoint. The Japanese were the largest
foreign population in China, operated some of its biggest banks, and had
billions of yen invested in factories and transportation.56 Thanks to their
victory in the 1905 Russo-Japanese War, Tokyo directly controlled a key
Manchurian railway and the port of Dalian. The Japanese had their eye on
more of the far northern territory, which bordered both the Soviet Union
and their mainland colony of Korea. The United States was, as ever, loath to
see any large region of China gobbled up by a rival power—Washington
still clung to the right of all empires to take from China what they wanted,



through the McKinley-era “Open Door.” If Japan tried to conquer China,
the United States might feel obligated to respond, perhaps sparking another
world war.

Japan’s hopes for snatching up Manchuria quietly had rested on the
Beiyang government in Beijing, which was then controlled by the
Manchurian warlord Zhang Zuolin, long a Japanese ally. But by the late
spring of 1927 it was plain to see that Zhang’s position was not secure:
besides Manchuria, his army held only Beijing, Tianjin, and parts of
Shandong Province.

As Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalists pushed north across the Yangtze
River, swatting out lesser warlords along the way, the militarist Japanese
prime minister, Tanaka Giichi, ordered the redeployment of six thousand
soldiers from Manchuria to Japanese-controlled Qingdao. Butler personally
ran a spy mission to the Shandong Province port, “to see what the Japanese
were really doing there.” He reported back that the Japanese had about
twenty-five hundred troops in the area, but that they were not engaged in
fighting, for now.57

Noting that the action was nonetheless moving north, Butler ordered
part of his Third Marine Brigade to move with him to Tianjin. The U.S.
Army Fifteenth Infantry, posted as a diplomatic guard force there under the
1901 Boxer Protocol, watched with jealousy as the Marines unloaded their
arsenal of light tanks, field artillery, and machine guns. The Marines also
brought up two squadrons of airplanes: one fighter, one surveillance. Butler
set up an airfield next to the Standard Oil compound at Xin He. The future
ExxonMobil allowed the Marines to use several buildings as winter
barracks, in exchange for guarding the compound.

Butler’s Marines had no idea what they were supposed to be doing with
all that firepower. Smedley’s orders were just clear enough to add to their
confusion: “If we cannot protect our Americans in [Tianjin] they must be
rapidly evacuated, and safely, to Shanghai or some point in Japan, but we
must not get into a war with China.”58

As the months wore on, the U.S. envoy in Beijing, MacMurray, insisted
the Marines be ready to fight their way in and evacuate his staff if the old
imperial capital fell to the Nationalists. Butler publicly demurred. “I shall



consider our expedition to have been entirely successful only if we finally
withdraw from China without the spilling of any blood, either American or
Chinese,” he told a New York Times correspondent. “This country belongs
to the Chinese, and I tolerate no clashes between my men and the Chinese
people. If a man so much as slaps a rickshaw coolie or lays a hand upon a
servant, he gets a general court-martial.”59

In April 1928, after the spring thaw, the Nationalist army resumed its
push north into Shandong. Still hoping to bottle up Chiang in the south, the
Japanese prime minister rushed several thousand Japanese soldiers to the
provincial capital, Jinan. When Chiang dispatched one of his chief
diplomats and sixteen staff to broker a peace, the Japanese soldiers tortured
and murdered them. Then the Japanese bombed the civilian population,
killing thousands, in a failed attempt to stun the Nationalists into
submission.60

The “Jinan Incident” was the last straw for the Beiyang warlord Zhang
Zuolin. He condemned the Japanese aggression and withdrew his troops so
that Chiang’s forces would have more room to maneuver.61 A few weeks
later, Zhang abandoned Beijing to return to Manchuria, effectively handing
over the country to the Guomindang. He would never arrive: On June 4, a
group of Japanese officers blew up Zhang’s train as it passed through a
railway station on his way home, killing him instantly.

The Japanese tried to convince Butler and the other foreign generals to
establish a perimeter seven miles outside Tianjin to deter the Nationalists’
advance, which would have been legal under the extant treaties. Butler
refused. As commander of the largest and best-equipped foreign force in
northern China, Butler’s decision was decisive: none of the other foreign
armies, including Japan, made any aggressive moves. The result was ten
tense days in which the Nationalist army passed by the barricaded city
without incident.62

Butler was convinced he had prevented the outbreak of a Sino-Japanese
War. And he may have, for the moment.



On one of my last days in Shanghai, I paid a visit to the old Nationalist
capital of Nanjing. (Though the cities are 190 miles apart, the trip took just
over an hour on the high-speed rail.) Under an overcast sky, I entered the
gray complex built in memory of the victims of the mass slaughter and rape
that was visited on that city when the Japanese finally tried to conquer all of
China, in 1937.

The memorial complex is vast and varied: at turns museum, meditation
space, sculpture garden, and open-pit mausoleum. Construction started
under Deng Xiaoping in the mid-1980s; the full complex was completed in
2007. (By contrast, during his decades in power, Mao downplayed the
atrocities of World War II—preferring a heroic narrative of the victory he
helped achieve against the Japanese, and perhaps not wanting to draw
uncomfortable parallels to his own record of mass murder.63) I shuffled with
the other visitors, mainly students on field trips, down a set path
meticulously curated to evoke awareness, then horror, and finally a sense of
national redemption.

In a darkened space, past a sign ordering “solemn silence,” I walked
into the mass grave. Laid out like an exposed archeological dig were the
crushed and broken skeletons of victims found near the memorial site. They
represented some of the uncountable victims of the Japanese mass killings
of late 1937 and early 1938—a number that scholars estimate from the tens
of thousands to more than two hundred thousand.64 In an effort, perhaps, to
give some precision to the unimaginable, the most visible skeletons were
numbered. No. 1 lay on its back, hands and feet severed, a single bullet hole
in the forehead. No. 8 lay on her side, skull facing down, mandibles pried
open—a placard said it was an old woman who had been choked to death.
No. 5 was in pieces: the bones of a six-year-old whose head was severed
while he was alive.

They were, in other words, some of the deaths that those who tried to
stop the war—a group that included Butler—had hoped to prevent.

Who knows what would have happened had they succeeded; what other
paths history might have taken had the wars that combined into the
worldwide conflagration never broken out. Yet, looking into the sunken
eyes of the victims in Nanjing, I was filled with a sense of what their lives



could have been, had the cycles of hatred, exploitation, and violence
somehow been halted in time.

Smedley Butler’s last overseas mission ended without his Marines firing a
shot in battle. The lack of action left his younger Marines confused. “We
didn’t know what the mission was,” David M. Shoup, a future Marine
commandant, later recalled thinking as a twenty-three-year-old lieutenant in
China. “But we landed at the Standard Oil docks and lived in Standard Oil
compounds and were ready to protect Standard Oil’s investment. I
wondered at the time if our government would put all these Marines in a
position of danger, where they might sacrifice their lives in defense of
Standard Oil. Later I discovered that of course it would, and did. It was only
some years later that I learned that General Butler had been thinking the
same way. I thought I had been alone in suspecting it.”65

Indeed, the Marines’ most dangerous action in China was done in
service of the future ExxonMobil: on Christmas Eve 1927, two warehouses
erupted into flames at the Standard Oil compound where the Marines were
staying outside Tianjin. Butler was photographed standing on a barrel,
giving orders through the haze with a swagger stick as his Marines built a
firewall out of scrap metal and rushed tins of gasoline out of a third
warehouse by hand. Butler was personally credited with saving the oil
giant’s $25 million plant.66

Over the course of Smedley’s nearly two years in China, Ethel came to
visit several times. On one trip, he greeted her by splashing down in a
seaplane next to her arriving ship. On another, the couple visited the Great
Wall. (“I never had enjoyed Bunny as much,” Smedley effused in a letter to
Maud.)67

On a visit in November 1928, Ethel asked Smedley to show her the
places in Beijing that, as she put it in a letter to the children, “he’d known
as a little boy Marine: where he was first shot … then the march around the
walls  … and where he slept for several weeks in one of the enormous
‘parks’”—namely Tiananmen Square. “We hadn’t done that the other time
and I’d felt very badly about it,” she added.68



In his last months in China, Butler was accorded an unusual honor. On
two different occasions, in two different villages, he was honored with the
presentation of a wan min san, or Ten Thousand People’s Umbrella. (Butler,
for whatever reason, called them Umbrellas of Ten Thousand Blessings.)
The enormous satin parasols had formerly been given to show a
population’s gratitude to a retiring official during the Qing dynasty. With
the monarchy gone, villagers now felt free to give them to whoever they felt
deserved one. The village of Beicang awarded Butler the red umbrella in
gratitude for his Marines’ replacing a bridge on the Tianjing-Beijing
highway. That was the town where, twenty-eight years before, the allied
column had come under heavy fire from Boxers and Qing regulars, and the
British allegedly fired their “chlorine gas cannon.”

An earlier, even grander ceremony had been convened by the people of
Dazhigu—a district of Tianjin, whose elders credited Butler with having
peacefully prevented the Nationalist army from entering and likely looting
their village. “Fifty of the old notables of the town marched up the street to
Headquarters with a Chinese band and presented this unique gift to me,”
Butler wrote Lejeune. “It is very unusual and quite a distinction, I am told,
and no one has ever heard of such a thing occurring before in the case of
anyone not of Chinese birth.” That umbrella bore silk ribbons with the
names of hundreds of the townspeople, and the blessing: “Protect this
place.”69

Butler recognized the district the men honoring him came from. He
knew it as the “Boxer Village.” It was a place where he had killed more
people than he cared to remember, and near where he and several of his
men had gotten shot. Being honored by people whom he had tried to kill
and who had tried to kill him decades before—people with whom he had
now developed a mutual respect—touched him profoundly. He resolved
that, when he got back to America, he would give the red satin umbrellas
the place of honor they deserved.
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SEVENTEEN
AMERICA

In early 1929, Smedley Butler returned to his home country for good. He
and Ethel crossed the Pacific aboard the ocean liner President McKinley,
aptly named for the leader who first sent Smedley to war back in 1898.
From San Francisco they went to Pasadena, California, to see Smedley
Junior, now a sophomore at Caltech; then to Eastland, Texas, to visit
Smedley’s younger brothers, Sam and Horace, who had gone into the oil
drilling business. A week later the Butlers pulled up to the family home in
West Chester. Maud greeted them, alone. Thomas Butler had died nine
months earlier, after suffering a heart attack in his office at the Capitol.1

News of his father’s death had reached Smedley in China and hit him
hard. Thomas was not just a parent and confidant, he was a patron—
chairman of the Naval Affairs Committee and champion of funding the
Marines. Commandant Lejeune had traveled to West Chester to represent
the branch at the burial. “I just don’t know how the old Corps will get along
without your dear father,” he had written Smedley.2

Thomas’s death was one of a string of misfortunes that doubled as
professional setbacks for Butler. Littleton Waller had died of pneumonia in
1926. Lejeune, having lost his most important contact on Capitol Hill, was
forced out of his post as commandant in 1929. The death of Butler’s
comrade from Haiti, Eli K. Cole, cleared space on the promotions list to
elevate Smedley to major general. That made him, at just forty-eight, the
second-highest ranking Marine, which could have put him next in line to be
commandant.3 But Butler’s lack of academy credentials, reputation for



insubordination, and thinning network of support put those prospects in
doubt.

Butler’s burnout was also reaching critical levels. “Though it is simply
killing me I must go on and on trying to do the Nation’s work—oh I don’t
care anymore but must pretend I do—just hate it all,” he’d written his
mother from China, “but Father drove himself to death for the Navy and I
must do the same I suppose.”4

Butler went back to running Quantico. With most of the dwindling
Marine command off occupying Haiti and Nicaragua, there was little to do
there, so Butler took some time to tend to some much overdue bookkeeping
and check on his family’s financial situation.

