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Stephen Crane’s Vivid Story of the Battle of San Juan 
 
In front of Santiago, July 4, via Old Point Comfort, Va., July 13.—The action at San Juan 

on July 1 was, particularly speaking, a soldiers' battle. It was like Inkerman, where the English 
fought half leaderless all day in a fog. Only the Cuban forest was worse than any fog. 

No doubt when history begins to grind out her story we will find that many a thundering, 
fine, grand order was given for that day's work; but after all there will be no harm in contending 
that the fighting line, the men and their regimental officers, took the hill chiefly because they 
knew they could take it, some having no orders and others disobeying whatever orders they had. 

In civil life the newspapers would have called it a grand, popular movement. It will never 
be forgotten as long as America has a military history. 

A line of intrenched hills held by men armed with a weapon like the Mauser is not to be 
taken by a front attack of infantry unless the trenches have first been heavily shaken by artillery 
fire. Any theorist will say that it is impossible, and prove it to be impossible. But it was done, 
and we owe the success to the splendid gallantry of the American private soldier. 

As near as one can learn headquarters expected little or no fighting on the 1st. Lawton's 
division was to go by the Caney road, chase the Spaniards out of that interesting village, and 
then, wheeling half to the left, march down to join the other divisions in some kind of attack on 
San Juan at daybreak on the 2d. 

But somebody had been entirely misinformed as to the strength and disposition of the 
Spanish forces at Caney, and instead of taking Lawton six minutes to capture the town it took 
him nearly all day, as well it might. 

The other divisions lying under fire, waiting for Lawton, grew annoyed at a delay which 
was, of course, not explained to them, and suddenly arose and took the formidable hills of San 
Juan. It was impatience suddenly exalted to one of the sublime passions. 

Lawton was well out toward Caney soon after daybreak, and by 7 o'clock we could hear 
the boom of Capron's guns in support of the infantry. The remaining divisions—Kent's and 
Wheeler's—were trudging slowly along the muddy trail through the forest. 

When the first gun was fired a grim murmur passed along the lean column. “They're off!” 
somebody said. 

The marching was of necessity very slow and even then the narrow road was often 
blocked. The men, weighted with their packs, cartridge belts and rifles, forded many streams, 
climbed hills, slid down banks and forced their way through thickets. 

Suddenly there was a roar of guns just ahead and a little to the left. This was Grimes's 
battery going into action on the hill which is called El Paso. Then, all in a moment, the quiet 
column moving forward was opposed by men carrying terrible burdens. Wounded Cubans were 
being carried to the rear. Most of them were horribly mangled. 



The second brigade of dismounted American cavalry had been in support of the battery, 
its position being directly to the rear. Some Cubans had joined there. The Spanish shrapnel fired 
at the battery was often cut too long, and passing over burst amid the supports and the Cubans. 

The loss of the battery, the cavalry and the Cubans from this fire was forty men in killed 
and wounded, the First regular cavalry probably suffering most grievously. Presently there was a 
lull in the artillery fire, and down through spaces in the trees we could see the infantry still 
plodding with its packs steadily toward the front. 

The artillerymen were greatly excited. Some showed with glee fragments of Spanish 
shells which had come dangerously near their heads. They had gone through their ordeal and 
were talking over it lightly. 

In the meantime Lawton's division, some three miles away, was making plenty of noise. 
Caney is just at the base of a high willow-green, crinkled mountain, and Lawton was making his 
way over little knolls which might be termed foothills. We could see the great white clouds of 
smoke from Capron's guns and hear their roar punctuating the incessant drumming of the 
infantry. It was plain even then that Lawton was having considerably more of a fete than 
anybody had supposed previously. 

At about 2,500 yards in front of Grimes's position on El Paso arose the gentle green hills 
of San Juan, dotted not too plentifully with trees—hills that resembled the sloping orchards of 
Orange County in summer. Here and there were houses built evidently as summer villas, but now 
loopholed and barricaded. They had heavy roofs of red tiles and were shaped much like 
Japanese, or, better, Javanese houses. Here and there, too, along the crests of these curving 
hillocks were ashen streaks, the rifle-pits of the Spaniards. 

