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Between 1855 and 1860, several thousand U.S. military irregulars, many of them disciples of a geopolitical philosophy with religious overtones known as "Manifest Destiny," "filibustered" to Central America as part of an illegal movement that had profound implications for Central American independence, politics, culture, and memory. Prior to the arrival of these invaders, many liberal-minded Central Americans regarded the United States as a democratic model with political institutions worth emulating, and as a counterweight to British imperialism in the region. But the filibuster commander William Walker's success in gaining control of much of Nicaragua in 1855-56 changed everything. Concerned that Walker would seek their conquest too, neighboring Central American states (in cooperation with anti-Walker elements in Nicaragua) formed an ultimately triumphant military alliance against him. Before it ran its course, however, Walker's movement, which included attempts to reconquer Nicaragua after his expulsion in 1857, resulted in much death and destruction. Further, it interfered with projects for an interoceanic Nicaraguan canal, affected boundary disputes between Central American states, and even led some Central American leaders to seek formal protectorates by European powers to ward off Walker. Over the long durée, the filibuster attacks fostered Nicaraguan nationalism, Central American unity, political conservatism, militarization, and in some circles rabid resentment of Americans. Central American museums, place names, holidays, and other cultural signals remind us that William Walker's men left permanent scars upon the states of this region. 


What, exactly, was filibustering? Did other peoples practice it, or was filibustering peculiar to the United States? What explains its outbreak in Central America in the 1850s? Should we attribute these attacks primarily to the popular U.S. ideology of Manifest Destiny? If so, what were its tenets? Or, does it make more sense to attribute filibustering to broad socioeconomic transformations in the United States or political and military conditions in Central America at the time? Were there developments in Nicaragua, in particular, making that state vulnerable to U.S. aggression? Or, are there even better explanations for the rise of the filibusters? Do we let men like Walker off the hook by attributing their behavior to conditions in the U.S. or Central America? Perhaps we should pay attention to the filibusters' own greed, lust for power, or psychological traumas in explaining their bizarre behavior.


These are the questions that I intend to probe in my remarks today. As you may suspect, the explanation for filibustering is complex and resists reduction to any single factor. Rather, a potent brew of circumstances brought the U.S. filibusters to Middle America's shores.






*


We should start by defining our subject. The English term "filibuster" of the Walker years, cousin to the French word "flibustier" and the Spanish "filibustero," derived originally from a centuries-old Dutch word—"vrijbuiter,"—for freebooter.  During the filibuster heyday of the 1850s, critics characteristically stigmatized such persons as freebooters and pirates, and it would be ahistorical to ignore the many similarities that filibusters bore to pirates. Still, there were crucial differences. I define filibusters as private military bodies that, lacking the explicit or implicit consent of their own governments, invade countries or the territorial possessions of countries with which their own states are at peace.

Note that nothing in my definition implies that only Americans filibustered, or that Latin Americans were immune to its lure. Other nationalities indeed engaged in such affairs. Giuseppe Maria Garibaldi, the famous mid-nineteenth-century unifier of Italy, for example, conducted filibustering operations. On a number of occasions in the 1860s, this Sardinian invaded foreign domains, including Rome, without the permission of his own government. Ecuador's first president Juan José Flores, after fleeing into exile in the 1840s, plotted several privately-organized military expeditions against Ecuador. 

What I argue is not that the United States was the only country to produce filibusters, but rather that it produced a lot of them and that its filibusters conducted invasions the most frequently. U.S. filibustering dates from the 1790s, almost immediately after the nation achieved its independence from Great Britain, when private U.S. citizens plotted and sometimes initiated attacks upon British Canada to the north and Spain's colonial possessions to the south and southwest. Between about 1806 and 1821, during the waning years of Spain's New World empire, U.S. filibusters attacked Spanish Venezuela, Florida, and Texas, often in collaboration with Latin American revolutionary movements. The attainment of Latin American independence from Spain and Portugal led to a lull in U.S. filibustering in the late 1820s and early 1830s, but by the mid and late 1830s thousands of U.S. filibusters ventured across boundaries again, helping Texas to win its independence from Mexico and assisting unsuccessful "Patriot" uprisings in Canada against British rule. During the 1850s, not only did William Walker's armed forces invade Central America, but U.S. citizens launched major attacks on Mexico and the Spanish colony of Cuba, participated in filibustering to Ecuador, and considered invasions of other domains including, possibly, far-off Hawaii. In the late 1860s and early 1870s, a new wave of U.S. filibusters, calling themselves "Fenians," invaded Canada. Well into the twentieth century, U.S. citizens continued to filibuster, though after a while the mass media discontinued using the term when describing such plots.