It was not good. In decades at war, while Butler had been off making
money for bankers and captains of industry, Ethel and the kids had lived off
his modest Corps salaries and gifts from their parents. Smedley Junior’s
tuition at Caltech (he would soon transfer to MIT) and Tom Dick’s at
Swarthmore totaled $3,000 a year, roughly $45,000 today. Their daughter,
Snooks, had gone to finishing school in Paris, embarking on spending
sprees to keep up with her wealthy classmates. (“I must say I thank my stars
and everything else that we have never been swamped in money like that,”
Snooks once wrote Ethel, “I don’t really believe that one of these girls
could do a thing if their fathers suddenly lost their money.”5)

The tax and life insurance bills alone ate up the raise from his
promotion to major general. And the bills kept piling up: on returning from
China, he and Bunny had bought a custom-made Stutz LeBaron sedan and
were looking for a new home on the Main Line.

Butler struggled to find a financial lifeline. An offer to work on another
feature film fell through. He tried serializing stories of his adventures
overseas, as well as investing in stocks and in his brothers’ oil company.6

But in the summer of 1929, the empire-fueled U.S. economy began to
sputter, and opportunities dried up.

The one area in which Butler made consistent money was public
speaking. His blunt, sarcastic style was a hit with civilians. On weekends
and leaves, Smedley would rush off to American Legion affairs and Rotary



Clubs around the Mid-Atlantic. Each event drummed up free publicity,
especially when Butler made an especially bold or controversial claim.

On December 5, 1929, Butler was invited to speak at the annual dinner
of the Pittsburgh Builders’ Exchange. He flew to the Steel City on a new
Ford Trimotor plane piloted by Maj. Christian F. Schilt, who’d recently won
a Medal of Honor flying rescue missions in the fight against Sandino’s
guerrillas in Nicaragua.

At the luxe downtown William Penn Hotel, Butler took one of the
building’s twenty-three new elevators up to a grand ballroom, ostentatiously
placed on the seventeenth floor. After dinner and some dance music, Butler
was introduced. Staring out at a crowd of seven hundred wealthy
Pittsburghers, he opened with a few good lines about corruption in
Philadelphia, which elicited some knowing laughs from the in-state crowd.

Feeling bolder, he moved on to a funny story about the “fine free”
election his Marines had overseen in Nicaragua in 1912. “The fellow we
had in there nobody liked,” Butler explained. “But he was a useful fellow—
to us—so we had to keep him in. How to keep him in was the problem.”
The solution, he explained, was to declare all the real opposition candidates
“bandits,” then keep the polls open just long enough for a few hundred
handpicked voters to cast their ballots for the Americans’ man.7

The banquet crowd, astonished though they may have been, applauded.
It was similar to the kinds of stories they’d learned to love about backward,
weak-minded natives in faraway lands—like the Chinese bandits Lon
Chaney had saved Eleanor Boardman from in Tell It to the Marines. The
more perceptive listeners might have noticed that, in this case, the
Americans were the villains. But Butler had told the story well. He’d also
been careful not to mention the candidate’s name—Adolfo Díaz—nor the
reason that he’d been “useful”: his employment with the mining syndicate
from right there in Pittsburgh. No use alienating a paying audience.

The applause continued until he got back up for an encore. So he told
another story: about the time in Haiti he’d dissolved the National Assembly
at gunpoint. This was also apparently a winner. The Builders’ Exchange
sent Butler a thank-you note a few days later, saying they had been told “by



everyone who was present that evening” that “it was the best banquet we
have ever held.”8

But the next day, local coverage of Butler’s talk caught the attention of
Sinclair Lewis, who happened to be in town doing research for a novel on
the labor movement. The soon-to-be Nobel laureate contacted Senator
William Borah, a leading critic of the occupation of Haiti, who turned the
dinner speech into a national scandal.

The thing was that, while Butler seemed to think he was telling stories
from the remote past, the imperial projects in which he had been involved
were still going on. The same day as his Pittsburgh talk, Marines in Haiti
had committed one of the worst massacres of the occupation, shooting at,
bombing, and bayoneting hundreds of protesters in the city of Les Cayes.
Meanwhile in Nicaragua, the Marines had just overseen yet another rigged
election to succeed Adolfo Díaz with another pro-occupation president.9

This meant that Butler’s speech came at an extremely inconvenient time
for the new U.S. president: his fellow Quaker and old “friend” from the
Boxer Rebellion, Herbert Hoover. The former mining executive had risen to
fame on his reputation as a humanitarian, overseeing aid to Europe after the
World War. Like Harding and Coolidge before him, Hoover seemed to hope
that the corrupt and antidemocratic occupations he was now overseeing in
Haiti and Nicaragua would just fade into the background. Butler’s dinner
talk shined an unwelcome floodlight on both. Anonymous State Department
sources characterized Butler’s speech to the New York Times as “loose talk.”
A syndicated editorial asked: DID HE SPILL THE BEANS?10

Forced to defend himself, Butler insisted he’d been misquoted and,
anyway, that he was not referring to recent events. “In no speech have I ever
criticized the policy of our government,” he added, which was, up to that
point, true.11 He had not been denouncing anything. He mostly thought the
stories were funny. It was news to him that Americans would be so
scandalized by a frank discussion about what their government and military
had really been doing overseas.



The national scandal after Pittsburgh torpedoed any hopes Butler may have
still harbored about becoming Marine Corps commandant. When Lejeune’s
successor suffered a debilitating stroke in July 1930, Hoover and Navy
Secretary Charles Adams ignored thousands of telegrams supporting Butler
for the job.12 (It did not help Smedley’s case when he introduced Adams
during a testy inspection of Quantico by saying, “Gentlemen, I want you to
meet the Secretary of the goddamn Navy.”13)

With his hopes for career advancement over, Butler’s patience
permanently ran out. In January 1931, he was giving a speech to a literary
and social club in Philadelphia on one of his new favorite topics—“how to
prevent war”—when he blurted out a story he’d heard about the Fascist
dictator Benito Mussolini. Mussolini had been driving through northern
Italy with a friend of Butler’s when he ran over a child. “My friend
screamed as the child’s body was crushed under the wheels of the
machine,” Butler recounted for the club. “Mussolini put a hand on my
friend’s knee. ‘It was only one life,’ he told my friend. ‘What is one life in
the affairs of a state?’”14

When word reached Mussolini’s ambassador in Washington, he lodged
an official complaint with the State Department. The Hoover administration
was, once again, mortified. It had good relations with Fascist Italy. Il Duce
himself was popular with many Americans, especially wealthy ones, who
saw the bald-headed strongman as a modernizer who was tough on
Communists and, as his propagandists falsely insisted, “made the trains run
on time.”15 As the Depression deepened, Republican senator David Aiken
Reed, cosponsor of the racist 1924 Johnson-Reed Immigration Act, would
declare: “I do not often envy other countries their governments, but I say
that if this country ever needed a Mussolini it needs one now.”16

Secretary Adams ordered Butler court-martialed and put under house
arrest at Quantico.17 Incensed, Butler trolled the president by hiring as
counsel Maj. Henry Leonard, who had lost his arm rescuing Smedley in
China in 1900, when Hoover got them both shot by leading them
incompetently into the Battle of Tianjin.

The problem for the Navy Department was that Butler’s story was
substantially true.* So was his underlying point: that fascists are duplicitous



murderers. Mussolini was in the news at that moment arguing in favor of an
international disarmament conference to be overseen by the League of
Nations. Butler prefaced the story about the child and Il Duce’s car by
saying there were “mad dog nations” in Europe whose real goal was war.
He concluded it: “How can you talk disarmament with a man like that?”18

In that sense, compared with the Pittsburgh speech, Butler was thinking
more deeply about what his public addresses might achieve. He was also,
thirteen years after the last world war, starting to talk seriously about the
possibility of another. At a time when many Americans in power saw
fascists as acceptable, even admirable, politicians, Butler was warning the
public, in headline-grabbing fashion, that they were not to be trusted. (By
comparison, later in 1931, the New York Times would publish a friendly
interview with “Herr Hitler,” in which the Nazi leader was described as a
“born orator” and allowed to sidestep the question of whether antisemitism
was a fundamental plank in his party.19)

At the same time, judging by his letters and the memoir he would soon
write with the swashbuckling publicist Lowell Thomas, Butler was not yet
trying to square his insight into fascism’s threat with the memory of his own
antidemocratic past, including measures—forced labor, executions,
election-rigging, the dismantling of a parliament—that could be described
as protofascist, at the very least.

For the moment, Butler’s scorn of Mussolini won him praise from
enough liberal-minded Americans to create an upswell of support and force
the Navy Department to settle the case. Harry Leonard got the charges
dropped in exchange for a Butler apology to Secretary Adams—but,
crucially, not to Mussolini. (The State Department, on the other hand, had
formally apologized to Il Duce for the “discourteous and unwarranted
utterances by a commissioned officer of this government.”)20

That was it. The Fighting Quaker stayed at Quantico long enough to be
fully restored as base commander in good standing, then asked President
Hoover to let him retire. On September 30, 1931, Maj. Gen. Smedley D.
Butler gave his final order: “You may haul down my flag, sir.”21



At the beginning of 2020, just before the coronavirus pandemic ground life
to a halt, I made a pilgrimage to Butler’s last home, in Newtown Square,
Pennsylvania.

Smedley and Ethel bought the old farmhouse in 1931, between the
court-martial and his retirement, and started renovating it right away. They
liked it for two reasons: It was close to West Chester, where Maud lived. As
important, it had a grand hall down the middle, with a split staircase rising
to wraparound balconies on either side. The vaulted ceiling was perfect for
displaying his red satin Ten Thousand People’s Umbrellas from China.
Butler had them mounted on fifteen-foot poles at opposite sides of the hall.

The house stayed in the Butler family until Bunny and Smedley’s
granddaughter Edith Wehle died in 2013. I’d gotten in touch with the new
owners through the local historical society; they greeted me with muffins
and a brief tour.

The property had undergone an extensive makeover since the Butlers
left: a grander front entrance (the Butlers always entered through the pantry
door on the side, Edith’s surviving sister, Philippa Wehle, told me), a much
smaller dining room, and enlarged kitchen. (Ethel hated to cook but loved to
entertain.) The new owners also repainted the whole stucco exterior from
Bunny’s favorite color, blue, to bright yellow.

Some original touches remained. A cozy fire burned beneath the old
mantel, where the Butlers used to gather during the winters. A servants’ bell
bore markings for “Mrs. Butler’s Room” and “Miss Butler’s Room”—
presumably Bunny and Snooks, in the years after Smedley died. The new
family showed me Smedley’s old room, with its big sunny windows. It
belonged to their teenage daughter, who had a plush Eeyore on the bed and
a poster in the window that read: “Real Feminism is Intersectional.”22

All of Butler’s homes on the Main Line had been similarly repurposed.
His childhood home in West Chester was subdivided into apartments. The
first floor of his birthplace on High Street is now a cat hospital. Unlike
other famous generals of his generation—MacArthur, Pershing, Patton—
Smedley Butler did not have important sites of his life converted into
memorials, nor has he been honored with a museum.



That might seem reasonable: those generals all led fighting forces in the
World Wars, after all, a brand of glory that Butler had aspired to and failed
to reach. But that raises several questions. Why do we expend so much time
and money preserving the memory of the short-duration wars in which
European powers were involved; and so little, relatively speaking,
remembering the kind of wars Butler fought—protracted, decades-long
conflicts in the Americas, Asia, and Africa that have been the most common
mode of warfare throughout U.S. history? And why does America celebrate
its generals who oversaw death and destruction on a massive scale, while
forgeting the exceptional few who spent their later years trying to stop
them?