At the principal position of the enemy were a flag, a redoubt, a blockhouse and some sort 
of pagoda, in the shade of which Spanish officers were wont to promenade during lulls and 
negligently gossip about the battle. There was one man in a summer-resort straw hat. He did a 
deal of sauntering in the coolest manner possible, walking out in the clear sunshine and gazing 
languidly in our direction. He seemed to be carrying a little cane. 

At 11.25 our artillery reopened on the central blockhouse and intrenchments. The Spanish 
fire had been remarkably fine, but it was our turn now. Grimes had his ranges to a nicety. After 
the great "shout of the gun" came the broad, windy, diminishing noise of the flung shell; then a 
fainter boom and a cloud of red debris out of the blockhouse or up from the ground near the 
trenches. 

The Spanish infantry in the trenches fired a little volley immediately after every one of 
the American shells. It puzzled many to decide at what they could be firing, but it was finally 
resolved that they were firing just to show us that they were still there and were not afraid. 

It must have been about 2 o'clock when the enemy's battery again retorted. 
The cruel thing about this artillery duel was that our battery had nothing but old-

fashioned powder, and its position was always as clearly defined as if it had been the Chicago 
fire. There is no secrecy about a battery that uses that kind of powder. The great billowy white 
smoke can be seen for miles. On the other hand, the Spaniards were using the best smokeless. 
There is no use groaning over what was to be, but--!  

However, fate elected that the Spanish shooting should be very bad. Only two-thirds of 
their shells exploded in this second affair. They all whistled high, and those that exploded raked 
the ground long since evacuated by the supports and the timbers. No one was hurt. 

From El Paso to San Juan there is a broad expanse of dense forest, spotted infrequently 
with vividly green fields. It is traversed by a single narrow road which leads straight between the 



two positions, fording two little streams. Along this road had gone our infantry and also the 
military balloon. Why it was ever taken to such a position nobody knows, but there it was —
huge, fat, yellow, quivering—being dragged straight into a zone of fire that would surely ruin it. 

There were two officers in the car for the greater part of the way, and there surely were 
never two men who valued their lives less. But they both escaped unhurt, while the balloon sank 
down, torn to death by the bullets that were volleyed at it by the nervous Spaniards, who 
suspected dynamite. It was never brought out of the woods where it recklessly met its fate. 

In these woods, unknown to some, including the Spaniards, was formulated the gorgeous 
plan of taking an impregnable position. 

One saw a thin line of black figures moving across a field. They disappeared in the forest. 
The enemy was keeping up a terrific fire. Then suddenly somebody yelled: “By God, there go 
our boys up the hill!” 

There is many a good American who would give an arm to get the thrill of patriotic 
insanity that coursed through us when we heard that yell. 

Yes, they were going up the hill, up the hill. It was the best moment of anybody's life. An 
officer said to me afterward: “If we had been in that position and the Spaniards had come at us, 
we would have piled them up so high the last man couldn't have climbed over.” But up went the 
regiments with no music save that ceaseless, fierce crashing of rifles. 

The foreign attaches were shocked. “It is very gallant, but very foolish,” said one sternly. 
“Why, they can't take it, you know. Never in the world,” cried another, much agitated. “It 

is slaughter, absolute slaughter.” 
The little Japanese shrugged his shoulders. He was one who said nothing. 
The road from El Paso to San Juan was now a terrible road. It should have a tragic fame 

like the sunken road at Waterloo. Why we did not later hang some of the gentry who contributed 
from the trees to the terror of this road is not known. 

The wounded were stringing back from the front, hundreds of them. Some walked 
unaided, an arm or a shoulder having been dressed at a field station. They stopped often enough 
to answer the universal hail “How is it going?” Others hobbled or clung to a friend's shoulders. 
Their slit trousers exposed red bandages. A few were shot horribly in the face and were led, 
bleeding and blind, by their mates. 

And then there were the slow pacing stretcher-bearers with the dying or the insensible, 
the badly wounded, still figures with blood often drying brick color on their hot bandages. 

Prostrate at the roadside were many others who had made their way thus far and were 
waiting for strength. Everywhere moved the sure-handed, invaluable Red Cross men. 