During the climax of U.S. filibustering in the 1850s, not only was the United States distinct for producing the most filibuster attacks, but also it may have been unique for enfolding filibustering within its popular culture. Americans produced images, songs, poetry, sheet music, commercial advertisements, stage plays, short stories, pamphlets, and novels about filibustering. U.S. students argued about filibustering in their collegiate debating societies. U.S. newspapers and magazines churned out filibuster stories, sometimes allowing these criminals to dominate their headlines and news columns as much as terrorists capture copy today. And in U.S. port cities especially, sympathizers turned out in great numbers for rallies, fund raisers, parades, and other functions in behalf of filibusters. The New York Times in May 1856, the same month that the U. S. government formally recognized Walker's régime in Nicaragua, reported that a pro-Walker meeting in New York City became so large that the assigned hall was overfilled and a second meeting had to be conducted on its outside. 

Meanwhile, filibusters affected U.S. politics and diplomacy. Since filibustering was illegal in the United States according to the Neutrality Act of 1818, Presidents, cabinet members, the nation's Congress, and federal courts were obliged to curtail the expeditions, and even state legislatures and municipal governments occasionally debated filibustering's legitimacy. U.S. political parties, too, had their say, both in formal documents and rhetoric.  In 1856, the political platform of the Democratic Party, the country's oldest major political organization, endorsed William Walker's conquest of Nicaragua. But around the same time, a delegate to the mostly antifilibustering Republican Party convention exclaimed, reportedly to applause, that God never intended his country to "go filibustering to rob nations of their rights." Although many U.S. citizens romanticized the nation's filibusters, others took seriously the nation's obligation under U.S. and international law to prevent such affairs, and called for more effective federal enforcement of the Neutrality Act. 

How are we to make sense out of U.S. filibustering, especially William Walker's obsession for conquest in Central America? First, it is necessary to recognize not only that U.S. expansionism, many would say imperialism, dated from the very origins of the U.S. republic, but also to probe the conditions that fostered U.S. territorial expansionism in the first place. Second, it is important to consider particular changes in the United States between the 1830s and Walker's invasions that might cause U.S. citizens to enlist in filibustering companies, without losing sight of shifting political conditions in Central America around the same time that left the Isthmus vulnerable to filibuster attack.





*


U.S. filibustering can be interpreted, in part, as a deviant outgrowth of expansionist impulses dating back to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, when Great Britain established thirteen colonies on or near the Atlantic Ocean seaboard of what was to become the United States. The colonies claimed boundaries within lands already occupied by native Indian tribes. Further, although these English outposts shared the North American land mass with French and Spanish colonial settlements, some of their charters anticipated the English having the continent for themselves. Virginia's revised charter of 1609, for instance, provided that it would extend "up into the land, throughout from sea to sea, west and northwest," implying Virginia's expected spread to what was once known as the South Sea, but today we call the Pacific Ocean. Further, the first English colonists already had attitudes that foreshadowed the much later creed of Manifest Destiny. This was especially true in New England (the northeast of today's U.S.). There, the Puritan settlers, Protestant dissenters from the Church of England, viewed themselves as a people specially favored by God with a providential mission to change the world by establishing a godly commonwealth that would so prosper that other nations would wish to follow their example. Such views, of course, did not preordain filibustering, but their ethnocentric character helped to implant attitudes conducive to such thought and behavior. 


