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Located 90 miles off the coast of Florida, Cuba was a colony of Spain that became the principal battlefield of the Spanish-American War. In the late 19th century Cuba twice attempted to throw off the yoke of Spanish domination. In 1868 a band of free whites and mulattoes touched off an insurrection, subsequently called the Ten Years' War, that would involve upwards of 12,000 combatants and eventually capture several large towns. The United States refused to intervene, considering the whole affair an internal problem of Spain.

But the insurrectionist cause had great sympathy among the American public that was translated into action. The rebels were aided by arms and by American soldiers of fortune known as filibusters, much to the annoyance of the Spanish authorities. In 1873 a former Confederate blockade runner, the Virginius, loaded with arms and filibusters, was captured by the Spanish. The governor of Santiago, Captain-General Juan Burriel, convened a court-martial that convicted the crew and passengers of piracy and sentenced them to death. When the United States learned that 53 people had been executed, the Grant administration demanded that Spain return the ship and its survivors to the United States, pay an indemnity, and punish Burriel. If such action were not taken within 12 days, the U.S. minister to Spain was instructed to close the legation and return home. One day after the deadline Spain agreed to the demands and paid an $80,000 indemnity. Spain delayed punishing Burriel for four years, by which time the general had passed away. The Virginius Affair served to increase anti-Spanish feeling among Americans but did not lead to intervention.

The Ten Years' War ended in 1878, but another insurrection began in 1895. Spain responded by sending General Valeriano Weyler y Nicholau, a ruthless soldier of mixed Prussian and Spanish ancestry, who adopted a policy called reconcentrado. The plan involved herding the populace into fortified towns in order to prevent them from supplying aid to the rebels. Villagers were burned out of their homes and farms. The plan caused widespread starvation and disease as people lost their means of feeding themselves. The plan did little to abate the insurrection, but American sympathy for the rebels was progressively increased by the Cuban junta, a propaganda machine operated by revolutionary exiles that lobbied the American press and Congress for Cuban independence. When the rebel leader General Máximo Gómez responded in kind and began burning the plantations of the rich Creoles, Cuba quickly descended into a hopeless cycle of violence. The chaos also threatened the nearly $50 million worth of American investments in the island, most of it in sugar plantations and railways. Although Congress passed resolutions in support of the rebels, President Grover Cleveland maintained a strict noninterventionist policy regarding Cuba.

Matters boiled over in 1898 when a series of events triggered the Spanish-American War. On February 9, 1898, the New York Journal published the de Lôme Letter. The Spanish minister to the United States, Enrique Dupuy de Lôme, wrote the letter to an acquaintance in Havana. In the letter he described Cleveland's successor William McKinley as "weak and a bidder for the admiration of the crowd." The furor over the letter forced de Lôme to resign. Two weeks later the battleship USS Maine was destroyed in Havana Harbor. When a naval court of inquiry determined that it had been sunk by a mine but failed to identify who perpetrated the deed, the press and public insisted on attributing the sinking to Spanish treachery. On April 19, 1898, Congress declared war on Spain but added the Teller Amendment, which pledged that the United States would not annex Cuba. Despite logistical mistakes, American troops landed in Cuba on June 22 and within four months had captured Santiago and forced the Spanish to surrender. The Americans suffered a minimal amount of battle casualties during the Cuban campaign, but nearly 5,000 died from tropical diseases.

As a result of the Teller Amendment and the 1898 Treaty of Paris with Spain, Cuba became independent. But the unsettled condition of the island and fears that a European power (especially Germany) might get a foothold there gave rise to second thoughts about annexation. Although the Teller Amendment prevented annexation, the Platt Amendment to the 1901 Army Appropriation Act (which the United States insisted Cuba incorporate into its constitution) gave the United States the right to intervene in Cuban affairs to preserve its "independence." Cuba remained a quasi protectorate of the United States until 1934, when it abandoned the Platt Amendment.
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