In 1932, Butler tried following in his father’s political footsteps, running for
U.S. Senate from Pennsylvania. His campaign was doomed from the start:
running as a “Dry” on the eve of Prohibition’s repeal, he was blown out by
the Republican machine candidate nearly two to one.23

Butler’s focus on alcohol overshadowed his proposals on helping
ordinary people weather the Depression. He called for major public works
spending and a federal jobs guarantee, pledged to back unions and raise
wages, and argued for a federal old-age pension—anticipating Social
Security, which would not be proposed for another three years. He also took
a strong antiwar position, writing that he was “opposed to sending
American boys to be killed abroad in defense of the investments of
international bankers.”24

The cause that brought all those issues together—government spending
to get out of the Depression, support for the poor, and veterans’ rights—was
known as the “bonus.” Veterans’ benefits had been minimal during and after
the World War. Many had come home from Europe to find their savings
drained and jobs gone. Various proposals for government assistance were
floated and rejected until, in 1924, Congress finally passed a bonus bill over
President Coolidge’s veto.25

Under the law, most who served in the armed forces during the
mobilization would get $1 of back pay for each day of home service and



$1.25 for each day abroad. But there was a catch: if the sum was more than
$50 ($770 today), it would only be paid to the veteran’s survivors after they
died or in 1945, whichever came first.

When the Great Depression hit, many veterans looked hungrily at their
green-bordered bonus certificates and realized they were their only asset
that still held any value. In 1931, an Army veteran named Joseph T. Angelo
had walked four days from his home in Camden, New Jersey, to
Washington, D.C., to demand the bonus be paid immediately. Angelo wore
his medals on his ill-fitting suit, including the Distinguished Service Cross
he’d gotten for dragging Maj. George S. Patton to safety under machine-
gun fire in the Meuse-Argonne.

In response, Congress passed a bill allowing veterans to cash in part of
their IOUs as loans. President Hoover vetoed it, warning it would set a
dangerous precedent by breaking “the barriers of self-reliance and self-
support in our people.”26

Over the spring of 1932, veterans from every corner of the country
began making their way to the capital. They stowed away in boxcars,
hitched rides on trucks, or followed Joe Angelo’s example and walked.
Calling themselves the Bonus Expeditionary Force, they set up
encampments—“Hoovervilles,” in the parlance of the time—across
Washington. By July, there were some forty-five thousand veteran
protesters, wives, and children living in shacks and tents in the shadow of
the Capitol dome.27

Many Washingtonians were sympathetic to the BEF. Some donated
food. The Smithsonian Arts and Industries Building let marchers use its
bathroom. A D.C. police captain named Sidney Marks, sent to evict the
largest encampment—on the mudflats across the Anacostia River—instead
told the protesters they had his support. The marchers renamed the site
Camp Marks in his honor.28

But the federal and military establishments were not as pleased. They
denounced the occupiers as Communists and radicals.* Most alarming to
some, veterans of all skin colors were living in the bonus camps side by
side at a time when both the District of Columbia and military were strictly
segregated by race.



The bonus marchers successfully pressured the House into approving a
bill, sponsored by Wright Patman, a Democrat from Texas, that would have
provided for an immediate cash payment of $2.4 billion ($46 billion today)
to be distributed among all certificate-holding veterans. But on July 16, the
Senate adjourned without taking it up, effectively killing the measure.
Senators left just before midnight, fleeing through the underground tunnels
beneath the Capitol to avoid confronting marchers. Hoover headed to his
Shenandoah summer retreat.29 As dejected marchers began to take federal
agents’ offers for train tickets home, the organizer of the BEF, Walter W.
Waters, sent an urgent invitation to the one senior military man who had
taken a public position in support of the veterans—the one officer whom he
knew the veterans would listen to.

Butler arrived at Camp Marks on July 19, accompanied by Smedley
Junior, on summer break from MIT. They strolled around the shantytown,
greeting men Butler had last seen shuffling through his mudhole camp in
France. Word spread, and soon thousands converged around a wooden stage
to hear what Old Gimlet Eye had to say.

Smedley took off his sport coat, rolled up his sleeves, and tucked his
polka dot tie between two shirt buttons so it wouldn’t flop around. A line of
sun-worn U.S. flags waved behind him. Waters introduced Butler as “a real
soldier, a real man, a real gentleman, and a real comrade”—noting, in case
anyone had forgotten, the two Medals of Honor.

Butler looked over the crowd, now totaling about sixteen thousand
stalwarts. He told the marchers what an honor it was to be among fellow
soldiers; how it made him “so damn mad” to hear people calling them
tramps. “By God, they didn’t speak of you as tramps in 1917 and ’18!” he
said to applause. “I mean just what I say. I don’t want anything,” he assured
them, his tie now loose and arms flying wildly through the air. “Nobody can
kick me anymore. I’ll say what I please.”

His thinning hair was now thoroughly mussed, his throat hoarse, but his
lungs were filled with anger—at how the veterans were being treated, at the
state of the country, at the ruins of his own career. “This is the greatest
demonstration of Americanism we have ever had! Pure Americanism.
Willing to take this beating as you’ve taken it, stand right steady. You keep



every law! And why in the hell shouldn’t you? Who in the hell has done all
the bleeding for this country, and for this law, and this Constitution anyhow,
but you fellas?” The veterans roared back in reply.

“But don’t—don’t!—take a step backward,” he warned. “Remember that
as soon as you haul down your camp flag here and clear out—every one of
you clears out—this evaporates in thin air. And all this struggle will have
been no good.”30

Unable to bear the thought of leaving, Smedley and Smedley Junior
stayed the night at Camp Marks, trading war stories with the protesters late
into the night. The next morning, they shared a breakfast of potatoes, black
coffee, and hard bread with them before departing.

Inspired by Butler, thousands of marchers stayed on. Gen. Douglas
MacArthur, then the U.S. Army chief of staff, instructed his adjutants to
begin drawing up plans to evict the veterans by force. MacArthur also
secretly began moving several combat vehicles, .30- and .50-caliber
machine guns, and tanks to Fort Myer, just outside Washington.31

On July 28, nine days after Butler’s speech at Camp Marks, policemen
fatally shot two marchers in an attempt to evict the BEF from an abandoned
Ford Motor Co. building next to the Capitol. MacArthur ordered his aide—
forty-one-year-old Maj. Dwight Eisenhower—to put on his uniform and
join him in the streets to oversee the final maneuver in person.32

Around 4:30 P.M., a reporter atop the Ford building spotted four hundred
Army infantrymen fixing bayonets and putting on gas masks. Army
grenades exploded on the National Mall, releasing gas laced with Adamsite
—a chemical weapon that can cause vomiting, asphyxiation, and, under
certain circumstances, death. Cavalry, led in the saddle by George Patton,
charged into a crowd of spectators. Tear gas and smoke from hundreds of
burning shacks blotted out the view of the Capitol dome.33

At 9:00 P.M., MacArthur announced that Camp Marks was to be
destroyed. Gen. George Van Horn Moseley rushed a message from Hoover,
ordering the chief of staff not to cross the Anacostia River. MacArthur
ignored the president.34 He positioned tanks on the bridge to cut off the
camp from the city, then ordered the camp burned to the ground. Scores



were injured. A twelve-week-old baby whose impoverished parents had
brought him to Camp Marks choked on Adamsite and died soon after.35

At a press conference, MacArthur defended his assault by asserting that
he had prevented a Communist revolution. “I think as a military maneuver,
if you can call a thing of this kind a military maneuver, that it was unique. I
have been in many riots, but I think this is the first riot I ever was in or ever
saw in which there was no real bloodshed.”36 MacArthur was likely
thinking of his experiences in the Philippines and Veracruz, though he could
have been talking about the U.S. military’s experience suppressing
uprisings and dissent around the world.

Those who watched it could not believe that scenes they associated with
the imperial periphery had taken place in the nation’s capital. A reporter
who witnessed the violence commented: “God, that I should see such things
in the United States.”37

The “Battle of Washington,” as MacArthur’s assault on the Bonus March
became known, was a clarifying moment for some. For Butler, it hardened a
growing conviction that the key fault line in American life was class: Wall
Street and those who carried out its wishes against the “little guy.” That fall,
he tried out a version of the idea he’d been mulling since Nicaragua: that
America’s wars were started by capitalists at the expense of the soldiers
sent to fight them. “When the war is over,” Butler told an election-season
crowd in Queens, New York, “the soldier comes back, is given a march up
Fifth Avenue, and as soon as he is disbanded at the end of the march the
capitalists say, ‘To hell with him’ and start all over again.”38

Franklin Delano Roosevelt read about the burning of Camp Marks in
the New York Times, in his bedroom at the governor’s mansion in Albany.
He could not believe that Hoover had turned the army loose on U.S.
citizens, nor how far MacArthur had gone. It was a wonder, Roosevelt told
his close friend and economic adviser Rexford Tugwell, that there hadn’t
been “more resentment, more radicalism, when people were treated that
way.”39



FDR was in a unique position to do something about it. Four weeks
before MacArthur’s assault, he had accepted the Democratic nomination for
president, promising “a new deal for the American people.” Motivated by
the images of gas and bayonets deployed in Washington, Butler crossed
party lines to campaign for his old Haiti ally, calling himself a “Hoover-for-
Ex-President Republican.”40 Roosevelt won in a landslide that November.

Though the Roosevelt who moved into the White House in March 1933
was older, grayer, and now mostly paralyzed from the waist down, he was
still the ex-Navy official who had helped plan the invasion of Veracruz,
supervise the brutal occupations of Haiti and the Dominican Republic, and
oversee the colonial district around his “Uncle Ted’s vast public work” in
Panama. He was still the man who, as his ally Tugwell would later write
with maximal charity, had been “perilously close  … to being an
imperialist.”41

Yet Roosevelt was horrified by the approval with which his empire-
building peers greeted MacArthur’s assault on American citizens—veterans
who had just been asking for their government’s help in a crisis. The
president told Tugwell that he sensed in the United States “an impulse
among a good many ‘strong’ men, men used to having their way, mostly
industrialists who directed affairs without being questioned, a feeling that
democracy had run its course and that the totalitarians had grasped the
necessities of the time. People wanted strong leadership; they were sick of
uncertainty, anxious for security, and willing to trade liberty for it.”42

Millions of Americans were turning to populist demagogues like Father
Charles Coughlin, the antisemitic Catholic priest who used his nationally
syndicated radio show to defend Hitler and spread conspiracy theories of a
worldwide “Judeo-Bolshevik” plot. But the “Nazi-minded among American
leaders,” as Tugwell summarized Roosevelt’s view, were more fond of the
dictatorial MacArthur. His greater “charm, tradition, and majestic
appearance” put a high-class and distinctively American shine on the naked
repression he had unleashed against the Bonus Marchers on the Anacostia
Flats.43

Indeed, the divide between outright fascism and the American elite was
paper thin at the depths of the Depression. U.S. corporations had not only



remained in Germany after Hitler became chancellor in early 1933, but
courted Nazi approval. There was money in it: Coca-Cola, General Motors,
and IBM all saw their German profits surge in the wake of the Nazi ascent.
The most influential of all U.S. businessmen, Henry Ford, had long since
entered into a mutual admiration society with the soon-to-be führer. Hitler
had heaped praise on Ford’s antisemitic writings, and had told a U.S.
reporter a decade earlier: “We look on Heinrich Ford as the leader of the
growing Fascisti movement in America.”44

The Nazis had looked elsewhere in the United States for inspiration as
well: studying American eugenicists like Madison Grant and Lothrop
Stoddard, and writing racial codes based in part on America’s own system
of legalistic racial authoritarianism: Jim Crow. Pre-Nazi German scholars
had praised the system of Schutzbürger zweiter Klasse—second-class
citizenship—that the United States had foisted upon Filipinos, Puerto
Ricans, and others in its formally annexed territories. The word the Nazis
used to justify their planned colonization of Eastern Europe, Lebensraum,
or living space, was an analogue to Frederick Jackson Turner’s “free land,”
coined by Turner’s German colleague and mutual admirer Friedrich Ratzel.
Hitler had approvingly noted that white settlers and the U.S. Army had
“gunned down the millions of redskins to a few hundred thousand, and now
keep the modest remnant under observation in a cage.”45 In 1933, the Nazis
put those words into action by opening their first concentration camp, at
Dachau, modeled on the form pioneered by the Spanish in Cuba, the British
in South Africa, and the United States in the Philippines. It would take eight
years of growth and war before the Nazi camps took on their final,
exterminationist form.