Over this scene was a sort of haze of bullets. They were of two kinds. First, the Spanish 
lines were firing just a trifle high. Their bullets swept over our firing lines and poured into this 
devoted roadway, the single exit, even as it had been the single approach. The second fire was 
from guerillas concealed in the trees and in the thickets along the trail. They had come in under 
the very wings of our strong advance, taken good positions on either side of the road and were 
peppering our line of communication whenever they got a good target, no matter, apparently, 
what the target might be. 

Red Cross men, wounded men, sick men, correspondents and attaches were all one to the 
guerilla. The move of sending an irregular force around the flanks of the enemy as he is making 
his front attack is so legitimate that some of us could not believe at first that the men hidden in 
the forest were really blazing away at the non-combatants or the wounded. Viewed simply as a 



bit of tactics, the scheme was admirable. But there is no doubt now that they intentionally fired at 
anybody they thought they could kill. 

You can't mistake an ambulance driver when he is driving his ambulance. You can't 
mistake a wounded man when he is lying down and being bandaged. And when you see a field 
hospital you don't mistake it for a squadron of cavalry or a brigade of infantry. 

After the guerillas had successfully rewounded some prostrate men in a hospital and 
killed an ambulance driver off his seat as he was taking his silent, suffering charges to the base, 
there were any number of humane and gentle hearted men in the army who were extremely 
anxious to see any guerillas that were caught hanged to the trees in which they were found. Our 
greatest punishment, after all, is to feed them until they are in danger of bursting. 

As we went along the road we suddenly heard a cry behind us. “Oh, come quick! Come 
quick!” We turned and saw a young soldier spinning around frantically and grabbing at his leg. 
Evidently he had been going to the stream to fill his canteen, but a guerilla had barred him from 
that drink. Two Red Cross men rushed for him. 

At the last ford, in the shelter of the muddy bank, lay a dismal band, forty men on their 
backs with doctors working at them and bullets singing in flocks over their heads. They rolled 
their eyes quietly at us. There was no groaning. They exhibited that profound patience which has 
been the marvel of every one. 

After the ford was passed the woods cleared. The road passed through lines of barbed 
wire. There were, in fact, barbed wire fences running in almost every direction. 

The mule train, galloping like a troop of cavalry, dashed up with a reinforcement of 
ammunition, every mule on the jump, the cowboys swinging their whips. They were under a 
fairly strong fire, but up they went. 

One does not expect gallantry in a pack train, but incidentally it may be said that this 
charge, led by the bell mare, was one of the sights of the day. 

At a place where the road cut through the crest of the ridge Borrowe and some of his men 
were working over his dynamite gun. After the fifth discharge something had got jammed. There 
was never such devotion to an inanimate thing as these men give to their dynamite gun. They 
will quarrel for her, starve for her, lose sleep for her and fight for her to the last ditch. 

In the army there has always been two opinions of the dynamite gun. Some have said it 
was a most terrific engine of destruction, while others have called it a toy. With the bullets 
winging their lone flights not very high overhead, Borrowe and his crowd at sight of us began 
their little hymn of praise, the chief note of which was one of almost pathetic insistence. If they 
ever get that gun into action again, they will make her hum. 

The discomfited Spaniards, recovering from their panic, opened from their second line a 
most furious fire. It was first directed against one part of our line and then against another, as if 
they were feeling for our weakest point, fumbling around after the throat of the army. 

Somebody on the left caught it for a time and then suddenly the enemy apparently 
devoted their entire attention to the position occupied by the Rough Riders. Some shrapnel, with 
fuses cut too long, passed over and burst from 100 to 200 yards to the rear. They acted precisely 
like things with strings to them. When the string was jerked, bang! went the hurtling explosive. 
But the infantry fire was very heavy, albeit high. 

The American reply was in measured volleys. Part of a regiment would remain on the 
firing line while the other companies rested near by under the brow of the hill. Parties were sent 
after the packs. The commands knew with what other organizations they were in touch on the 



two flanks. Otherwise they knew nothing, save that they were going to hold their ground. They 
said so. 

From our line could be seen a long, gray Spanish intrenchment, from 400 to 1,000 yards 
away, according to what part of our fine one measured from. From it floated no smoke and no 
men appeared there, but it was making a noise like a million champagne corks. 

Back of their intrenchments, perhaps another thousand yards, was a long building of 
masonry tinted pink. It flew many Red Cross flags and near it were other smaller structures also 
flying Red Cross flags. In fact, the enemy's third line of defense seemed to be composed of 
hospitals. 