The thirteen colonies not only served as incubators for U.S. expansionist ideologies; they also fostered traditions of military aggression against other peoples.  Most obviously, the colonists waged campaigns against the native people who originally occupied North America. Helped tremendously by an invisible ally, the microbes of smallpox, measles, chicken pox, and other diseases that European settlers brought with them to the Western Hemisphere, the colonists wrested control of most of the Atlantic seaboard of today's eastern United States from Indian tribes that in most instances failed to unite against their common enemy. Campaigns were designed to drive the Indians so far into the interior of the continent that they would be well beyond any lands that the colonists would need for the foreseeable future. Less well remembered, the colonists launched attacks against Spanish and French settlements on the continent, sometimes in collaboration with regular British troops in pursuit of policies formulated in England, but often on their own initiative and certainly with imperial designs in mind.


Significantly, the Treaty of Peace of 1783 ending the U.S. revolution for independence from Great Britain created not merely a new country but also a quasi-empire rich in natural resources and already deeply engaged in international trade. Although the U.S. negotiator Benjamin Franklin failed in his efforts to get the British to cede Canada as part of the settlement, he and his colleagues did persuade their former Mother Country to grant the new nation extremely generous boundaries, especially on its western frontier (which now extended all the way across mostly Indian lands to the Mississippi river) and to the south. Only Russia, in terms of land mass, consisted of more territory than the new U.S. nation, with its 900,000 square miles. No wonder that many of the U.S.'s first political leaders and cultural spokesmen anticipated more landed acquisitions in the future, and that they used the term "empire" to describe their country. Thus, George Washington, who would later serve as the new country's first president, believed following some western travels in 1783 that "a New Empire" was arising there; and the Protestant clergyman Jedediah Morse, in his American Geography, predicted not only that the new nation would eventually absorb the West Indies, but that it would spread across its new western boundary until it included "millions of souls" beyond the Mississippi river. Expansionists, however, differed over whether their country would grow by formally annexing new territory, or, indirectly, either by Americans dominating foreign places commercially or by its surplus population settling in them and convincing other people of the superiority of U.S. political institutions and cultural ways. Thomas Jefferson, the third U.S. president (1801-1809), envisioned a time when America's rapid population "multiplication" would allow it to "cover the whole northern if not the southern continent, with people speaking the same language, governed in similar forms, and by similar laws." 


The U.S.'s success at growing its expanses in the decades preceding William Walker's shipping out for Nicaragua in 1855 further confirmed imperial inclinations, though U.S. citizens commonly denied that there was anything imperialistic about the process since their government conferred citizenship rights upon the inhabitants of acquired territory (with the exception of Indian tribes). The Jefferson administration's purchase of Louisiana from France in 1803 roughly doubled the nation's land mass. In 1819, the U.S. acquired Florida from Spain in a treaty that resulted from considerable U.S. military pressure on the colony. In 1845, the United States annexed the Republic of Texas, which had achieved its independence from Mexico less than a decade earlier. U.S. victory in the U.S.-Mexican War consummated in the war-ending Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo of 1848, by which the North American nation added more than 500,000 square miles to its domain. Another treaty with Mexico in 1853 added the so-called "Gadsden Purchase" to the nation's holdings—a chunk of about 45,000 square miles in what is today southern Arizona and New Mexico. By now, the U.S. possessed over half of Mexico's former land mass. Further, in 1846, the U.S. persuaded Great Britain to give up its claims to what are today the Pacific Coast states of Oregon and Washington in return for the U.S. surrendering claims to land further north. All this while, the U.S. government appropriated additional lands from Native Americans, compelling large numbers of them to migrate westward to generally arid reservation lands beyond the Mississippi river. During the eight years alone of the Andrew Jackson presidencies, 1829-1837, the U.S. government pressured Indian tribes to cede their claims to some one million acres east of the Mississippi river and another 32 million acres west of that waterway, and relocated over 45,000 eastern Indians to the West, with additional cessions in process. By the time Jackson was done, only about 9,000 Indians remained in the eastern United States. 