These resemblances were no surprise. Germany and the United States
were in many ways sister empires, who had risen at roughly the same time
to challenge the older powers of Europe. It was not for nothing that
Roosevelt’s “Uncle Ted” spent part of his retirement tour gleefully chatting
and reviewing Prussian troops with Kaiser Wilhelm, a mere four years
before the outbreak of the Great War.46 Now Germany, defeated and
humiliated, was turning its imperialism inward in the form of fascism, as it
prepared once again to embark on a war of expansion. Hitler, a former



soldier who had survived the wiping out of nearly his entire infantry unit at
the First Battle of Ypres in 1914, was thus an indirect product of a process
that the Afro-Caribbean writer Aimé Césaire would later describe: of “how
colonization works to decivilize the colonizer, to brutalize him in the true
sense of the word, to degrade him, to awaken him to buried instincts, to
covetousness, violence, race hatred, and moral relativism.” Or, as Frantz
Fanon would ask more directly: “What is fascism but colonialism in the
heart of a traditionally colonialist country?”47

The question for all Americans in the early 1930s was if they would do
the same. MacArthur’s answer in the burning of the bonus camps seemed,
in Roosevelt’s eyes, to be a resounding yes. Roosevelt, despite his similar
background and experience, chose otherwise. He resolved to show “that
democracy in the United States—limited and flawed though it remained—
was better kept than abandoned, in the hope of strengthening and extending
it,” as the historian Eric Rauchway has written.48

Roosevelt would do so by remaking the relationship between
government, business, and the people through his New Deal. His program
as president would include massive spending on public works; social
insurance against old age, unemployment, and disability; and support for
labor unions. With his “Good Neighbor” policy for Latin America, he
would reshape, if symbolically, some of the old imperial arrangements he
had helped foster. As Rauchway wrote: “The New Deal would show
ordinary Americans that their government could work for them, albeit
imperfectly.”

FDR did so knowing that, if he failed, he could be ushered
unceremoniously from office in an election—and, even more dangerously,
that a fascist turn could happen in the United States. All that was missing,
as the president told Tugwell, was a leader: “the familiar symbolic figure—
the man on horseback—to give it realism.”49

On November 20, 1934, readers of the New York Post were startled by a
headline:



GEN. BUTLER ACCUSES N.Y. BROKERS
OF PLOTTING DICTATORSHIP IN U.S.

$3,000,000 Bid for Fascist Army Bared
Says He Was Asked to Lead 500,000 for Capital ‘Putsch’

U.S. PROBING CHARGE50

Smedley Butler revealed the Business Plot before a two-man panel of
the Special House Committee on Un-American Activities. The executive
session was held in the supper room of the New York City Bar Association
on West Forty-Fourth Street. Present were the committee chairman, John W.
McCormack of Massachusetts, and vice-chairman, Samuel Dickstein of
New York.

Butler stood and was sworn in.
“Without my asking you any further questions, will you just go ahead

and tell in your own way all that you know about an attempted fascist
movement in this country?” Chairman McCormack asked.

“May I preface my remarks by saying, sir, that I have one interest in all
of this, and that is to try to do my best to see that a democracy is maintained
in this country?”

“Nobody who has either read about or known about General Butler
would have anything but that understanding.”

“It is nice of you to say that, sir,” Butler replied. “But that is my only
interest.”51

For thirty minutes, Butler told the story, starting with the first visit of
the bond salesman Gerald C. MacGuire to his house in Newtown Square in
1933. He took them through the offers to sneak him into the American
Legion convention in Chicago, MacGuire’s glowing postcards from Fascist
Europe, and the roll of $18,000 thrown onto the hotel bed in Newark. Butler
named the backers MacGuire had revealed, including the bond salesman’s
boss, Grayson M.-P. Murphy.

Finally, Butler told the congressmen about his last meeting with
MacGuire, three months earlier, in August 1934, where the businessman
told him: “The time has come to get the soldiers together.” It was at that
meeting where MacGuire described the model he’d found in Paris for the



army of half a million veterans that would carry out the coup: the veterans’
“super-organization” Croix de Feu.52

It is not clear if Butler was aware of the fact that, months earlier, on
February 6, 1934, the Croix de Feu had played a leading role in the assault
on the French National Assembly, in which a mob consisting mostly of far-
right and fascist groups viciously battled police and forced the resignation
of a social democrat prime minister. But MacGuire certainly knew all about
Butler’s highly publicized rabble-rousing before thousands of rapt veterans
at the Bonus March, and seemed eager for a repeat performance.

MacGuire had told Butler to expect to see another, more powerful
organization forming to back the putsch from behind the scenes. As Butler
testified, “He says: ‘You watch. In two or three weeks you will see it come
out in the paper. There will be big fellows in it. This is to be the background
of it. These are to be the villagers in the opera.’” The bond salesman told
the Marine this group would advertise itself as a “society to maintain the
Constitution.”53

“And in about two weeks,” Butler told the congressmen, “the American
Liberty League appeared, which was just about what he described it to
be.”54

The Liberty League was announced on August 23, 1934, on the front
page of the New York Times. The article quoted its founders’ claim that it
was a “nonpartisan group” whose aim was to “combat radicalism, preserve
property rights, uphold and preserve the Constitution.”55 Its real goal, other
observers told the Times, was to oppose the New Deal and the taxes and
controls it promised to impose on their fortunes.

Among the Liberty League’s principal founders was the
multimillionaire Irénée du Pont, former president of the explosives and
chemical manufacturing giant that bore his family’s name. Other financial
backers included the head of General Motors, Alfred P. Sloan, as well as
executives of Phillips Petroleum, Sun Oil, General Foods, and the McCann
Erickson ad agency.56 The former Democratic presidential candidates Al
Smith and John W. Davis—both of them foes of FDR, the latter counsel to
J. P. Morgan & Co.—were among the League’s members as well.* Its
treasurer was MacGuire’s boss, Grayson Murphy.57



Sitting beside Butler in the hearing room was the journalist who wrote
the Post article, Paul Comly French. Knowing the committee might find his
story hard to swallow—or easy to suppress—Butler had called on the
reporter, whom he knew from his time running the Philadelphia police, to
conduct his own independent investigation. French told the congressmen
what MacGuire had told him: “We need a Fascist Government in this
country, he insisted, to save the nation from the Communists who want to
tear it down and wreck all that we have built in America. The only men who
have the patriotism to do it are the soldiers and Smedley Butler is the ideal
leader. He could organize a million men overnight.”58

MacGuire, the journalist added, had “continually discussed the need of
a man on a white horse, as he called it, a dictator who would come
galloping in on his white horse. He said that was the only way … to save
the capitalistic system.”

Butler added one more enticing detail. MacGuire had told him that his
group in the plot—presumably a clique headed by Grayson Murphy—was
eager to have Butler lead the coup, but that “the Morgan interests”—that is,
bankers or businessmen connected to J. P. Morgan & Co.—were against
him. “The Morgan interests say you cannot be trusted, that you are too
radical and so forth, that you are too much on the side of the little fellow,”
he said the bond salesman had explained. As Roosevelt intuited, they
preferred a more authoritarian general: Douglas MacArthur.59

All of these were, in essence, merely leads. The committee would have
to investigate to make the case in full. What evidence was there to show
that anyone beside MacGuire, and likely Murphy, had known about the
plot? How far had the planning gone? Was Butler—or whoever would lead
the coup—to be the “man on a white horse,” or were they simply to pave
the way for the dictator who would “save the capitalistic system”?

But the committee’s investigation would be brief and conducted in an
atmosphere of overweening incredulity. As soon as Butler’s allegations
became public, the most powerful men in media did everything they could
to cast doubt on them and the Marine. The New York Times fronted its story
with the denials of the accused: Grayson M.-P. Murphy called it “a fantasy.”
“Perfect moonshine! Too unutterably ridiculous to comment upon!”



exclaimed Thomas W. Lamont, the senior partner at J. P. Morgan & Co.
“He’d better be damn careful,” said the ex-Army general and ex-FDR
administration official Hugh S. Johnson, whom Butler said was mooted as a
potential “secretary of general affairs.” “Nobody said a word to me about
anything of the kind, and if they did I’d throw them out the window.”60

Douglas MacArthur called it “the best laugh story of the year.”61

Time magazine—published by Henry Luce, the millionaire son of
missionaries to China—lampooned the allegations in a satire headlined
“Plot Without Plotters.” His writer imagined Butler on horseback, spurs
clinking, as he led a column of half a million men and bankers up
Pennsylvania Avenue. In an unsigned editorial, Adolph Ochs’s New York
Times likened Butler to an early-twentieth-century Prussian con man.62

There would only be one other witness of note before the committee.
Gerald C. MacGuire spent three days testifying before McCormack and
Dickstein, contradicting, then likely perjuring himself.63 He admitted having
met the Croix de Feu in Paris, though he claimed it was in passing at a mass
at Notre-Dame. The bond salesman also admitted having met many times
with Butler—but insisted, implausibly, that it was Butler who told him he
was involved with “some vigilante committee somewhere,” and that the
bond salesman had tried to talk him out of it.64

There was no further inquiry. The committee was disbanded, as
scheduled, at the end of 1934. McCormack argued, unpersuasively, that it
was not necessary to subpoena Grayson Murphy because the committee
already had “cold evidence linking him with this movement.”65 “We did not
want,” the future Speaker of the House added, “to give him a chance to
pose as an innocent victim.”

The committee’s final report was both complimentary to Butler and
exceptionally vague:

In the last few weeks of the committee’s official life it received evidence showing that certain
persons had made an attempt to establish a fascist organization in this country.… There is no
question but that these attempts were discussed, were planned, and might have been placed in
execution when and if the financial backers deemed it expedient.66

The committee said it had “verified all the pertinent statements made by
General Butler.” But it named no one directly in connection with the alleged



coup.

Was there a Business Plot? In the absence of a full investigation, it is
difficult to say. It seems MacGuire was convinced he was a front man for
one. (He would not live long enough to reveal more: four months after the
hearings, the bond salesman died at the age of thirty-seven.)67

It seems possible that at least some of the alleged principals’ denials
were honest. MacGuire’s claim that all the members of the Liberty League
were planning to back a coup against Roosevelt does not make it so. The
incredulity with which men like Thomas Lamont and Douglas MacArthur
greeted the story could be explained by the possibility that they had not
heard of such a plan before Butler blew the whistle.

