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    The seeds of this book were planted fifteen years ago, when I attended the University of Costa Rica as an exchange student. I went there to polish my Spanish and to have a good time. Instead, the people I met in and beyond San José opened a new world for me. It was there that I first heard of United Fruit and Minor Keith, first felt the staggering heat of a banana plantation, and first thought seriously about the U.S. role in the world. My time in Central America raised questions and instilled intellectual passions that remain with me to this day.




    In the ensuing years, I had the good fortune to learn from extraordinary scholars and teachers. During my final year at Whitman College, I took three courses with David Schmitz, who inspired me to choose the field of U.S. international history and helped me navigate the passage to graduate school. At Cornell University, I encountered a group of remarkable historians, among them Walt LaFeber, Tom Holloway, Mary Roldán, Mary Beth Norton, and Raymond Craib. But I must extend special thanks to Tim Borstelmann and Nick Salvatore. Tim is a superb mentor and dear friend who has guided me through the vagaries of academia and parenthood alike. For his part, Nick not only trained me in the craft of history but also (along with his wife, Ann) treated me and my wife, Kelly, as family. I would be a different man, and this would be a different book, had I never met him.




    This project also benefited from significant financial support. The research that took me to Central America, Great Britain, and throughout the United States was made possible by a number of grants and fellowships. At Cornell, the generous gifts of Martha and David Maisel funded several research trips to Washington, D.C. I also received a Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History Fellowship, a W. M. Keck Foundation Fellowship from the Huntington Library, a W. Stull Holt Memorial Fellowship from the Society for Historians of American Foreign Relations, and an Andrew W. Mellon Fellowship at the Massachusetts Historical Society. In the later stages, research grants from the University of Texas at El Paso and the University of Victoria enabled me to chase down crucial leads.




    It is far more difficult to list those with whom I have incurred non-monetary debts. First and foremost are the many librarians and archivists who guided me along my way and without whom this study would not have been possible. I also benefited from the encouragement and advice of other scholars. When I was just beginning my research, two fine historians of black migration to Guatemala, Fred Opie and Doug Kraft, generously shared their time and research with me. Although some of my findings may differ from theirs, I am grateful to both of them. I was also lucky enough to hold a fellowship at the Huntington Library at the same time as Aims McGuinness, who listened patiently to my ramblings on United Fruit and shared his own research on the Panama Railroad Company. As I moved to turn dissertation into manuscript, Kyle Longley provided friendship, guidance, and cajoling, as well as astute criticism of an early draft. For his part, Ole Heggen, the University of Victoria’s resident cartographer (and B.C.’s finest political cartoonist), dove into this project on short notice and drew maps that greatly improved the book. Finally, I would like to acknowledge the editors of Diplomatic History for graciously allowing me to reproduce some material that originally appeared in my article “‘Banana Growing and Negro Management’: Race, Labor, and Jim Crow Colonialism in Guatemala, 1884–1930,” Diplomatic History 30, no. 4 (September 2006): 595–621.




    Publishing my first book with Cornell University Press has been a true pleasure. The academic editors of the United States in the World series, Paul Kramer and Mark Bradley, believed in this project from the start and gave the many versions of the manuscript careful attention. Likewise, the press’s three anonymous readers raised questions and offered suggestions that improved the book immeasurably, and Candace Akins and Kay Scheuer provided superb copyediting. Above all, it was wonderful to work with Cornell acquisitions editor Michael McGandy, who walked me through each step of the process with patience and grace.




    In my short career as a gainfully employed academic, I have been a member of two splendid history departments. I could not have asked for friendlier or more supportive colleagues than those I met at the University of Texas at El Paso. Department Chair Michael Topp, in particular, made me feel involved and appreciated from the start. Despite my ties to the Pacific Northwest, it was hard to leave. My colleagues at the University of Victoria have been equally welcoming. Chairs Tom Saunders and Lynne Marks have proven unfailingly supportive and tolerant of their transplanted Yank, and my fellow Americanist, Rachel Cleves, fills our tiny U.S. section with intellectual dynamism. And then there is Jordan Stanger-Ross, a fine scholar and a good friend. As I agreed to take the blame for his book’s errors and shortcomings, I assume he will do the same for me. Let us hope, for his sake, that there aren’t any.




    Finally, mi familia. I had an unconventional childhood, to say the least, involving orcas, abalone diving, salmon fishing, mussel farming, and visiting zoos and aquariums up and down the Pacific Coast. Through it all, my parents, John and Jan Colby, cultivated a deep sense of curiosity and adventure in me. They also taught me the importance of hard and honest work. In all ways but material, it was a privileged upbringing, one that I hope to pass on to my two sons. My first, Ben, was born on the U.S.-Mexican border and came into my life when I needed him most. Two years later, after we had moved to the blue-water border that is Victoria, Canada, came Nate, whose grins and giggles have brightened all of our lives. I hope someday to convey to them the place they have in their father’s heart. For her part, Kelly has accompanied me on many journeys and lived the ups and downs of an academic spouse, including a distinctly unromantic “honeymoon” to Central America’s Caribbean coast. She can never know how much she has meant to me, and I will never know how much she has sacrificed for me. Por eso, Kelita, this book is dedicated to you. Someday, I hope, all three will forgive me the time and love this book diverted from them. For now, it gives me great pleasure to answer a question put often to me by my boys: Yes, now daddy can come out to play.




      Introduction




      In December 1909, black workers in the United Fruit Company’s Guatemala Division rose up against their American supervisors. The trouble began on 7 December with a surprise pay cut on the Cayuga plantation. In response to protests from laborers, nearly all of whom were British West Indians, the farm’s white timekeeper declared, “You damned niggers! Mr. Smith says you are all getting too much pay. He says $30 a month is enough for any nigger.” News of the racial slur and pay reduction spread quickly among the laborers, who were already simmering over their poor treatment in the enclave. When the same timekeeper shot a Jamaican worker nine days later, their anger boiled over: laborers declared a strike, chased their white supervisors off the farm, and began marching along the company railway toward the division headquarters of “Virginia.” As they passed the nearby Dartmouth plantation, workers there joined the strike and raided the company commissary. Fearing for American lives and property, U.S. government and United Fruit officials demanded that the Guatemalan government crush the uprising. British diplomats quickly intervened, however, persuading Guatemalan authorities to refrain from violent repression. Over the following days, the British vice consul convinced the laborers to return to work, in part by promising to investigate their grievances against United Fruit. The strike ended peacefully, but it left company officials badly shaken.1