The city itself slanted down toward the bay, just a glimpse of silver. In the clear, white 
sunshine the houses of the suburbs, the hospitals and the long gray trenches were so vivid that 
they seemed far closer than they were. 

To the rear, over the ground that the army had taken, a breeze was gently stirring the long 
grass and ruffling the face of a pool that lay in a sort of meadow. The army took glory calmly. 
Having nothing else to do, the army sat down and looked tranquilly at the scenery. There was not 
that exuberance of enthusiasm which surrounds the vicinity of a candidate for the Assembly. 

The army was dusty, dishevelled, its hair matted to its forehead with sweat, its shirts 
glued to its back with the same, and indescribably dirty, thirsty, hungry, and a-weary from its 
bundles and its marches and its fights. It sat down on the conquered crest and felt satisfied. 

“Well, hell! here we are.” 
News began to pass along the line, Lawton had taken Caney after a long fight and had 

lost heavily. The siege pieces were being unloaded at Siboney. Pando had succeeded in 
reinforcing Santiago that very morning with 8,400 men, 6,000 men, 4,500 men. Pando had not 
succeeded. And so on. 

At dusk a comparative stillness settled upon the ridge. The shooting subsided to little 
nervous outbursts. In the trenches taken by our troops lay dead Spaniards. 

The road to the rear increased its terrors in the darkness. The wounded men, stumbling 
along in the mud, a miasmic mist from the swampish ground filling their nostrils, heard often in 
the air the whiplash sound of a bullet that was meant for them by the lurking guerillas. A mile, 
two miles, two miles and a half to the rear, great populous hospitals had been formed. 

The long lines of the hill began to intrench under cover of night, each regiment for itself, 
still, however, keeping in touch on the flanks. Each regiment dug in the ground that it had taken 
by its own valor. Some commands had two or three shovels, an axe or two, maybe a pick. Other 
regiments dug with their bayonets and shovelled out the dirt with their meat ration cans. 

Darkness swallowed Santiago and the new intrenchments. The large tropic stars 
illumined the sky. On the safe side of the ridge our men had built some little red fires, no larger 
than hats, at which they cooked what food they possessed. There was no sound save to the rear, 
where throughout the night our pickets could be faintly heard exchanging shots with the 
guerrillas. 

On the very moment, it seemed, of the break of day, bang! the fight was on again. The 
firing broke out from one end of the prodigious V-shaped formation to the other. Our artillery 
took new advanced positions, but they were driven away by the swirling Mauser fire. 

When the day was in full bloom Lawton's division, having marched all night, appeared in 
the road. The long, long column wound around the base of the ridge and disappeared among the 
woods and knolls on the right of Wheeler's line. The army was now concentrated in a splendid 
position. 



It becomes necessary to speak of the men's opinion of the Cubans. To put it shortly, both 
officers and privates have the most lively contempt for the Cubans. They despise them. They 
came down here expecting to fight side by side with an ally, but this ally has done little but stay 
in the rear and eat army rations, manifesting an indifference to the cause of Cuban liberty which 
could not be exceeded by someone who had never heard of it. 

In the great charge up the hills of San Juan the American soldiers who, for their part, 
sprinkled a thousand bodies in the grass, were not able to see a single Cuban assisting in what 
might easily turn out to be the decisive battle for Cuban freedom. 

At Caney a company of Cubans came into action on the left flank of one of the American 
regiments just before the place was taken. Later they engaged a blockhouse at 2,000 yards and 
fired away all their ammunition. They sent back to the American commander for more, but they 
got only a snort of indignation. 

As a matter of fact, the Cuban soldier, ignorant as only such isolation as has been his can 
make him, does not appreciate the ethics of the situation. 

This great American army he views as he views the sky, the sea, the air; it is a natural and 
most happy phenomenon. He will go to sleep while this flood drowns the Spaniards. 

The American soldier, however, thinks of himself often as a disinterested benefactor, and 
he would like the Cubans to play up to the ideal now and then. His attitude is mighty human. He 
does not really want to be thanked, and yet the total absence of anything like gratitude makes 
him furious, because the Cubans apparently consider themselves under no obligation to take part 
in an engagement; because the Cubans will stay at the rear and collect haversacks, blankets, 
coats and shelter tents dropped by our troops. 