But it is equally plausible that, had Smedley Butler not come forward,
or had MacGuire approached someone else, the coup or something like it
might have been attempted. Several alleged in connection with the plot
were avid fans of fascism. Lamont described himself as “something like a
missionary” for Mussolini as he made J. P. Morgan one of Fascist Italy’s
main overseas banking partners.68 The American Legion, an alleged source
of manpower for the putsch, featured yearly convention greetings from “a
wounded soldier in the Great War … his excellency, Benito Mussolini.” The
capo del governo himself was invited to speak at the 1930 convention, until
the invitation was rescinded amid protests from organized labor.69

Hugh S. Johnson, Time’s 1933 Man of the Year, had lavishly praised the
“shining name” of Mussolini and the Fascist stato corporativo as models of
anti-labor collectivism while running the New Deal’s short-lived National
Recovery Administration. Johnson’s firing by FDR from the NRA in
September 1934 was predicted by MacGuire, who told Butler the former
Army general had “talked too damn much.” (Johnson would later help
launch the Nazi-sympathizing America First Committee, though he soon
took pains to distance himself from the hard-core antisemites in the
group.70)

Nothing lends more plausibility to the idea that a coup to sideline
Roosevelt was at least discussed—and that Butler’s name was floated to



lead it—than the likely involvement of Grayson Mallet-Prevost Murphy.
The financier’s biography reads like a shadow version of Butler’s. Born in
Philadelphia, educated for two years at Haverford College, he transferred to
West Point during the war against Spain. Murphy then joined the Military
Intelligence Division, running spy missions in the Philippines in 1902 and
Panama in 1903. Murphy returned to Washington to personally brief
Theodore Roosevelt on October 16, 1903—eighteen days before the
Marines landed in support of the Panamanian conspiracy organized by the
founder of Sullivan & Cromwell.71

Murphy later became senior vice president for the Guaranty Trust
Company, the fiscal agent for the Dominican Republic’s “receivership” and
the Morgan loan to Honduras. He served on the board of the Cuba Cane
Sugar Corporation alongside fellow Morgan associates and Sullivan &
Cromwell representatives. Murphy’s uncle, Severo Mallet-Prevost, was the
lawyer who informed Brown Brothers of the State Department’s plan to
take over Nicaragua’s banks, with Butler’s Marines as collection agents, in
1911. Murphy was the American Red Cross commissioner to Europe during
World War I, when the aid group helped run Butler’s embarkation camp in
France, and had been a member of General Pershing’s staff. In 1920,
Murphy toured war-ravaged Europe to make “intelligence estimates and
establish a private intelligence network” with his fellow soldier, William J.
“Wild Bill” Donovan—who would later lead the Office of Strategic
Services, the forerunner to the CIA. This was the résumé of someone who,
at the very least, knew his way around the planning of a coup.72

Again, all of that is circumstantial evidence; none of it points
definitively to a plan to overthrow the U.S. government. But it was enough
to warrant further investigation. So why did no one—not the committee, nor
the press corps writ large—look deeper at the time? Why was the idea that a
president could be overthrown by a conspiracy of well-connected
businessmen—and a few armed divisions led by a rabble-rousing general—
considered so ridiculous that the mere suggestion was met with peals of
laughter across America?

It was because, for decades, Americans had been trained to react in just
that way: by excusing, covering up, or simply laughing away all evidence



that showed how many of those same people had been behind similar
schemes all over the world. Smedley Butler had led troops on the bankers’
behalf to overthrow presidents in Nicaragua and Honduras, and gone on a
spy run to investigate regime change on behalf of the oil companies in
Mexico. He had risked his Marines’ lives for Standard Oil in China and
worked with Murphy’s customs agents in an invasion that helped lead to a
far-right dictatorship in the Dominican Republic. In Haiti, Butler had done
what even the Croix de Feu and its French fascist allies could not: shut
down a national assembly at gunpoint.

In his own country, in his own time, Butler drew a line. “My interest,
my one hobby, is maintaining a democracy,” he told the bond salesman.
Butler clung to an idea of America as a place where the whole of the people
chose their leaders, the “little guy” got a fair shot against the powerful, and
everyone could live free from tyranny. It was an idea that had never existed
in practice for all, and seldom for most. As long as Americans refused to
grasp the reality of what their country actually was—of what their soldiers
and emissaries did with their money and in their name all over the world—
the idea would remain a self-defeating fairy tale. Still, as long as that idea
of America survived, there was a chance its promise might be realized.

The real danger, Butler knew, lay in that idea’s negation. If a faction
gained power that exemplified the worst of America’s history and instincts
—with a leader willing to use his capital and influence to destroy what
semblance of democracy existed for his own ends—that faction could
overwhelm the nation’s fragile institutions and send one of the most
powerful empires the world had ever seen tumbling irretrievably into
darkness.

Twenty-one U.S. presidential elections later, on January 6, 2021, Donald
Trump stood before an angry crowd on the White House Ellipse. For weeks,
Trump had urged supporters to join him in an action against the joint
session of Congress slated to recognize his opponent, Joe Biden, as the next
president that day.73 Among the thousands who heeded his call were white
supremacists, neo-Nazis, devotees of the antisemitic QAnon conspiracy



theory, far-right militias, and elements of his most loyal neofascist street
gang, the Proud Boys. “It is time for war,” a speaker at a warm-up rally the
night before had declared.74

On the rally stage, the defeated president spoke with the everyman style
and bluntness of a Smedley Butler. He mirrored the Marine’s rhetoric, too,
saying his purpose was to “save our democracy.”75 But that was not really
his goal. Trump, and his faction, wanted to destroy the election—to
dismantle democracy rather than cede power to a multiethnic, cross-class
majority who had chosen someone else.76 Trump lied to the thousands in
winter coats and “Make America Great Again” hats by claiming he still had
a legitimate path to victory. His solution: to intimidate his vice president
and Congress into ignoring the Constitution and refusing to certify the
election, opening the door for a critical mass of loyal state governments to
reverse their constituents’ votes and declare him the winner instead. In this,
Trump echoed the French fascists of 1934, who claimed their attack on
parliament would defend the popular will against “Socialist influence” and
“give the nation the leaders it deserves.”77

Trump then did what the Bonus Marchers had refused to do, and the
Business Plotters—however many there were—could not. He sent his mob,
his version of Mussolini’s Black Shirts and the Croix de Feu, to storm the
Capitol. “We fight like hell,” the forty-fifth president instructed them. “And
if you don’t fight like hell, you’re not going to have a country anymore.”

Though Trump had telegraphed his intention to overturn the election for
weeks, the Capitol police and millions watching around the country were
caught wholly unprepared.78 For nearly five hours, the Trumpist mob
attacked the seat of the federal legislature from all sides, armed with
flagpoles, chemical sprays, and a handful of firearms. They bowled over
barricades, battled and assaulted overwhelmed police, smashed windows
and doors, entered the Senate chamber, and tried to force their way into the
House. Four rioters and a Capitol police officer died as a result; at least 138
D.C. and Capitol police were injured, some severely. At least four officers
present at the attack committed suicide in the months that followed.79

But it was not just Trump’s personal embodiment of fascism and
authoritarian populism that should have prepared Americans for the January



6 attack.80 Over a century of imperial violence had laid the groundwork for
the siege at the heart of U.S. democracy.

Many of the putschists, including a thirty-five-year-old California
woman shot to death by police as she tried to break into the lobby leading to
the House floor, were veterans of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Some
wore tactical armor and carried “flex cuffs”—nylon restraints the military
and police use for mass arrests of insurgents and dissidents. The QAnon
rioters were devotees of a supposed “military intelligence” officer who
prophesized, among other things, the imminent detention and execution of
liberals at Guantánamo. A Washington Post reporter heard some of the
rioters chanting for “military tribunals.” (In an ironic spin on the idea of
“foreign in a domestic sense,” the board where the eponymous “Q” posted
was operated by a U.S. Army veteran residing in the Philippines. He
traveled to Washington and marched to the Capitol complex with the mob
on January 6.)81

Even many of those opposed to the insurrection struggled to see what
was happening: that the boundaries between the center and the periphery
were collapsing. “I expected violent assault on democracy as a U.S. Marine
in Iraq. I never imagined it as a United States congressman in America,”
Representative Seth Moulton, a Massachusetts Democrat, wrote as he
sheltered in the Capitol complex. George W. Bush, the president who
ordered Moulton into Baghdad, observed: “This is how election results are
disputed in a banana republic—not our democratic republic.”82 Watching
from home, I wished Smedley Butler was around to remind the former
president how those “banana republics” came to be.

The attackers did not achieve their immediate goal: Biden’s victory was
certified at 3:41 A.M. But just as the effects of the thwarted Parisian attack
of six février took years to be felt—triggering a powerful left-wing backlash
yet also helping set the stage for collaboration with the Nazis—the long-
term consequences of the January 6 assault on the Capitol are yet to be
seen. Eight Republican senators and 139 GOP representatives voted to
reject the election mere hours after the siege.83 Trump was impeached, for a
history-making second time, for inciting the insurrection, and a majority of
senators voted to convict. But the body fell ten votes short of the two-thirds



majority needed, permitting him to run for office again. Republican-run
states that Democrats won or came close to winning in 2020 raced to
change their laws to prevent as many would-be Democratic voters,
especially nonwhites, from participating in the next election.84 Trump
openly talks about being “reinstated as president” before then.85

The new president, meanwhile, resorted to the imperial logics of the
forever wars. In his first address to Congress, three months after taking
office, Biden announced that he intended to keep the U.S. military engaged
“against the threats to the United States wherever they come from  … in
Yemen, Syria, Somalia, other places in Africa and the Middle East and
beyond.” Then, barely pausing for a breath, he transitioned to “what our
intelligence agents have determined to be the most lethal terrorist threat to
our homeland today: white supremacy is terrorism.”86

The strategy implied by that framing is worrying. A former top CIA
counterterrorism official (who later became chairman of an investment
bank) had called weeks earlier in a New York Times essay for a
“comprehensive counterinsurgency” in the United States.87 Such a domestic
deployment, modeled on the tactics used by U.S. forces from Nicaragua and
Haiti to Vietnam and Afghanistan, would not only be dangerous but
counterproductive. Branding masses of U.S. citizens as “terrorists”—
placing them and their fates outside the law, instead of subject to it—will
only perpetuate the cycles of imperial aggression and blowback that led to
the assault on democracy in the first place.

A few weeks after the siege, I talked to Smedley Butler’s eighty-five-
year-old granddaughter, Philippa Wehle. I asked her over Skype what her
grandfather would have thought of the events of January 6.

Her hazel eyes narrowed as she pondered. “I think he would have been
in there. He would have been in the fray somehow.”

For an unsettling moment, I was unsure what she meant. Butler had
much in common with both sides of the siege: Like Trump’s mob, he had
often doubted the validity of democracy when practiced by nonwhites. (The
most prominent Trumpist conspiracy theories about purported fraud in the
2020 election centered on cities with large immigrant and Black
populations.) Like many of the putschists, Butler saw himself as a warrior



for the “little guy” against a vast constellation of elite interests—even
though he, also like most of the Capitol attackers, was relatively well-off.88

Moreover, the greatest proportion of veterans arrested in connection with
the attempted putsch were Marines. An active-duty Marine major—a field
artillery officer at Quantico—was caught on video pushing open the doors
to the East Rotunda and accused by federal prosecutors of allowing other
rioters to stream in.89

But I knew too that Butler had taken his stand for democracy and
against the Business Plot. I would like to think he would have seen through
Trump as well. Butler had rejected Father Coughlin’s proto-Trumpian brand
of red-baiting, antisemetic conspiratorial populism, going so far as to
inform FBI director J. Edgar Hoover of an alleged 1936 effort involving the
reactionary priest to overthrow the left-leaning government of Mexico.90

When a reporter for the Marxist magazine New Masses asked Butler “just
where he stood politically” in the wake of the Business Plot, he name-
checked several of the most left-leaning members of Congress, and said the
only group he would give his “blanket approval to” was the American
Federation of Labor. Butler added that he would not only “die to preserve
democracy” but also, crucially, “fight to broaden it.”91

Perhaps it would have come down to timing: at what point in his life the
attack on the government might have taken place.

“Do you think he would have been with the people storming the
Capitol?” I asked Philippa, tentatively.

This time she answered immediately. “No! Heavens no. He would have
been trying to do something about it.” He might have been killed, she
added, given that the police were so unprepared. “Which is so disturbing,
because of course they should have known. They would have known. They
only had to read the papers.”

On March 15, 1935, Butler published what would become his most famous
work, War Is a Racket. The fifty-two-page pamphlet with a tomato-red
cover was a distillation of what had become one of his most-requested
speeches, as polished by his favorite ghostwriter, the newspaperman E. Z.



Dimitman. In direct prose, the book summarizes the hellishness and
unfairness of war, with a metaphor lifted from his time fighting the
gangsters of Philadelphia. “For a very few, this racket, like bootlegging and
other underworld rackets, brings fancy profits,” he writes, “but the cost of
the operations is always transferred to the people—who do not profit.”92

It is not a rigorous book. There are oversimplifications and errors. (A
claim that the destruction of the battleship Maine, and thus the 1898 war
with Spain, could have been prevented with a law limiting Navy ships to
sailing “within 200 miles of our coastline” is complicated by the fact that
Havana is less than ninety nautical miles south of the Florida Keys.)