      This West Indian uprising points to the complex relationship between race, work, and U.S. expansion in Central America in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. At first glance, the nature of the relationship may seem obvious. White supervisors’ racial attitudes, seemingly drawn from the U.S. South, had offended black West Indians unaccustomed to such treatment. Many British observers certainly perceived a difference in racial cultures. In 1911, for example, white Anglican Bishop Herbert Bury claimed that in the British West Indies, “we all worship together, receive Communion together, and meet together socially without restraint, black and white and coloured.” In contrast, he noted, the U.S. enclaves in Central America featured strict racial segregation. This was true of not only the Panama Canal Zone but also the region’s Caribbean lowlands, where United Fruit and other U.S. enterprises were “the great employers of labour and have their own countrymen in all their offices.” Having spent time in New Orleans, Bury attributed this rigid color line to the influence of the American South.2 Some United Fruit managers agreed. In his 1925 master’s thesis on the U.S. banana industry, former company official John L. Williams, a New Englander who had likely witnessed the Jamaican uprising in Guatemala, maintained that racial tensions in the firm’s enclaves stemmed from “one—and only one fact—the color line, as interpreted and practiced in the Southern states.”3




      But such accounts raise more questions than they answer. How could the racial culture of a Northeastern firm such as United Fruit, which was based in Boston and employed few white Southerners, be attributed to Southern influence? What was the relationship between the company’s racial and labor practices and the U.S. government’s expansion into Central America and the Caribbean? And how did the attitudes and actions of migrant workers and local peoples influence social relations in U.S. enclaves? Answering such questions requires moving beyond a notion of white Americans transplanting “Southern” race relations to overseas territories. To be sure, United Fruit’s enclaves were marked by racial hierarchy, segregation, and violence—ostensible features of the Jim Crow South. But although domestic racial assumptions undeniably shaped the firm’s practices, its racial policies did not so much reflect Southern influence as the interplay between West Indians, Central Americans, and corporate labor control strategies in an imperial setting.
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      Map 1. Central America and the Caribbean. By Ole J. Heggen




      The company’s approach to its West Indian workers following the 1909 strike illustrates this difference. Whereas whites in the U.S. South tended to respond to black resistance with community-based violence such as lynching and race riots, United Fruit utilized the tools available to it as a transnational firm. Its primary strategy was to develop a divided workforce through the recruitment and hiring of Hispanic laborers. The resulting system of labor segmentation sought to heighten the cultural and racial tensions already present between Spanish-speaking Central Americans and English-speaking West Indians. This strategy succeeded in dividing United Fruit’s laborers, but it also drew the firm into more complex and contested relations with its host nations. By the 1920s, Hispanic laborers and nationalists were denouncing U.S. domination as well as black immigration, and this resistance ultimately spurred the company to mute its imperial rhetoric and abandon its strategy of labor segmentation.




      This book is about the intersection of corporate power, U.S. expansion, West Indian migration, and local aspirations in Central America. Historians have long linked business interests to the formation of the American empire in the Hispanic Caribbean, but few acknowledge the profound influence of corporate labor policies and worker responses on U.S. relations with the region. Focus on diplomatic and military policies formulated in Washington misses the foundational importance of transnational capital to American empire building. Between 1848 and 1940, it was far more common for the peoples of Central America and the broader Caribbean to encounter U.S. power and labor practices through interactions with private enterprise than with the American state. And even exceptions to this rule—the U.S. government’s interventions in Cuba and construction of the Panama Canal, for example—took shape within a racial and imperial context established, to a large extent, by American capital.




      United Fruit lies at the heart of this story. Although not founded until 1899, the firm had its roots in the private ventures and racialized labor practices that characterized post-1848 U.S. expansion into the Hispanic Caribbean. By the early 1910s, the company had become the most powerful economic force in Central America and the largest agricultural enterprise in the world. But although it usually sympathized with official U.S. policies, its primary influence came not from requests for U.S. government assistance, but rather through a corporate colonialism that complemented Washington’s activities in the region. This relationship was most visible following the U.S. government’s creation of the Panama Canal Zone in 1903. Like United Fruit, the U.S. Isthmian Canal Commission depended heavily upon black immigrant workers, and it was this labor system that served as the clearest link between the private and public components of the U.S. empire. British West Indians, in particular, moved frequently between their home islands, the Canal Zone, and nearby corporate enclaves in their search for opportunity and autonomy. For their part, U.S. government and United Fruit officials drew upon the same regional labor pool and shared racialized understandings of work, authority, and order that undergirded the strategies of domination and division they applied to their enclaves.




      Race and Labor in the United States




      United Fruit managers and other white Americans carried a complex legacy of race and labor with them to Central America. Ironically, the U.S. conception of black workers had its deepest roots in the Caribbean itself. Spain had first imported Africans to its Caribbean colonies in the early sixteenth century, and by the 1530s Portuguese entrepreneurs were using African slaves to develop a profitable sugar trade in Brazil. By the 1640s, the English sugar colony of Barbados had followed suit, turning to enslaved Africans as its main source of labor, and in the following decades, planters in mainland colonies such as Virginia and Carolina adapted the system to tobacco and rice cultivation. In the process of producing these tropical commodities, black bodies became not only commodified themselves, but also inscribed with the ability to withstand the tropical diseases and the harsh conditions such labor entailed. These racial assumptions gained force in the early nineteenth century as cotton grown on the expanding Southwestern frontier topped the nation’s exports and fed Northern textile mills.4




      In the process, whites across the nation embraced the dehumanized and emasculated vision of blacks that slavery produced. Northerners flocked to stage shows such as the 1828 smash hit Jump Jim Crow, which featured a white performer in blackface impersonating a bumbling slave, and such attitudes moved easily across frontiers and blue-water borders. In 1856, for example, New Englander John M. Dow, a skipper for the Pacific Mail and Steamship Company, tried to impress white women in Kingston, Jamaica, by having local “negro boys” perform tricks for money. In a letter to his future wife, he recalled:




      That which amused the ladies most was when I directed the little ebony faced fellows to form themselves into a line against the wall of the yard; to look up, open their eyes and lips wide, and teeth compressed together, that we might see the line of contrast, which their white teeth, and eyes, made, with their darky skins. It was a ludicrous sight.