Meanwhile, U.S. leaders tried to ensure that competing powers would not block any future territorial grabs. The so-called Monroe Doctrine of 1823 (part of a presidential message to the U.S. Congress) and related diplomatic documents warned European nations that although the United States would tolerate their extant colonies in the Western Hemisphere, it would oppose any new takeovers, including the transfer of colonies from Spain, a relatively weak power, to a militarily stronger nation such as Britain or France. This policy was crafted especially to keep Cuba available for eventual acquisition by the U.S., should Spain lack the means or will to continue its control of the island. By the U.S.-British Clayton-Bulwer Treaty of 1850, the United States won a promise that the British would never add to their colonial holdings in Central America, and some U.S. leaders subsequently used its ambiguous phrasing to claim that the British had promised even to liberate those colonies that they already held in the area. 

Prior to Walker's expedition, moreover, the U.S. government made diplomatic efforts to acquire Cuba and Hawaii, considered annexing the temporarily autonomous Mexican state of Yucatán, and aggressively backed U.S. commercial initiatives abroad—most notably the naval expedition of the early 1850s that "opened up" Japan to foreign trade. In 1854, U.S. Senator from California William Gwin initiated negotiations with Russia's minister to the U.S. anticipating Russia's cession of Alaska to his country. At the time of Walker's invasion of Nicaragua, multitudes of Americans simply assumed new acquisitions beckoned in the near future. It was in this presumptuous spirit that a U.S. naval officer suggested in an official dispatch after visiting Uruguay in 1856 that it would be easy to annex that country were it just a bit closer to his nation geographically.


It was in the later stages of this expansionist burst, that American politicians and publications began invoking their nation's "Manifest Destiny" to justify national territorial growth. This was a claim that because of their country's superior democratic institutions, God "prearranged" its extension over a vast area, perhaps the North American continent, perhaps further, perhaps the entire hemisphere. The idea that the U.S. had an expansionist mission to accomplish, as I have already suggested, was hardly new in the 1840s and 1850s. But the particular phrase awaited coining by New York City publications in 1845, at a time when the U.S. not only was locked in national debates over the possible acquisitions of Texas and Oregon, but when Americans were becoming increasingly convinced that new land acquisitions and markets abroad might relieve problems of congestion, unemployment, class friction, and overproduction in U.S. cities. These two words, which became one of the most popular political slogans in the country, gave a jolt to U.S. expansionism, providing a rallying catch-word and potent, if flawed, rationale not only for territorial growth per se, but also for its filibustering deformity. 

The filibusters and their advocates frequently invoked Manifest Destiny's mystique as they propagandized for their cause. The New Orleans magazine De Bow's Southern and Western Review in a piece about U.S. filibustering to Cuba proclaimed, "We have a destiny to perform, 'a manifest destiny' over all Mexico, over South America, over the West Indies and Canada." Given the doctrine's familiarity to Americans, it becomes explicable why the Walker régime's newspaper in Nicaragua, El Nicaraguense would dub the filibuster the "gray-eyed man of destiny." The Boston magazine Littell's Living Age rightly recognized a link between U.S. expansionist theory and filibustering when it observed that the "popular name for the agency" by which Americans intended to bring about their "'manifest destiny'" "is filbusterism." Another New England publication made a similar point when it argued that the filibuster "banditti" operated on the "ostensible theory" that they had a mission "to 'extend the area of freedom'" to humanity elsewhere. Certainly such logic helped the filibuster defense attorney Henry Foote to excuse William Walker's invasion of Mexico, which occurred in 1853-54 not long before Walker arrived in Nicaragua, with an assertion that the filibuster had intended to help overthrow the "tyrannical usurpations" of Mexican ruler Santa Anna. 

The important point is that some American men volunteered for filibuster military service sincerely believing that they might help fulfill Manifest Destiny's promise to spread democracy abroad. Thus P.G.T. Beauregard, a captain in the United States Army in 1856, confessed in a private letter that he had been so convinced that Walker "had in view…the establishment of a Central American Republic, based on our own system," that he had seriously given thought to resigning his U.S. military commission and seeking a slot in Walker's Nicaraguan command.