But Butler (and Dimitman) were writing a jeremiad for a mass
audience. The purpose of the book was to stop the next war: to keep
Americans from sending their sons to be massacred, maimed, and
“destroyed, mentally” once again in Europe or, as Butler was increasingly
convinced they would be, in Asia. The story he told was essentially a
parable: the bankers and the industrialists were among the racketeers. The
American people—the “lads in the trenches,” the loved ones worried sick at
home—were the dupes and victims. The racket could only be smashed,
Butler concluded, “by taking the profit out of war.”93

Starting that fall, Butler wrote a complementary, yet sharply different,
series of articles for the socialist magazine Common Sense. Writing for an
intellectual and more radical audience (the magazine’s contributors
included Upton Sinclair and John Dos Passos), Butler broadened the scope
of his critique. Now he had been the gangster. That series began with an
indictment of “military boondoggling” and ended with the castigation of the
wealth-protecting proclivities of American police.

It was in the second installment that Butler made his famous confession
of crimes committed in Asia and Latin America—that he “helped in the
raping of half a dozen Central American republics for the benefit of Wall
Street,” saw to it “that Standard Oil went its way unmolested” in China, and
so on—and where he made the statement:

I spent 33 years and 4 months in active service as a member of our country’s most agile
military force—the Marine Corps. I served in all commissioned ranks from a second
lieutenant to Major-General. And during that period I spent most of my time being a high-



class muscle man for Big Business, for Wall Street and for the bankers. In short, I was a
racketeer for capitalism.94

Butler’s radical turn alarmed the military. In January 1936, Marine
Corps informants infiltrated a meeting of the American League Against War
and Fascism at the Cleveland Public Auditorium, where Butler shared the
stage with radical journalists, an antifascist rabbi, official members of the
Communist Party, and the poet Langston Hughes. Reporting that Butler had
called on the crowd to “lay aside all religious and racial feeling and stand
together” against fascism and war, the informants concluded: “The General
appeared to us to be either insane or an out and out traitor.”95

The spies may have indeed been picking up a rising desperation in
Butler’s voice. His fears of a second world war—of a catastrophe made
worse than the first by accelerating technology—were growing by the day.
Hitler had announced the reconstitution of Germany’s armed forces. Fascist
Italy had invaded Ethiopia using aerial bombings and mustard gas. In the
summer of 1936, the Spanish Civil War would begin, drawing Nazi
Germany, the Soviet Union, and thousands of volunteers from the United
States, Britain, and elsewhere into proxy combat.

Most worrying to Butler were the developments in Asia. Japan was now
occupying all of Chinese Manchuria, with the deposed last Qing emperor,
Puyi, as the nominal leader of a puppet state. Butler’s warnings about
growing U.S. and Japanese imperial rivalry grew more dire. He had already
come out publicly for the independence of the Philippines. In 1938, he
wrote an incendiary article calling for the immediate withdrawal of U.S.
forces from China. “Do you want to send your sons to get their brains
spattered all over Manchuria by Oriental air bombs? If you don’t, you had
better do something about it—now. Tomorrow may be too late.”96

By the spring of 1939, many of Butler’s warnings were already proving
prophetic. Hitler and Mussolini had announced an alliance, despite their
countries having been on opposite sides of the previous world war. Japan
had launched its reign of terror in China two years earlier and was now
occupying the ruins of Shanghai and Nanjing.



Butler continued his relentless campaign against war. He traveled across
the country giving speeches: from cities like Chicago and Portland, Oregon,
to towns as small as Texarkana, Texas, and Coffeyville, Kansas. The
constant movement and stress put a deep strain on his body; his back and
stomach, which had never been quite right, were now giving him no end of
trouble.

His iconoclasm and insistence on always speaking his mind had left him
with few consistent allies. He had given up on an increasingly warlike
Roosevelt, voting for Socialist Party candidate Norman Thomas in the 1936
presidential election.97 The Marines washed their hands of him. The Nazi-
sympathizing America First crowd, soon to be led by the aviator Charles
Lindbergh, had little use for his consistent antifascism. Neither did the
Communists, whose party leader, Earl Browder, lamented that “he is a
simple man  … [with] no conception of politics.… He is just a soldier
fighting for the soldiers.”98

He was also without his lifelong pillar of support. Maud Butler had died
in June 1936, at Smedley’s brother’s house on the oil ranch in Eastland,
Texas. She was eighty-one. The West Chester newspaper ran one of the last
photos ever taken of her, smiling contentedly next to Smedley in Wichita,
where she had come to hear him talk.99

In April 1939, an ailing Butler accepted an invitation to speak at a
“peace meeting” at the University of California in Berkeley. The students
who streamed into the sunny gymnasium that day were young and eager,
dressed for the San Francisco Bay spring. The men wore rumpled shirts and
brown oxfords, the women light sweaters and long skirts, their shiny hair
bobbed and rolled. There were thousands, stacked up the bleachers to the
big iron rafters. Classes had been canceled across campus for the event.

Butler sat back as the young university president, Robert G. Sproul,
announced the first student speaker, Effie Lockhart. She was well dressed,
poised, and, in contrast to nearly everyone else in the arena, Black. “The
final decision as to whether we have peace or war rests with those who dare
to hope for peace,” she trumpeted.100

Smedley couldn’t share her optimism, but he admired it, and firmly
shook her hand. He cared less for the next student, one Bernard Shapiro.



The young man tempered his plea for peace with a call for collective
security—supporting, through other means, nations fighting against
fascism. No, Butler thought. That way lay trouble. Entanglement.

He turned the thought over in his mind, as Sproul read his introduction.
(“Smedley D. Butler!… A dynamic spirit who shocks his listeners into
thinking, into violent agreement—or disagreement!”) That righteous anger
was lit. He stood, staring out at the crowd, digging deep to call up that grit
and gunpowder voice that had roared at presidents and sent boys into hell,
now buried under the pain of a prematurely aging gut. He downed a glass of
cool water, ran his callused fingers through what was left of his hair, and
balled them into a fist.

“I’m going to give my ideas in the words of a Marine!” he thundered.
He did not need a microphone. The words pinged off the concrete walls. He
pointed at poor Shapiro. “I don’t agree with a damn thing he said.” He let
the cuss settle. Then he cracked his impish smile. “But I like the way he
said it!” The students roared.101

Butler could not stop now. He had killed and nearly been killed. He’d
seen friends like Pete Wynne survive the battlefield only to die young from
drink and disease. He pictured, perhaps, the faces of the men he had killed,
including Zeledón’s rebels in Nicaragua and the Cacos of Fort Rivière, who
had died fighting to fend off the empire he was now struggling to contain.
He remembered the men coming back from the front in France, missing
limbs and parts of their faces, a ghastly hollowness inside. They were the
same age as the students staring back at him now.

“I can’t believe that Roosevelt wants to put us into war,” he told them.
“He has a son who is a lieutenant colonel in the Marines. I’m damn sure
he’ll go to the front-line trenches if there are any, for I’ll take him. I’ll
resign my commission and take James as a private!” They applauded.

As he always did, in everything, Butler gave all he had. He ranted and
pleaded until, as happened often at his fragile, malarial age of fifty-eight,
his strength began to give out. “Go on!” he shouted, his voice now starting
to fray. “Have your lousy damn war! Our problem at home is to stop talking
about war and put twelve million men to work.”



But deep in his gut, under the stabbing pain, Butler may have suspected
a deeper truth. The students’ comfortable cheap cotton clothes, the Packards
and Fords lined up outside on College Avenue, the bananas and breakfast
cereals in their bellies, owed everything to his sacrifices and his crimes—
what he and his Marines had done to millions of others, what they had bled
and died for in jungles and drought-stricken fields thousands of miles away.
America had risen on his watch from a regional dynamo to the very cusp of
becoming the ultimate power in the world. If Americans wanted to defend
that power and position, if they were to ensure that the spoils of empire in
the Pacific did not fall into the hands of the Japanese, that the prizes of
Latin America and the Caribbean were not overrun by the British, the
Soviets, or the killers of the Nazi Reich, then their leaders would have to
push them into war.

He had foreseen it years before, because he had helped to make it nearly
inevitable. Remembering the human cost of everything Americans had done
to build their empire, he prayed, might save countless more lives from even
more war, from suffering, from death. He looked out at the young people
and beseeched them to remember. But America had already forgotten.
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EPILOGUE
WEST CHESTER PENNSYLVANIA, USA

On the last frigid day of February, the trees and bushes at the Oaklands
Cemetery were bare. My guide from the local historical society walked
ahead while I fumbled with my phone looking for a cemetery map. When I
looked up, I saw him standing beside the cluster of plain gray headstones
we were searching for.

In the back row lay Thomas and Maud, a clutch of pink flowers beside
her marker. There were Tom Dick, Smedley Junior, and Smedley’s brothers,
Horace and Sam.* Bunny lay under her maiden name, Ethel Conway Peters,
with an inscription indicating that she was Smedley’s wife. Tucked to her
left, at the spot where the property gave way to the forest, was Smedley
Darlington Butler.

On May 23, 1940, Butler, complaining of stomach pain, weight loss,
and exhaustion, checked into the Philadelphia Naval Hospital. The doctors
diagnosed him with an unspecified upper abdominal condition affecting the
gall bladder and liver, likely a form of cancer. He never left the hospital. He
died on June 21, surrounded by Bunny and the children.1

They held the funeral in the Newtown Square house, under the
“Umbrellas of Ten Thousand Blessings.” A contingent of Marines, a few
congressmen, and a few dozen Philadelphia police attended, along with
many relatives. A mountain of floral tributes sent from all over the world
was piled in front of an American flag. The president sent a short note to
Ethel: “I grieve to hear of Smedley’s passing. I shall always remember the
old days in Haiti. My heart goes out to you and the family in this great
sorrow. Franklin D. Roosevelt.”2

The service consisted of two eulogies: one by a Unitarian minister, the
other by a member of the Quaker Meeting. Though Quakers had written
from across the country in Butler’s later years, demanding (politely) to
know how an admitted mass killer could call himself a member in good



standing, the West Chester Meeting had defended him throughout.
“Although General Butler was for thirty years in the military service of his
country, he hated war,” the Quaker eulogist at his funeral said. “There can
be no doubt that his preaching produced results and that he carried his peace
message to places and peoples that would not have been reached and
influenced otherwise.”3

Butler was buried without military honors, likely at the family’s request.
His headstone was marked with a logo in the shape of a Medal of Honor,
his birth and death dates listed in the Quaker style (the months’ numbers
instead of their names), his final rank, and the Marine motto, Semper
Fidelis. Over the years, the grave had become a pilgrimage site of sorts.
Visitors before me had left an assortment of U.S. and Marine Corps flags,
flowers, coins, and an American Legion medallion. Someone had pressed a
gold and silver Eagle, Globe, and Anchor into the dirt.

Smedley’s “preaching,” as it were, did nothing to prevent World War II,
which had been raging for months in Europe and three years in Asia when
he died. The French surrendered to the Nazis in the Forest of Compiègne
the day after he succumbed, shocking American anti-interventionists who
had assumed the French army would halt the German advance, as they had
in the last war.

A year later, in 1941, Franklin Roosevelt imposed an oil embargo on the
Japanese in retaliation for their invasion of the French colonies in
Indochina. That gave Emperor Hirohito two choices: give up on his dreams
of becoming the dominant empire in East Asia and the Pacific, or seize the
oil reserves in the Dutch East Indies, risking war with the United States and
Britain. His war cabinet decided to strike first, simultaneously bombing
Pearl Harbor, the Philippines, Guam, Wake Island, and the British garrisons
in Malaya, Hong Kong, and Singapore on December 7 and 8, 1941.