      When he tossed the coins, he noted, “all white had disappeared, [leaving] nothing but a confused jumble of little whooly heads, knocking against, and tumbling over each other.”5 Indeed, by the time of the Civil War, two and a half centuries of slavery had shaped popular views of blacks and their proper “place” in American society. Northern as well as Southern whites associated blackness with menial work, entertainment, and social inferiority. These shared assumptions weakened the nation’s commitment to Reconstruction and dampened Northern opposition to the violent reassertion of Southern white supremacy that became synonymous with “Jim Crow.”6




      Equally important in shaping the relationship between race and work in U.S. enclaves in Central America were the labor control strategies developed by Northern industry, among them labor segmentation. Despite their small numbers, black workers in the Northeast were confined to the least-skilled tasks in most shops and factories. By the 1850s, moreover, New England textile barons were using Irish immigrants to divide their workers. Over the following decades, massive immigration from southern and eastern Europe enabled large industries such as steel to refine this strategy. By 1907, economist John R. Commons could claim that “the only device and symptom of originality displayed by American employers in disciplining their labor force has been that of playing one race against the other.”7 This system of labor control featured the manipulation of tensions among immigrant and native-born whites, to be sure; but it also rested upon a shared commitment to racial hierarchy. Despite the cultural differences among them, all workers perceived as “white” drew social and economic benefits from nonwhite subordination, and most objected to the employment of blacks in any but menial positions. For these same reasons, the hiring of African Americans proved an effective means of weakening unions and breaking strikes, particularly with the acceleration of black migration to the North after 1910.8




      U.S. Enclaves and West Indian Workers




      By this time, the influence of domestic racism on U.S. imperial culture was already evident, especially in the construction of the Panama Canal (1904–1914). With its strict racial segregation and predominantly West Indian workforce, the Canal Zone struck many observers as a colonial replication of the Jim Crow South. U.S. government officials usually denied this connection, claiming they were simply adapting to practices already in place. As Colonel George W. Goethals, chief engineer of the Panama Canal, explained in 1915, not only was it “customary in these tropical countries for white men to direct the work and for Negroes to do the harder parts of the manual and semiskilled labor,” but it was “not compatible with the white man’s pride of race to do the work which it is traditional for the Negroes to do.”9 But such a statement begs the question: who or what had made this hierarchy “customary” and “traditional”? The answer, to a great extent, was private U.S. enterprise, which had been remaking the landscapes and labor systems of Central America for decades before the U.S. canal project broke ground. Indeed, the racialized labor system of the Canal Zone represented not a “unique American creation for a unique enterprise,” as one scholar has argued, but rather a U.S. government expansion upon a model developed by business interests, including the progenitors of United Fruit.10




      The system had its origins in the post-1848 confluence of U.S. expansionism, private enterprise, and West Indian immigration into Central America. Following its victory over Mexico, the United States began the long process of supplanting Great Britain as the dominant power in the Caribbean. The main agents of this shift were private entrepreneurs and contractors, most of them Northerners, who came to Central America first to build railroads and later to buy and grow bananas. But therein lay a paradox: although eager to displace British influence, these private U.S. interests were forced to rely on the British Empire for their labor needs. Unable to secure sufficient numbers of workers among Hispanic or indigenous Central Americans, they turned to West Indians. The vast majority of these black immigrants hailed from Jamaica and other British colonies, which offered an ample supply of mobile, English-speaking labor. Between 1850 and 1914, some 300,000 West Indians traveled to the Central American rimlands, providing critical labor to foreign enterprises, above all United Fruit and the French and American canal projects. In the process, Jamaicans and other migrant workers became an integral part of U.S. expansion into Central America.




      British West Indians brought with them a distinctive racial culture rooted in a history of struggle. A Jamaican slave revolt in 1831 had helped pushed Great Britain toward emancipation, and over the following decades West Indian ex-slaves sought to define their newly won freedom in terms of personal autonomy and economic independence. The collapse of the colonial sugar economy created some opportunity, as thousands managed to acquire land and grow subsistence and cash crops. But the quest for autonomy led tens of thousands more to U.S. enclaves in Central America, where most hoped to save enough money to buy land in their home islands. For their part, British officials generally encouraged this emigration as a means of relieving pressure on the island economies. At the same time, in an effort to strengthen their rule, British colonial officials extended opportunities to lighter-skinned “colored” residents while espousing an inclusive rhetoric that often contrasted race relations in the British Caribbean to those in the United States.11




      The resulting social order was hardly free of racial tension, as evidenced by the outbreak and repression of the Morant Bay Rebellion in Jamaica in 1865. In the eyes of U.S. visitors, however, the postemancipation British Caribbean seemed to lack color lines. During his 1850 visit to Jamaica, for example, New York Evening Post editor John Bigelow was initially skeptical of British Governor Charles E. Grey’s assertions that “we are amalgamated, we do not recognize any distinctions of color.” But Bigelow soon came to agree. In addition to holding jobs in the customs and police services, he noted, Jamaicans of African descent could practice law and serve on juries. Further, U.S. forms of racial deference did not seem to apply. During one church service, Bigelow recorded that “a very black woman about fifty years of age entered…and advanced towards some seats on one of which a beautiful little white child was sitting. She motioned to the child to find another seat and [the child moved] into a neighboring pew without showing the slightest discontent.”12 Bigelow’s observations likely revealed more about him than about life in Jamaica. But they hinted at a critical distinction between race relations in the United States and the British Caribbean. Although the memory of slavery in the British colonies was still raw and racial hierarchy remained in place, black residents faced little of the populist racism that confronted African Americans following emancipation. Largely free of the daily humiliations and threats of violence that underpinned Jim Crow in the United States, blacks in the British colonies were less accustomed to daily displays of racial deference.13




      British West Indians carried this sensibility with them to Central America. Although they welcomed the economic opportunities that the U.S. empire offered, they often rejected its racial culture, which they usually attributed to domestic American racism. Their resistance took many forms, including verbal sparring, violent confrontation, and support of race-based movements such as Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA). West Indians also looked to Great Britain for protection, often forcing British officials to mediate between black subjects and white American employers. It was this West Indian resistance that convinced United Fruit to expand its hiring of Hispanic workers. The resulting system of labor segmentation continued to be structured by racial hierarchy, but it bore only a superficial resemblance to the Jim Crow South. Despite their prejudice toward blacks, white American managers by the 1920s had come to view West Indians as their most competent laborers and assigned them most of the skilled positions within their workforce. This labor structure in turn contributed to fierce anti-black sentiment among Hispanic workers and nationalists. U.S. capital may have drawn British West Indians to Central America, but they were not accepted as part of Central American society.