The average Cuban here will not speak to an American unless to beg. He forgets his 
morning, afternoon or evening salutation unless he is reminded. If he takes a dislike to you he 
talks about you before your face, using a derisive undertone. 

If he asks you a favor and you can’t grant it his face grows sour in the expression of a 
man who has been deprived of an inalienable right. Then at all times he gibbers. Talk, talk, talk, 
talk. Heaven knows what it is all about; but certainly four Cubans can talk enough for four 
regiments. 

The truth probably is that the food, raiment and security furnished by the Americans have 
completely demoralized the insurgents. When the force under Gomez came to Guantanamo to 
assist the marines they were a most efficient body of men. They guided the marines to the enemy 
and fought with them shoulder to shoulder, not very skillfully in the matter of shooting, but still 
with courage and determination. 

After this action there ensued at Guantanamo a long peace. The Cubans built themselves 
a permanent camp and they began to eat, eat much, and to sleep long, day and night, until now, 
behold, there is no more useless body of men anywhere! A trifle less than half of them are on Dr. 
Edgar's sick list, and the others are practically insubordinate. So much food seems to act upon 
them like a drug. 

Here with the army the demoralization has occurred on a big scale. It is dangerous, too, 
for the Cuban. If he stupidly, drowsily remains out of these fights, what weight is his voice to 
have later in the final adjustments? The officers and men of the army, if their feeling remains the 
same, will not be happy to see him have any at all. The situation needs a Gomez. It is more 
serious than these bestarred machete bearers know how to appreciate, and it is the worst thing for 
the cause of an independent Cuba that could possibly exist. 



At San Juan the 2d of July was a smaller edition of the 1st. The men deepened their 
intrenchments, shot, slept and ate. On the 1st every man had been put into the fighting line. 
There was not a reserve as big as your hat. If the enemy broke through any part of the line there 
was nothing to stop them short of Siboney. On the 2d, however, some time after the arrival of 
Lawton, the Ninth Massachusetts and the Thirty-fourth Michigan came up. 

Along the road from El Paso they had to pass some pretty grim sights. And there were 
some pretty grim odors, but the men were steady enough. “How far are they off?” they asked of a 
passing regular. “Oh, not far; but it's all right. We think they may run out of ammunition in the 
course of a week or ten days.” 

The volunteers laughed. But the pitiful thing about this advance was to see in the hands 
of the boys those terrible old rifles that smoke like brush fires and give the regimental line away 
to the enemy as plainly as an illuminated sign. 

I remember that on the first day men of the Seventy-first who had lost their command 
would try to join one of the regular regiments, but the regulars would have none of them. “Get 
out of here with that d-- gun!” the regulars would say. During the battle just one shot from a 
Springfield would call a volley, for the Spaniards then knew just where to shoot. It was very hard 
on the Seventy-first New York and the Second Massachusetts. 

At Caney about two hundred prisoners were taken. Two big squads of them were soldiers 
of the regular Spanish infantry in the usual blue-and-white pajamas. The others were the 
rummiest-looking set of men one could possibly imagine. They were native-born Cubans, 
reconcentrados, traitors, guerillas of the kind that bushwhacked us so unmercifully. Some were 
doddering old men, shaking with the palsy of their many years. Some were slim, dirty, bad-eyed 
boys. They were all of a lower class than one could find in any United States jail. 

At first they had all expected to be butchered. In fact, to encourage them to fight, their 
officers had told them that if they gave in they need expect no mercy from the dreadful 
Americans. 

Our great, good, motherly old country has nothing in her heart but mercy, and nothing in 
her pockets but beef, hard-tack and coffee for  all of  them—lemon-colored refugee from 
Santiago, wild-eyed prisoner from the trenches, Spanish guerilla from out the thickets, half-
naked insurgent from the mountains—all of them. 

In the church at Caney lie fifty-two Spanish wounded, attended by our surgeons. For a 
temporary affair, inaugurated in a moment, it is as good a hospital as ever raised its flag after a 
day of blood, and our surgeons and our Red Cross assistants were giving the best of their trained 
intelligence to the cure of the hurts of these men even while, on the road from San Juan to El 
Paso, the guerillas were shooting at our wounded. 

 