Roosevelt lifted a bit of Butler’s rhetoric in rallying the country to war.
“Powerful and resourceful gangsters have banded together to make war
upon the whole human race,” he said in a fireside chat. “There is no such
thing as security for any nation—or any individual—in a world ruled by the
principles of gangsterism.”4



It’s impossible to say how Butler would have reacted. Just three years
earlier, in 1938, Smedley had said that in case of an attack on Hawai‘i the
islands should be abandoned and defenses readied closer to the mainland.5

But he also said during his antiwar years, “Pacifist, hell. I’m a pacifist, but I
always have a club behind my back.”6 It is not hard to imagine that Butler
might have joined fellow antiwar but non-Nazi-supporting activists,
including Norman Thomas, in reluctantly deciding to support the United
States’ entering the conflict on the side of the Allies.7

We do know how the Butler family responded. Smedley Junior joined
the Marines. Tom Dick joined the Navy. Snooks’s husband, John Wehle,
flew missions as a Marine aviator in the Pacific. Snooks was called on to
christen the USS Butler, a sixteen-hundred-ton destroyer named for her
father, which participated in both the Allied invasion of Sicily (the
beginning of the end for Mussolini, Smedley would have been pleased to
know) and the D-Day invasion of France.8 In a telling move, in 1944,
Bunny refused to allow a pacifist group to publish quotations from War Is a
Racket until the war was over. “However,” she wrote them, “as soon as
peace has been established we will do everything possible to help prevent
any future development that might lead to war.”9

After Japan surrendered, the Marine Corps established Camp Smedley
D. Butler, a base on the U.S.-occupied Japanese island of Okinawa. It was a
tribute-wrapped rebuke of a Marine who died calling on his country to
abandon its Pacific colonies in the interest of peace.

Among the many Marines who have passed through Camp Butler over
the years was Gen. David M. Shoup, who served under Butler in China in
1927 and 1928, and won a Medal of Honor at the 1943 Battle of Tarawa
against the Japanese. He was also Corps commandant from 1960 until 1963.
Having learned, perhaps equally belatedly, the same lessons as his former
commander, Shoup became one of the most outspoken critics of the
escalation in Vietnam, warning Lyndon Johnson’s administration to “keep
our dirty, bloody, dollar-soaked fingers out of the business of these nations
so full of depressed, exploited people.”10

Shoup was not the last to carry on Butler’s tradition of imperfect people
trying to speak truth to power from within, or just after leaving, the U.S.



military. It’s a lineage that includes Col. David “Hack” Hackworth, U.S.
Army, who spoke on national television against the Vietnam War, and Lt.
Paula Coughlin, who exposed rampant sexual assault in the Navy and
Marine Corps in the early 1990s. Scott Ritter, the United Nations weapons
inspector who tried to warn the world that George W. Bush was about to
make a “historical mistake” by ordering the invasion of Iraq in 2003, was a
Marine.11

Some have paid with more than their professional relationships. Chelsea
Manning, an Army intelligence analyst in Iraq, passed video of a U.S.
helicopter gunship killing civilians, as well as hundreds of thousands of
classified documents, to the website WikiLeaks.12 She was court-martialed
and sentenced to thirty-five years in prison, though her sentence was
commuted after seven. Most recently, Reality Winner, a former Air Force
intelligence specialist, was sentenced to over five years for sharing a
classified report on Russian interference in the 2016 election that the Trump
administration did not want revealed.13

Like Butler, each had participated in the destructive system they tried to
expose; each was trying to pierce the silences that had made that destruction
possible. Those are the kinds of moral conflicts that are perhaps inevitable
when trying to do justice from inside an empire. It is something I struggled
with in my own way throughout the journey in Butler’s footsteps. An
empire built on greed and murder may be fraying, but who knows if what
comes next will be better or worse. Will it be a world built on justice and
equality, restoring what was stolen, and living out the promises that many
Americans do believe in? Or one of revanchism and autocracy, of Trumps,
Dutertes, and Xis? The possibilities are both liberatory and terrifying.
Perhaps it is all we can do to follow the example of Butler and those who
came after him, trying to come to grips with the realities of our past, and
making the reparations necessary for a better future.

As I meditated on that, standing over Butler’s simple grave, two men
approached me from another corner of the family plot. One was wearing a
beige overcoat. The taller one was in a gray hoodie.

“He says you’re writing a biography of Smedley Butler,” the one in the
gray hoodie said, gesturing toward the historical society guide.



“Close enough,” I replied.
He smiled, like we shared a secret code. He told me he had joined the

Air Force the year the Iraq War began. Now an E-7, master sergeant, he was
about to be deployed again to Iraq. His new mission was to be an adviser in
the latest iteration of Americans trying to set up client armies abroad,
usually to the detriment of all involved. He was preparing for deployment at
Fort Dix, New Jersey. When he found out that Butler was buried within
driving distance—about sixty miles—he felt the overwhelming urge to visit
with a comrade. He wanted to make a rubbing of the headstone to take with
him to Baghdad.

“Personal non-hero,” he explained. “I don’t want to say hero because I
don’t think that’s what he’d say about himself.”

“Too modest?” the historical society guy asked.
“No, that’s not it. I don’t think he thought he was a hero.”
The master sergeant paused, then backtracked, and tried to explain what

he meant. But I understood. I knew the look in his eye, a look Butler surely
would have recognized: of being proud of what he’d done, and also deeply
ashamed, and haunted by it, and also by what he was probably about to go
do. He told me he tried to look for soldiers from the past who did their jobs
with integrity, and model himself after them. “The military is a sharp
instrument in the hands of a blunt man,” he said, with a half laugh of
resignation.

We stood around for a few minutes more, chatting about Butler’s life
and times, until he said he had to go. I wished him well. He and his friend
walked off toward the road, leaving the graves behind them.
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Smedley Darlington Butler in China, 1900. Public Domain, Marine Corps History Department
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Massacre of Filipinos at Bud Dajo, Jolo Island, Philippines, 1906. One of the images Philippine
president Rodrigo Duterte was referring to when he promised to “produce—from your archives—the
photographs that you took of the people you murdered here in the Philippines.” Public Domain,
National Archives and Records Administration
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Smedley and Ethel Butler’s wedding, 1905. Maud Butler is in the feather hat; Thomas Butler to her
side (far left). Public Domain, Marine Corps History Department
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U.S. occupation of Veracruz, Mexico, 1914. From left to right: Capt. F. H. DeLario, Sgt. Maj. John
H. Quick (standing), Lt. Col. Wendell C. Neville, Col. John A. Lejeune, and Maj. Smedley D. Butler.
Public Domain, Marine Corps History Department
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Littleton Waller in Haiti, 1915. Public Domain, National Archives and Records Administration
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The “crucifixion” of Haitian insurgent leader Charlemagne Péralte, assassinated by Marines in 1919,
in a photograph taken before his burial at the future Caracol Industrial Park. This image inspired
generations of anti-imperialist resistance in Haiti. Public Domain, National Archives and Records
Administration

OceanofPDF.com

https://oceanofpdf.com/


Franklin D. Roosevelt (left) and unidentified colleague in Haiti, 1917, wearing the uniforms of
Butler’s Gendarmerie. Courtesy of the Franklin D. Roosevelt Library
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Ethel (“Bunny”), Smedley Jr. (“Brother”), Thomas Richard (“Tom Dick”), Ethel (“Snooks”), and
Smedley D. Butler in Haiti, 1916. Public Domain, Marine Corps History Department

OceanofPDF.com

https://oceanofpdf.com/


The set of Goyo: The Boy General, a drama about the Philippine-American War, as a monsoon rain
begins to fall. The author is the bearded prisoner of war, second from the left, 2017. Courtesy of the
Author
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A company of the Guardia Nacional Dominicana, one of the client police forces the Americans set up
across Latin America, in San Pedro de Macoris, Dominican Republic, 1920.
Public Domain, American National Red Cross photograph collection, Library of Congress
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Butler’s famous duckboards at Camp Pontanézen, Brest, France, 1919. Public Domain, Marine
Corps History Department
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Butler being sworn in as Philadelphia’s Director of Public Safety by Mayor W. Freeland Kendrick,
1926. Public Domain, Marine Corps History Department
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Smedley in Hollywood with (left to right) director John Francis Dillon, actress Pauline Starke, and
screenwriter Elinor Glyn, 1926. Six years later, Starke, who got her start in a blackface role in D.W.
Griffith’s Birth of a Nation, would star in a Broadway adaptation of the zombie chapter of W. B.
Seabrook’s The Magic Island—the stage production that inspired White Zombie, Hollywood’s first
zombie feature, starring Bela Lugosi. Public Domain, Marine Corps History Department

OceanofPDF.com

https://oceanofpdf.com/


Supporters of the Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN) protest on behalf of President Daniel
Ortega in Managua, Nicaragua, September 1, 2018. Rodrigo Sura/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock
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Butler and the Marines in Shanghai, 1927. Public Domain, Marine Corps History Department
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Butler addressing the Bonus Marchers on the Anacostia Flats, Washington, D.C., July 19, 1932. Still
from Fox Movietone News outtake, Moving Image Research Collections, University of South
Carolina
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Gen. Douglas MacArthur’s handiwork: the Bonus Marchers’ encampment in flames in front of the
U.S. Capitol, July 28, 1932. Public Domain, National Archives and Records Administration
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Unidentified Marine at the January 6, 2021, pro-Trump insurrection at the U.S. Capitol. This photo
was taken by another Marine, Christopher Jones, who came to document the riot as a journalist.
Seconds after the photo was taken, the Marine putschist told his comrade he was “fake news” and
should be shot. Courtesy of Christopher Jones for 100 Days in Appalachia
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like this: A newcomer to the Old West is riding on a stagecoach when the
driver uses his whip to swat a horsefly off a cow. The driver does this so
expertly, the cow hardly notices. A little farther down the line, the driver
uses his whip to swat a grasshopper off a fence, just as deftly. Finally, they
pass a hornets’ nest, with one hornet hanging down beneath it. The driver
just keeps heading down the road.
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A NOTE ON SOURCES

I was fortunate to discover how many of Smedley Butler’s letters, writings,
and photos—as well as those of his fellow Marines and family—survive.
The Butler family were prolific letter writers; because Smedley became
famous as a teenager—especially after his early battlefield heroics in China
—his family preserved thousands of documents written by and to him.

Thanks to the dedicated archivists at the Marine Corps History Division,
Quantico; the Special Collections Department at the Stanford University
Library; and the Chester County (PA) Historical Society—as well as
Butler’s granddaughter Philippa Wehle, who generously shared previously
unseen family letters and other documents with me—I seldom had to guess
what was going on inside his head. All of the Butler-related historical
material in this book is based on such letters, memoirs (both unpublished
and published), contemporaneous press accounts, and other documents.
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* Among those awarded the Medal of Honor for the battle was the Tenth Cavalry’s Sgt. Maj. Edward
L. Baker Jr., the grandfather of famed jazz saxophonist Dexter Gordon.



* Completing the circle, the CIA’s top operative in Iran who oversaw the coup was Kermit Roosevelt
—Teddy’s grandson.



* Warren Delano Jr. wrote: “I do not pretend to justify the prosecution of the opium trade in a moral
and philanthropic point of view, but as a merchant I insist that it has been a fair, honorable and
legitimate trade; and to say the worst of it, liable to no further or weightier objections than is the
importation of wines, Brandies & spirits in to the U. States, England, &c.” Delano was the maternal
grandfather of Teddy Roosevelt’s cousin and fellow president, Franklin Delano Roosevelt. John
Forbes Kerry—the former senator, secretary of state, and Democratic presidential nominee—is a
descendant of the Forbes family.



* According to a local historian, at some point, the British fired a “chlorine gas cannon.” The poet
and journalist Li Boyuan elaborated two years later: “People only had to inhale the gas to die where
they stood; they had no need to be in the vicinity of those cruel shells when they landed.” This would
be revelatory if true: most Western historians state that the first chemical weapons were deployed by
the Germans during World War I, fourteen years later. If such weapons were used in China, it was in
violation of European law. The powers had banned the use of poison gas at the first international
conference on arms control at the Hague a year before. Li wrote that the allies “had reserved them for
attacks on savages.” Indeed, when chlorine gas was used first on the battlefield by the Germans, they
did so against Algerian troops fighting for the French at the Battle of Ypres. Thanks to Jeffrey
Wasserstrom for pointing out the poem. See Wang Jingmo, 天津静海旧话 [Tianjin Jinghai History] (Tianjin
Shi: Tianjin gu ji chu ban she, 2007), 38–39, via Google Translate, and Douglas Lancashire, Li Po-
Yuan (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1981), 175n32.