      Central American Host Nations




      Contrary to the claims of observers such as John Williams, racial tensions in host nations did not stem from U.S. influence alone. Slavery and Spanish colonial rule left a powerful legacy of hierarchy and inequality in Central America; and although racial identities in the region often proved more fluid and complex than in the United States, Hispanic elites generally shared white American prejudice toward peoples of African and indigenous descent. From the beginning, moreover, racial anxieties were tied to questions of national sovereignty. By 1840, the Federal Republic of Central America had dissolved into five small nations (Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica) whose leaders struggled to maintain political order and territorial integrity. Among their greatest challenges was the assertion of control over their Caribbean coasts, whose black and indigenous residents had long enjoyed autonomy and close ties to British interests. Partly for this reason, leaders in Central America initially welcomed U.S. influence as a counterbalance to Great Britain. Although Southern slave expansionism and attacks by American “filibusters” in the 1850s tempered this enthusiasm, Central American elites continued to view U.S. entrepreneurs as a key source of technical expertise and commercial dynamism. By the late nineteenth century, however, many began to realize that private U.S. enterprises posed potential threats to national sovereignty and identity: not only could American business open the door to U.S. government interventions, but its reliance on black immigrant labor raised fears of racial degradation. Such anxieties only grew with the formation of United Fruit, which drew tens of thousands of West Indians to its enclaves and continued to employ them long after it expanded its hiring of Hispanics. For these reasons, nationalist critiques of the firm in the 1920s and 1930s reflected more than simply a debate over jobs and immigration: they signified a struggle over racial identity and national sovereignty.




      Although this book is regional in scope, examining trends throughout Central America and the broader Caribbean, it focuses particularly on Costa Rica and Guatemala. These nations provide compelling case studies for two key reasons. First, both played central roles in the formation and expansion of United Fruit. Second, they pose strikingly divergent political cultures and racial alchemies. In Costa Rica, the early development of small-scale coffee agriculture, combined with the lack of racialized labor coercion, resulted in less political turmoil and violence than in other Central American nations. By the end of the nineteenth century, this economic and political stability had contributed to a sense of national exceptionalism that hinged upon the claim that Costa Rica was the only “white” country in Central America. In contrast, racial anxiety and labor coercion shaped Guatemala’s development. From the beginning, Guatemalan elites anguished over their nation’s indigenous majority. Initially, they focused on maintaining political order, but by the 1870s and 1880s liberal leaders passed laws designed to force Mayan Indians into wage labor on coffee plantations. To justify its policies and maintain its authority, the Guatemalan state encouraged Hispanicized Guatemalans, or ladinos, to think of themselves as separate from and superior to the indigenous population. The result was an economy based on racial coercion and violence, and a political culture susceptible to authoritarian rule.




      Despite these differences, Costa Rica and Guatemala pursued similar development strategies, which opened the door to United Fruit. In 1870s and 1880s, both countries signed contracts with U.S. railroad entrepreneurs, who brought black immigrant laborers to their Caribbean coasts. The resulting rail lines and labor systems laid the foundation for United Fruit’s power in Central America. But the distinct political and racial cultures of Costa Rica and Guatemala had tremendous influence on the firm’s operations. Particularly after it made its transition to a segmented workforce in the 1910s, United Fruit found it difficult to isolate its enclaves from the political currents of its host nations. In Costa Rica, a free press and open political system allowed nationalists to voice concerns about the threat the company posed to national sovereignty and racial identity. In Guatemala, while dictatorial rule enabled United Fruit to secure some key concessions, the brutality of local authorities toward black immigrants often disrupted work on the company’s farms. By the 1920s, moreover, Hispanic workers in both nations were pushing to limit the employment of West Indians. Although Costa Rican and Guatemalan laborers accepted the presence of Hispanic immigrants from elsewhere in Central America, they denounced the firm’s employment of English-speaking blacks. Their grievances contributed to a wave of Hispanic nationalism that swept Central America in the 1920s and 1930s and ultimately forced United Fruit to accommodate the anti-black xenophobia it had helped incite.




      United Fruit and the U.S. Empire




      This book builds upon a rich body of scholarship on both United Fruit and the U.S. empire. Studies of the company have long noted its influence on the migration and trade patterns of the broader Caribbean, and a number of scholars have examined its operations in Central America. Most of these works are locally focused, however, and tend to ascribe the tensions in and around United Fruit’s enclaves primarily to Central American racial and economic anxieties.14 While the internal dynamics of host nations are a critical part of United Fruit’s story, they must be examined in conjunction with the broader formation and transformation of the U.S. empire. Only then can we appreciate the profound impact of American racial practices and labor control strategies on the social landscape of Central America.




      For their part, U.S. diplomatic historians have yet to integrate corporate expansion and labor migration fully into U.S. imperial history. Recent studies of working people in the Panama Canal Zone and the American naval base at Guantánamo Bay, Cuba, have paved the way for a new social history of the American empire. Yet, this scholarship focuses almost entirely on lands annexed or occupied by the U.S. government, implicitly excluding corporations and their client states from the imperial framework.15 This is not to argue that diplomatic historians have ignored private interests—far from it. But even the best surveys of U.S. foreign relations tend to treat transnational firms superficially.16 In studies of U.S. expansion into the Caribbean, United Fruit usually appears only episodically, and even books offering accounts of “banana wars” and “banana men” have little to say about the banana industry.17 This gap stems partly from sources. With notable exceptions, scholarship on U.S. relations with the Hispanic Caribbean continues to rely on documents produced by the U.S. government. Such an approach obscures United Fruit’s pivotal influence on U.S. interactions with the region. It also elides the role of migrant workers and local peoples in shaping the American empire.




      This book offers a reinterpretation of that empire by drawing upon a wide range of public and private sources in Costa Rica, Guatemala, and Great Britain, as well as the United States. Although focusing to a great extent on labor, it makes no claim to having captured workers’ experiences adequately. Their voices in the historical record are limited. U.S. government documents offer some insight on American race and labor relations, mostly in the Panama Canal Zone; but they rarely convey the views of West Indian and Hispanic workers. In fact, the best sources on workers within the U.S. empire reside in the British National Archives. Because American enterprises employed West Indian subjects in such large numbers, British officials took an interest in working conditions and labor practices within U.S. enclaves. In addition, many West Indians sent letters and petitions to the Colonial and Foreign Offices. Although the vast majority of the workers who built the U.S. empire remain silenced, these sources provide an unparalleled view of working life, particularly in United Fruit’s enclaves.




      Finding sources from the firm itself is an even more daunting task. Although United Fruit has been the subject of numerous studies, internal documentation is notoriously scarce. Like all corporations, the company had little incentive for transparency or archival preservation. Indeed, in the late 1970s and early 1980s, its successor, United Brands, ordered most of the records of its Latin American divisions destroyed. In the following years, only anthropologist Philippe Bourgois managed to obtain documents from one of United Fruit’s operations in Central America—the Bocas del Toro Division in Panama.18 As such, I assumed that my research into the firm’s racial and labor policies would entail digging around the edges of the corporate wall, gleaning insight from visitors’ accounts and the private papers of company officials.




      My time in the Archivo General de Centro-América in Guatemala City gave me little reason to think otherwise. Leafing through moldering, worm-eaten documents as bus exhaust blew into the reading room, I encountered United Fruit frequently—in the form of ship manifests, passenger lists, and telegraph messages to Guatemalan officials. But such sources revealed little about the firm’s corporate culture. As a result, I focused my attention on Guatemalan government correspondence as well as legal cases involving black immigrants. As I began my research in the Archivo Nacional de Costa Rica, I took a similar approach. After several days of work, however, an archivist suggested that I look at the records of the Northern Railway. Knowing that the railroad had been a thinly disguised subsidiary of United Fruit, I took her advice. As I dug into the massive collection, however, I soon realized that it was not limited to the railroad: it included the entire correspondence of United Fruit’s Costa Rican Division. For a historian of United Fruit, this was the mother lode. In addition to confirming the centrality of race to United Fruit’s corporate culture, these records revealed the process by which the firm shifted toward labor segmentation in the face of resistance by its West Indian workforce. They also documented the company’s ties to the broader U.S. empire in the Caribbean.




      The inclusion of United Fruit and its Central American client states alters our view of that empire in at least three critical ways. First, it allows for recognition that transnational American firms, like the U.S. imperial state, were cultural as well as institutional constructs influenced by both the domestic U.S. racial context and the global framework of imperialism. Second, it opens the way for an exploration of the connections between U.S. government and corporate colonialism. These include not only the exchange of managerial personnel and laborers, but the transfer of the ideas and assumptions that shaped U.S. business and government officials’ views of hierarchy, order, and work in the Caribbean. Finally, a focus on corporate expansion and labor control strategies allows for the examination of nations that may have avoided Washington’s intervention but experienced U.S. imperial domination nonetheless.




      Organization




      The organization of this book reflects the interwoven history of United Fruit and the U.S. empire in the Caribbean. Part I traces the foundations of that empire. Chapter 1 examines the shifting forms of U.S. expansion and their impact on Central America between 1848 and 1885. In the wake of the U.S.-Mexican War, Americans experimented with a number of imperial schemes, including attempts by filibusters to seize Central American territory. But it was the Panama Railroad that augured the future of the U.S. empire in the region. Completed by Northeastern capital and migrant labor, the project tied Panama to the United States and established a model for future ventures in the region. This was evident in Costa Rica and Guatemala in the 1870s and 1880s, when liberal reformers invited foreign contractors, including U.S. entrepreneur Minor C. Keith, to build rail lines to their Caribbean coasts. The ensuing construction brought the first West Indian laborers to Costa Rica. Chapter 2 analyzes the relationship between U.S. business expansion and Washington’s leap into overseas empire. In the 1880s and 1890s, American investment in tropical commodities as well as railroad construction helped spur the U.S. government to take a more aggressive role in the Hispanic Caribbean. Washington’s imperial surge of 1898–1903 in turn shifted the context in which Central American leaders, as well as U.S. entrepreneurs, made key decisions. Eager to avoid dependent status, Costa Rican elites grew ever more determined to assert their nation’s whiteness. In order to pursue their dreams of development, however, they allowed Keith to employ black immigrants and adopted policies that enabled him to cofound the United Fruit Company. In Guatemala, a similar push to establish national autonomy through a Caribbean railway brought the first influx of black immigrant laborers—African Americans from the U.S. South—and opened the door to United Fruit’s influence.




      Part II focuses on the implementation and contestation of U.S. labor control strategies in Central America. Chapter 3 explores the formation of United Fruit’s enclaves in the context of Washington’s own colonial ventures between 1904 and 1912. Initially, United Fruit and U.S. government officials attempted to impose familiar forms of racial hierarchy on their predominantly West Indian workforces. By the early 1910s, however, West Indian resistance, along with rising labor needs, pushed the company toward the recruitment of Hispanic workers. Chapter 4 analyzes the development of this labor segmentation system in the 1912–1921 period. In these years, United Fruit expanded its hiring of Central Americans, routinely placing them below black immigrants in the labor hierarchy. In addition to fomenting divisions within the workforce, this strategy contributed to heightened anti-black sentiment in host nations, as well as the growing popularity of Garvey’s UNIA among West Indian workers.




      Part III examines the interplay between racial tensions on the ground and wider changes within the U.S. empire. Chapter 5 explores the link between Hispanic nationalism and anti-black agitation in the 1920s. As region-wide resentment toward Washington’s interventions grew, Central American workers and nationalists denounced United Fruit and West Indians alike as agents of U.S. imperialism, and governments throughout the Hispanic Caribbean moved to restrict black immigration. Chapter 6 examines how that Hispanic nationalism, along with the economic crisis of the 1930s, pushed both the U.S. government and United Fruit to adopt “Good Neighbor” policies. In Washington’s case, this entailed renouncing military intervention and dismantling its imperial protectorates over Cuba and Panama. For United Fruit, it meant, among other things, agreeing to exclude black workers from its new Pacific Coast enclaves in Costa Rica and Guatemala and thus limiting its labor control options. Such a shift highlights the role social relations on the ground played in driving U.S. government and corporate policy changes.