* The full song was known as “Damn Damn Damn the Filipinos,” a parody version of a Civil War
march. The melody is best known today as the tune of “Jesus Loves the Little Children.” The M1898
Krag–Jørgensen, a bolt-action, side-loading rifle, was a standard-issue firearm for Marines.



* The Buffalo “Pan-American Exposition” featured a special “Outlying Possessions Exhibit”
organized by the Smithsonian. A few buildings away from the Temple of Music where McKinley
would be shot, visitors could tour a model Filipino village, learn about the “clothes [Filipinos] wear,
what they eat … [and] their games and amusements.” Also on display, according to a syndicated
newspaper article from 1901, were “curious native weapons captured by our troops” and “the famous
Manila hemp in huge skeins.”



* A private with the Thirty-second Volunteer Infantry on Luzon described the process: “Lay them on
their backs, a man standing on each hand and each foot, then put a round stick in the mouth, and pour
a pail of water in the mouth and nose, and if they don’t give up pour in another pail. They swell up
like toads.”



* In truth, either way, some U.S. business interests would have made out handsomely. The Louisiana
senator who championed the Nicaraguan route had his own secret investment at stake. See Espino,
How Wall Street Created a Nation, Kindle loc. 353.



* It started as a joke—“Snooks” was the nickname of the tallest man in the regiment, and the baby
was immediately “adopted” as the smallest. But the nickname stuck.



* Most Americans remember this because of a uniquely American scandal. When the Democratic
Congress banned funding for the Contras, the Reagan administration hatched a scheme to illegally
funnel money and weapons to them anyway, in part by using their profits from weapons sales to Iran.
It became known as the Iran-Contra Affair and resulted in a string of nationally televised hearings.
About a dozen Reagan administration officials were indicted. Several were convicted. Most were
pardoned by George H. W. Bush, on the recommendation of his (and later Trump’s) attorney general,
William H. Barr. (Bush had likely been tied up in the scandal as vice president as well.)
Appropriately for a story involving Nicaragua, the face of the scandal was a Marine: Lt. Col. Oliver
North, who oversaw the scheme as a member of the National Security Council. North’s conviction
was overturned after an appeals court ruled witnesses might have been affected by testimony he had
given against other Reagan administration officials in exchange for congressional immunity. On
Bush’s involvement, see Arun Gupta, “Let’s Talk About George H. W. Bush’s Role in the Iran-Contra
Scandal,” Intercept, Dec. 7, 2018.



* Despite Butler’s concerns over his legacy, it was Mena who ended up bearing Nicaraguans’
derision for his betrayal of the 1912 revolution. To this day, when a boastful person is suspected of
lying or breaking a promise, Nicaraguans will say, “¡Esta dijo Mena!” (“That’s what Mena said!”)
and make an obscene gesture with their index finger and thumb.



* Hoover was hugely capitalized in Nicaragua. By 1912, he owned shares in more than thirteen
Nicaraguan mines. But he was also an example of the fact that there are no guarantees in business,
even when you have the Marines on your side. Hoover’s company had trouble finding workers
thanks to the unrest. The mine Butler visited, Oroya Leonesa, went out of business in 1920 “without
ever paying a dividend,” according to Hoover’s biographer George H. Nash.



* No known relation to the puppet president Arosemena from fifty years earlier.



* The name was an anachronism: Chapultepec was built by a Spanish viceroy in 1785, more than two
and a half centuries after the Aztec emperor Moctezuma Xocoyotzin was killed during the invasion
of Hernán Cortés’s conquistadors.



* At the same time, the CIA was contracting the Mexicans’ Honduran middleman, Juan Ramón Matta
Ballesteros, to run weapons and supplies south to the Nicaraguan Contras. Scott and Marshall cite
evidence that Félix Gallardo’s associates hosted a training camp—run by the CIA under the cover of
the Mexican federal police—where Contras trained as well. Lawyers for men accused of the 1985
murder of a DEA agent in Guadalajara alleged in U.S. federal court that “various agencies of the
federal government, including the CIA,” were allowing Félix Gallardo to smuggle cocaine into the
United States in exchange for his support in the fight against the Sandinistas. The U.S. attorney on
the case did not dispute the claim. See Kim Murphy, “Cover-Up Alleged in Drug Agent’s Death,” Los
Angeles Times, Aug. 19, 1988, and Ryan Grim, Matt Sledge, and Matt Ferner, “Key Figures in CIA-
Crack Cocaine Scandal Begin to Come Forward,” Huffpost, Oct. 10, 2014.



* Ironically, many of those loans were financed by so-called petrodollars, excess profits from the
members of the OPEC oil cartel that had been deposited in U.S. and European banks. Those banks,
desperate to move some of the money elsewhere, had found Mexico—an oil-exporting country that
was not part of OPEC—an attractive place to park the cash, so long as Mexico seemed able to pay
the loans back with interest.



* The amount of the indemnity was renegotiated a few years later to 90 million francs—five times
France’s annual budget at the time. The French economist Thomas Picketty estimated the amount
France owes Haiti at upward of $28 billion. Haiti did not finish paying off the interest on the loans
taken to pay off the predatory debt until 1947. See Marlene Daut, “When Haiti Paid France for
Freedom: The Greatest Heist in History,” Africa Report, Jul. 2, 2020.



* The slave colony that became Haiti had been known as Saint-Domingue. It was simply a French
translation of “Santo Domingo”—a term the Spanish had used at times for the entire island otherwise
known as Hispaniola. It should not be confused with the identically named capital of the modern-day
Dominican Republic.



* Standard Oil Company of New York, now the Mobil in ExxonMobil.



* Villa had broken with Mexican president Venustiano Carranza. On March 9, 1916, Villa’s División
del Norte launched a cross-border raid into the tiny U.S. border town of Columbus, New Mexico,
likely hoping to provoke an invasion and unite the warring Mexican factions against both his former
ally Carranza and the United States. Wilson took the bait and sent ten thousand U.S. soldiers, led by
Pershing, to capture the rebel leader. The invasion failed to produce Villa’s hoped-for united front.
But the “Punitive Expedition” also failed to capture him.



* The Haitian president whose rise was aided by the Clintons, Michel “Sweet Micky” Martelly,
presided over a wave of massive corruption. At the end of his five-year term, Martelly oversaw the
fraud-ridden election of his hand-picked successor, a banana exporter and political unknown named
Jovenel Moïse. Moïse shocked many by attempting to become an authoritarian in the mold of Papa
Doc Duvalier, overseeing a regime in which critics and protesters were massacred with impunity by
police, allied gangs, and elements of his reconstituted Haitian army. On July 7, 2021, Moïse was
assassinated in his home—the first Haitian president killed in office since Vilbrun Guillaume Sam in
1915. Once again, the political murder prompted calls by some American commentators—and at
least one Haitian political faction—for another U.S. military intervention. The Biden administration
demurred. As of this writing, the identities of Moïse’s killers and those of the authors of the
assassination remain unknown.



** After the occupation ended in 1934, Sténio Vincent had Péralte’s body dug up and reburied with
state honors in Cap-Haïtien.



* While the Marines were crossing the Atlantic, another major outbreak of the flu had just started in
Philadelphia. On September 28, 1918, the city had held a parade to promote the sale of “Liberty
Bonds,” government debt securities sold to raise money for the war effort. An estimated 200,000
people attended, turning it into a super-spreader event. Over 13,000 Philadelphians would die before
the end of the year. Maud, Thomas, Ethel, and the children were all spared.



* Adding to the irony, and almost certainly unbeknownst to Butler or the other Americans, Camp
Pontanézen had been used early on as a kind of French concentration camp—to house Haitians. In
1802, Napoleon had used it to house fifteen hundred prisoners taken in the last year of the revolution
in Saint-Domingue, as well as an uprising in Guadeloupe, before transferring them to a permanent
prison in Corsica. It seems Butler had crossed the Atlantic just to end up on another piece of ground
hallowed by association with the Haitian Revolution. See “Histoire: L’épisode méconnu des 1,500
Antillais déportés à Brest,” Le Télégramme, Sep. 13, 2020, and Arzalier Francis, “Les déportés
guadeloupéens et haïtiens en Corse,” in Annales historiques de la Révolution française, Année 1993,
293–294.



* Coolidge succeeded Harding after the president’s sudden death in August 1923.



* Wilson needed Japan to sign off on his planned League of Nations. But as ever, Wilson’s idealism
ran into his racism: his idea of which peoples deserved “self-determination” was restricted mainly to
European ethnic groups living on the lands of the now-fallen Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian
Empires. He similarly ignored a young Vietnamese activist at the Paris Peace Conference named
Nguyen Sinh Cung, who petitioned for independence from the French. Embittered, the young man
returned home to pursue revolution instead, eventually adopting the nom de guerre Ho Chi Minh.



* In 1939, a U.S. Naval Intelligence officer would report that someone, presumably the Japanese
government, had brought a group of ten Filipino Muslims from Mindanao to Japan to “receive
intensive lessons in the art of propaganda in order to inspire religious hatred in their compatriots in
the Philippines and thus furnish Japan an excuse to intervene in their favor.” In other words, the
informant believed the Japanese were trying to stoke jihad in the southern Philippines as a pretext for
an invasion. See “Japanese Propaganda in the Philippines,” typescript of attaché’s report, May 13,
1939, in RG 38: Records of the Office of Naval Intelligence, C-10-j, Register 12062-C, NARA.



* Butler’s friend was Cornelius Vanderbilt IV, a travel writer and the great-great-grandson of
“Commodore” Vanderbilt, of Nicaragua fame. Vanderbilt initially denied the story when reporters
sussed him out as the source. But he eventually gave a fuller account of his drive with Mussolini in
his 1959 memoir, Man of the World: “A small child standing on the right tried to beat the Fiat across
the road. The car shuddered, and I felt the car wheels go up, then come down. I turned quickly to
look. I can still see the little crumpled-up body lying in the road. Then I felt a hand on my right knee
and I heard a voice saying, ‘Never look back, Mr. Vanderbilt, never look back in life.’”



* Indeed, the Communist International would have liked that to be the case: Earl Browder, a Soviet
agent and head of the Communist Party of the United States, briefly visited Camp Marks to report
back to Moscow on the potential for using the marchers to kick off a revolution. The BEF leader
Walter Waters, on the other hand, was attracted to fascism: as the summer wore on, he organized a
troop of uniformed enforcers he dubbed the “Khaki Shirts,” in an intentional allusion to Mussolini’s
Black Shirts and the Brown Shirts of Hitler’s Sturmabteilung. But try as anyone might, no
revolutionary or violent reactionary ideology took hold among the marchers. Their collective goal
was not to overthrow the government, but to get help from it. See Dickson and Allen, Bonus Army,
134.



* In the early 2000s, a popular misconception arose that Prescott Bush—the father and grandfather of
presidents George H. W. and George W. Bush—came up in association with the Business Plot. That
seems to be the result of confusion: Bush did extensive business with Nazi Germany in his role as a
partner at Brown Brothers Harriman. A shipping company he and the bank were involved with, the
Hamburg America Line, came up in a separate investigation by the McCormack-Dickstein
committee. The alleged plot to overthrow FDR, by contrast, appeared to be entirely homegrown.
Neither Butler nor seemingly anyone else in 1934 made allegations of Bush’s involvement in the
scheme represented by MacGuire, nor does Bush’s name appear in the materials I reviewed from the
American Liberty League. On Bush’s Nazi ties, see Ben Aris and Duncan Campbell, “How Bush’s
Grandfather Helped Hitler’s Rise to Power,” Guardian, Sept. 25, 2004,
www.theguardian.com/world/2004/sep/25/usa.secondworldwar.



* Snooks is buried in Arlington National Cemetery with her husband.
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