      In recent years, the influence of transnational capital has come under increased scrutiny. In addition to debating the human and ecological costs of “globalization,” many observers have asserted that the U.S. government’s use of corporate contractors such as Halliburton and Blackwater in its occupations of Afghanistan and Iraq has resulted in an unprecedented privatization of the U.S. empire. But such arrangements are embedded in the long, intertwined history of U.S. government and corporate expansion that stretches back into the nineteenth-century Caribbean. In the case of Central America, the influence of United Fruit extended far beyond making investments that U.S. government officials felt compelled to protect. The company and its predecessors did not merely contribute to the expansion of U.S. power: they made much of the empire Washington would inherit and seek to manage. That empire entailed corporate attempts to impose familiar conceptions of racial hierarchy and labor discipline, to be sure. But those policies were questioned and contested by black immigrants, Hispanic workers, and Central American nationalists in a process that transformed the U.S. empire.
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    FOUNDATIONS OF EMPIRE




      Chapter 1




      Enterprise and Expansion, 1848–1885




      In February 1855, the Panama Railroad Company announced the official opening of the world’s first transcontinental railway. Located within what would become the Panama Canal Zone a half century later, the line connected Aspinwall (present-day Colón) on the Caribbean to Panama City on the Pacific. At the time, it represented the largest American investment outside the borders of the United States. In the weeks following its opening, stockholders of the New York–based company, including William Aspinwall himself, gathered in Panama, then a province of New Granada (Colombia), to celebrate. They drank toasts to the late John L. Stephens, a diplomat, writer, and prominent promoter of the project; they predicted a new age of commerce and progress. Above all, they cheered the railroad’s role in linking the United States to its new territories on the Pacific Coast. Yet they said little about the Colombian and immigrant laborers who had built the railway. Like the “natives” of Panama, the workers were silenced in the firm’s imperial narrative.1 The company itself suffered a similar fate in the United States. Although newspapers across the country celebrated the railroad, news of its completion soon gave way to other headlines. These featured not only the controversy over slavery in the Western territories but also the recent exploits of U.S. filibusters in Central America. Just four months after the Panama Railroad’s completion, a band of adventurers led by William Walker seized control of Nicaragua. When Walker reinstituted slavery in the conquered nation the following year, he thrust Central America into the domestic debate over slavery and territorial expansion.




      Both filibustering and the Panama Railroad had their immediate roots in the U.S.-Mexican War. The 1848 victory over Mexico left thousands of young American men enthralled with conquest and convinced of their racial supremacy. It also yielded Pacific territories that lacked transportation links to the rest of the nation, a deficiency that became apparent when the discovery of gold in California brought a stampede of American prospectors. Although most made their way across the plains and deserts of the West, thousands more traveled via Nicaragua and Panama. That migration in turn drew the attention of U.S. adventurers, entrepreneurs, and policy makers to Central America. Whether they welcomed it or not, the region’s residents were about to be drawn into the process of U.S. expansion.




      After 1848, that expansion would be shaped, to an extraordinary degree, by private interests. The most spectacular examples were the filibusters, whose campaigns to seize new territories by force received some encouragement from Washington. But the impulse for landed expansion slowed with the coming of the Civil War. Emancipation ended all talk of new slave states, and in the following years the U.S. government focused on domestic issues such as Reconstruction and railroad building. The completion of the transcontinental railroad to San Francisco in 1869 rendered the U.S.-owned railway across Panama virtually obsolete. But the same debates over race and citizenship that stalled further territorial acquisitions made the Panama Railroad Company a useful model for U.S. expansion. Indeed, although Washington’s attempts at formal overseas empire in the 1870s and 1880s proved halting, private American interests continued to entrench themselves throughout Central America and the rest of the Hispanic Caribbean. In the process, other U.S. enterprises experimented with their own versions of the business model and labor system first established by the Panama Railroad.




      This connection was especially evident in Costa Rica and Guatemala. By the 1850s and 1860s, the coffee exports of both countries were growing quickly, due in part to new markets in California. In addition to reshaping regional land use and labor systems, this rising coffee sector brought to power ambitious “liberal” leaders who were determined to promote economic development at any cost. In both Costa Rica and Guatemala, their visions of progress hinged upon the construction of Caribbean railroads that could carry coffee to Atlantic markets. To build these lines, they turned to U.S. contractors, the most successful of whom was Minor Keith. Throughout the 1870s, Keith experimented with a number of labor sources in his quest to complete Costa Rica’s railroad. By the early 1880s, however, he had come to rely primarily on British West Indians. And just as the Panama Railroad prefigured aspects of the Canal Zone, Keith’s efforts in Costa Rica established the strategies of racial domination and labor control that would later characterize United Fruit’s enclaves.




      Competing Empires and Contested Sovereignty




      The Caribbean coast of Central America had become a contact zone between the Hispanic and British Caribbean long before U.S. business interests appeared. Since the seventeenth century, English merchants had dominated trade along the coast by establishing ties to local black and indigenous communities. The most important of these were the Miskito Indians, who lived under a British protectorate that stretched across much of the Honduran and Nicaraguan coasts. In the 1830s, however, such arrangements began to clash with the efforts of the new Central American states to establish their territorial sovereignty. In addition to the Miskito protectorate, British settlers and black Creoles controlled Nicaragua’s Caribbean port of San Juan del Norte, without which Nicaraguan officials could neither collect customs duties nor regulate commerce. Farther to the north, Great Britain ruled Belize, a predominantly black mahogany colony that Guatemala claimed was part of its national territory. From the beginning, then, the Central American states associated dark-skinned populations on the Caribbean coast with foreign threats to their sovereignty.2




      A revealing glimpse of this British influence appeared in John L. Stephens’s famous account Incidents of Travel in Central America (1841). Arriving in 1839 to take up his post as U.S. minister to the collapsing Central American Federation, Stephens was struck by the West Indian character of the Caribbean coast. In Belize, he observed, “I might have fancied myself in the capital of a negro republic.” Along with the black majority came relaxed views toward interracial sex: in this British colony, he learned, “the great work of practical amalgamation, the subject of so much angry controversy at home, had been going on quietly for generations,…[and] some of the most respectable inhabitants had black wives and mongrel children whom they educated with as much care…as if their skins were perfectly white.” Equally shocking was the sight of black men in positions of authority. At the Grand Court, for example, he found that one of the judges was “a mulatto” and one of the jurors a “Sambo”—of mixed indigenous and African descent. Stephens admitted that he “hardly knew whether to be shocked or amused at this condition of society.”3




      The U.S.-Mexican War transformed this British presence from curiosity to threat in the eyes of Americans. Following Washington’s seizure of California, many Americans came to view Central America, and particularly a future Nicaraguan canal, as integral to their new empire. It was in this context that the British navy formally seized San Juan in early 1848, renaming it “Greytown” in honor of Jamaica’s governor and attaching it to the Miskito protectorate. Americans bitterly denounced the move, with some U.S. newspapers accusing Great Britain of holding territory in the name of “drunken savages.” For its part, the Nicaraguan government promoted its own version of the Monroe Doctrine, declaring that “the extension and propagation of monarchical institutions whether by conquest, colonization, or the sovereignty of wandering tribes…on the American Continent, is contrary to the interests of the Republican States of America, and menaces their peace and independence.”4 By aligning itself with Washington, Nicaragua hoped to play the two powers against each other and reassert control over Greytown.




      In April 1850, U.S. and British diplomats ended the impasse by signing the Clayton-Bulwer Treaty, which provided for mutual control and non-fortification of any Central American canal. In addition to preventing an imperial clash, the agreement likely facilitated the recruitment of British West Indian laborers for the recently begun construction of the Panama Railroad. Nevertheless, the treaty brought howls of protest from U.S. expansionists, in part because it failed to annul Miskito sovereignty. One American in Nicaragua complained that the United States was “playing ‘second fiddle’ to John Bull” by allowing London to retain Greytown in the name of a few hundred “shoeless naked Indians.”5 Such comments were hardly surprising. Americans had long accused Britain of sponsoring Indian resistance to U.S. expansion in the West; it now seemed to be doing the same in Nicaragua. But Secretary of State John Clayton expressed hope that Great Britain would soon “extinguish the Indian title…within what we consider to be the limits of Nicaragua,” adding that “we have never acknowledged, and never can acknowledge the existence of any claim of sovereignty by the Mosquito King or any other Indian in America.”6 In doing so, Clayton implicitly recognized Nicaragua as a “civilized” nation entitled to sovereignty. Soon, however, U.S. expansionists would challenge that status of the Central American states.
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      Map 2. Central American Transit Routes prior to 1904. By Ole J. Heggen




      
Isthmian Crossings




      As U.S. and British diplomats sparred, California-bound prospectors brought changes to Central America. In Nicaragua, hotels, restaurants, and whole towns sprang up along the route from Greytown to Realejo, and prices soared as demand outstripped goods and services. The migration also began the process of reorienting Central American commerce toward the United States. Previously, regional trade had been limited to intermittent visits by British vessels. With the gold rush, however, U.S. merchant ships began arriving on the Pacific and Caribbean coasts, and the population boom in California provided a new market for regional exports, particularly coffee.7 The gold rush also had a significant social impact on Central America. American migrants carried with them domestic prejudices that often contributed to the abuse of local residents. This sometimes took an anti-Catholic bent. In June 1849, for example, a U.S. traveler refused to doff his hat during a religious procession in Chinandega, Nicaragua, and drew a pistol on a priest who tried to remove it for him. Other Americans viewed Central America as an outlet for their sexual desires, forcing themselves on local women or marrying under false pretenses. In 1853, for example, former U.S. diplomat E. George Squier reported that in Granada, a man named Walcott had “married a very respectable girl of the country, & afterward left her, having a wife or two in the States.”8 Such incidents inevitably stirred anti-American resentment.




      Americans in Central America, like U.S. visitors to the British Caribbean, were often flummoxed by the racial complexity of local society. When informed by a Nicaraguan that local rebels “want to kill all the white inhabitants” of the nation, for example, gold prospector William Denniston mocked Hispanic pretensions to whiteness, asking how it would be possible “to draw the line of distinction between white and black in this country.”9 Other travelers fell back upon domestic class and racial assumptions. In June 1850, while traveling through Nicaragua, Michigan native Albert Chapman Wells observed that “the Negro Indian portion of the people resemble in character and disposition the Five Pointers”—referring to the predominantly black and Irish residents of Manhattan’s Lower East Side. In Managua, his group convinced their landlord to “call on the Senoritas for our benefit during the evening,” but Wells claimed to recoil from “the half dressed—half brown half black and half white sooty faced damsels.” One girl agreed to dance with one of the Americans “upon condition that he paid her $2.” After much consideration, the man (who may have been Wells himself) declared he “would not pay a ‘nigger’ $2 to dance with him.”10 Sometimes the racial certainties of home could cushion a bruised ego.




      These tensions only grew as U.S. capitalists consolidated their control over travel across Nicaragua. In January 1851, Cornelius Vanderbilt opened a transit line that utilized steamships, riverboats, and carriages to convey passengers from New York to San Francisco via Nicaragua. In its first four years of operation, the enterprise carried as many as 2,000 people per month. Although most Americans crossed quickly, a significant number remained in Nicaragua. Inspired by visions of Manifest Destiny, many predicted U.S. settlers would supplant native Nicaraguans or at least establish familiar color lines in place of the racial disorder they perceived. In October 1851, Wells, now living in Granada, asserted that American residents “look forward to the time when black blood will be forced to take the position that nature designed it should occupy.”11




      U.S. influence was especially noticeable in Greytown, where British interests were giving way to both the transit company and a growing number of American settlers. Visiting in 1853, Squier declared it “in all respects & wholly a fine American town” destined to be controlled by the United States.12 But this U.S. influence brought tragic results. In May 1854, local residents attacked Vanderbilt’s property after one of the company’s American captains shot a black boatman. Determined to protect a U.S. firm in a strategically vital region, President Franklin Pierce dispatched the U.S. warship Cyane, which bombarded and virtually destroyed Greytown. To justify the destruction, Pierce cited the offenses committed by “a heterogeneous assemblage gathered from various countries, and composed for the most part of blacks and persons of mixed blood” with “mischievous and dangerous propensities.”13 It was not the last time a racialized threat to U.S. capital would spur Washington to imperial violence.




      The impact of the gold rush was even more profound in Panama. Between 1848 and 1860, more than 200,000 Americans crossed the narrow Colombian province. Although racial inequality and conflict were hardly new to Panama’s diverse population, U.S. migration generated new tensions. Initially, American travelers crossed by river and trail, relying on Afro-Panamanian guides and boatmen. Such dependence on black labor was familiar to Southern whites, but for many Northerners it was their first significant contact with people of African descent. Even without firsthand experience, however, they drew upon familiar racial assumptions. When he crossed in December 1849, for example, Wells complained bitterly about prices in Chagres and fantasized about murdering one “old thief of a Negress”; and, upon arriving in Panama City, he pronounced “the natives” “a gambling Cock Fighting Roman Catholic race—made up of the blood of the Indian Negro Spaniard & Frenchman.”14 Such comments underscored the racial disorientation many Americans experienced in this unfamiliar setting. As historian Aims McGuinness observes, “while many recognized that color mattered in Panamanian society, they were often unsure how it mattered.”15




      Racial tensions only grew with the construction of the Panama Railroad. The project was the brainchild of William H. Aspinwall, owner of the Pacific Mail Steamship Company. Recognizing the need for interoceanic transit following the U.S. seizure of California, Aspinwall, partnering with former diplomat John L. Stephens, won a concession from the Colombian government. With Stephens serving as its first president, the new Panama Railroad Company began surveying in 1849, and the following year it set up headquarters at the mouth of the Chagres River. Like the many enterprises that followed throughout Central America, the company soon recognized labor supply as its most pressing problem. Unable to hire sufficient numbers of local Panamanians, who enjoyed opportunities in the local transit economy, the company searched for alternative labor sources. In addition to recruiting workers from elsewhere in Colombia, it experimented with contracted white American and Irish laborers, indentured Chinese workers, and Jamaican immigrants. Although company officials shared the common assumption of black immunity to tropical disease, they worried that laborers from post-emancipation Jamaica would prove difficult to manage. In September 1850, chief engineer George Totten warned Stephens that the Jamaicans would “require driving or tasking” and might clash with Irish coworkers. He also noted that the higher wages promised to Jamaican workers could stir tension with Colombian workers.16




      Even as it struggled to maintain an adequate workforce, the Panama Railroad Company began reshaping the physical and social landscape of Panama. In labor camps along the rail route, Colombian, Irish, West Indian, and Chinese workers cleared brush, graded land, and laid track. Meanwhile, at the termini of the railroad, the company carved out its own private enclaves. On the Pacific side, it controlled the area around the rail depot just north of Panama City. On the Caribbean coast, it built the new company town of “Aspinwall” (called “Colón” by Panamanians). Although the firm ostensibly operated under Colombian sovereignty, it enforced its own rules within its holdings and even formed a private police force to maintain order along the rail line. The result of these arrangements by the time of the railroad’s completion in 1855 was not unlike the Panama Canal Zone fifty years later: an American-owned transit corridor marked by migrant labor and racial hierarchy.17




      The combination of U.S. corporate power and the imperious behavior of U.S. migrants stirred anti-American sentiment among Panamanians, most famously during the April 1856 “Watermelon Slice Riot” in Panama City. Although the incident began with the refusal of an American traveler to pay a local vender for fruit he had sampled, it quickly escalated into mob violence that targeted company property as well as U.S. migrants. After sixteen Americans were killed, the Pierce administration dispatched naval vessels. By September, with tensions continuing to mount, U.S. marines briefly landed in Panama City to guard the rail depot.18 As in the destruction of Greytown two years earlier, resentment toward an American company had sparked racially charged resistance, which in turn prompted Washington’s intervention. Although the American press denounced the riot as mindless savagery, many Panamanians considered it patriotic resistance to U.S. expansionism. They had good reasons for such views. Not only was the railroad company gaining control over Panama, but American filibusters had recently conquered Nicaragua. Indeed, at the time of the Watermelon Slice Riot, Central Americans were engaged in a desperate struggle with the invaders that would soon involve the slave debate in the United States.




      Slavery and the Filibuster Wars




      The late 1840s and 1850s witnessed a series of private attempts to seize territory in the Hispanic Caribbean. Most of the early filibustering schemes focused on Cuba. Americans had long coveted the Spanish colony, and following the war with Mexico, many Southern planters considered it critical to the survival of the slave states. Drawing upon the arguments of Cuban slaveholders themselves, they asserted that annexation would help contain British abolitionism. Early attempts to conquer the island coincided with the gold rush and drew wide support among the many prospectors who stopped in Havana on their way to Central America. Soon, Washington took up this call. In 1853, Pierce’s minister to Madrid, Louisianan Pierre Soulé, offered to purchase Cuba. When Spain refused, Soulé helped draft the Ostend Manifesto, which asserted U.S. claims to the colony and warned that emancipation would transform Cuba into another Haiti, bringing “horrors to the white race” and possibly “consum[ing] the fair fabric of our Union.”19 Meanwhile, U.S. capital was making inroads into Cuba. By the 1850s, for example, Boston merchant Elisha Atkins controlled much of the sugar trade in the port of Cienfuegos and had begun to finance Cuban planters. Although the filibusters were making headlines, it was businessmen such as Atkins who were laying the foundation for U.S. control of Cuba.




      By the mid-1850s, Mexico and Central America had surpassed Cuba as targets for conquest. Initially, their encounters with filibustering grew more out of U.S. westward expansion rather than Southern slavery. In the wake of the gold rush, as Anglo-American men pushed to assert their authority over California’s indigenous and Hispanic population, they also sought further outlets for their aggression.20 Among the U.S. migrants who espoused this spirit of Manifest Destiny was William Walker, a Kentuckian who led a band of Americans into northwestern Mexico in late 1853. After terrorizing locals, Walker proclaimed himself president of the new “Republic of Sonora.” His reign was cut short by Cocopa Indians and Mexican residents, who routed his small army and sent it limping back across the border. Nevertheless, the adventure made Walker one of California’s first celebrities.21




      He soon found another opportunity, this time in Nicaragua. Locked in a losing struggle with the rival Conservative Party, Nicaraguan Liberals contacted Walker, who along with fifty-five men boarded a leaky brig in San Francisco in May 1855 and sailed for the Pacific port of Realejo. Contrary to the hopes of his local allies, however, Walker planned not to restore Liberal rule but to conquer Nicaragua and its neighbors. After defeating the Conservatives and setting up a puppet regime in Granada, he called for American immigration. He received an enthusiastic response: in two months alone, Vanderbilt’s transit company carried 2,000 recruits to join Walker’s crusade. Pierce promptly recognized Walker’s regime, and the Democratic Party inserted a plank into its 1856 platform endorsing “American ascendancy in the Gulf of Mexico.”22 But despite Washington’s approval, the filibusters faced fierce resistance within Central America. Fearing that Walker planned to conquer the entire region, Costa Rican troops invaded Nicaragua in spring 1856, and, soon after, Vanderbilt turned against him. Hoping to rally support in the United States, Walker played the race card. In addition to doling out land and mining concessions to white settlers, he reinstituted slavery in September 1856. Such policies aimed to make Nicaragua a “home for Southern men,” he later explained. “With the negro-slave as his companion, the white man would become fixed to the soil; and they together would destroy the power of the mixed race which is the bane of the country.”23 But the restoration of slavery only increased opposition to Walker, and by early 1857 Central American armies were besieging his regime. Defeated in battle and weakened by disease, the surviving filibusters were rescued by a U.S. naval vessel.
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