So let me summarize my case so far. What I am suggesting is that William Walker's filibustering intrusions into Central America in the 1850s should be contextualized within the U.S. record of sustained territorial growth and expansionist aggression since his nation began. The U.S. never had a complete national consensus in favor of landed growth. But almost always the expansionists got the upper hand over the dissenters. 

I would caution, however, that other aspects of early U.S. history also bear upon our inquiry. The popularity of Manifest Destiny owed much to a Protestant evangelical movement known to historians as "The Second Great Awakening" that swept much of the United States in the 1830s and 1840s, years that coincided with one of the most powerful outbursts of anti-Catholicism in U.S. history (much of it a reaction against a sudden increase in the number of poor Irish Catholics emigrating into the country). When most U.S. leaders, print media, and citizens talked about how Providence sponsored their nation's growth, they implied a Protestant reading of their national identity and a Protestant, millennialist mission to, as one scholar puts it, "complete the Reformation and …inaugurate world regeneration." During the Mexican War, U.S. expansionists in Congress expressed their desire to bring what they called religious freedom to the Mexican people, and by the filibuster years of the 1850s, U.S. Protestant Churches were deeply involved in sponsoring missions to convert what they considered "heathen" people abroad, in places as far away as Hawaii, China, Turkey and India. Furthermore, many U.S. Protestants not only considered Catholicism an unthinking religion with customs and ceremonies dictated by the Pope in Rome, but in the case of Latin America attributed what they considered its lack of progress in educational institutions, railroads, telegraphs and factories to the cultural sway of corrupt Catholic priests. That is, they believed that Latin Americans lacked a work ethic, and that Catholicism was greatly to blame. As a Presbyterian minister in Troy, New York put it in a sermon delivered in church in May 1859, "Papal countries have no Christian Sabbath…. In Mexico, and in Central and South-America…gambling, bull-baiting, cock-fighting, dancing, drinking, and profligacy, fill up the day and evening." These countries, he argued, invited "evangelical labors," especially since their "rich internal resources" would remain undeveloped until Protestant Anglo-Saxons and Anglo-Americans took over.

We should not be surprised by this minister's allusion to Nicaragua's untapped natural resources. Since colonial times, whites of the United States had been in the habit of appropriating Indian lands with the rationale that native males were too lazy to cultivate the land, and therefore did not deserve it. It required no great leap of logic for U.S. expansionists of the 1850s to apply similar thinking to Mexico and Central America. Thus the New York Herald labeled Walker "the pioneer of civilization" in announcing his advent in Central America in July 1855. The next year, a New Orleans paper described a band of filibuster reinforcements leaving port for Nicaragua as proof of the "spreading progressiveness" of the American people. Filibuster reinforcements on a ship bound for Nicaragua in late 1856 told the English traveler Laurence Oliphant that Nicaragua's resources remained "undeveloped," and that the filibusters would regenerate Nicaragua by giving "prosperity to its inhabitants and a profitable market to the world."

Walker, himself, seems to have been spared anti-Catholic prejudice. One of the first things he did upon achieving power in Nicaragua was to attend the mass in Granada of the priest Augustín Vijil. In 1859, in order to maintain his technical eligibility for Nicaragua's presidency, given recent constitutional changes in the country, Walker even converted to Catholicism. But U.S. anti-Catholicism infected some of the pro-filibuster propaganda that influenced Walker's recruiting efforts. Thus the San Francisco Herald, in an only thinly-veiled reference to Catholicism, announced in December 1856 that a former city policeman going off to join Walker would assist in emancipating Nicaragua's population from "bigotry." Similarly, a poem circulating in the U.S. press postulated that Walker's redemption of Nicaragua would transform that state into a place where "God is revered," implying that Central America's Catholic peoples, since they worshipped improperly, were actually irreligious.

Recall that the Protestant minister from Troy, New York, whom I mentioned a minute ago, used the term Anglo-Saxons in the context of his antic-Catholic diatribe. This alerts us that Manifest Destiny had a racial dimension to accompany its religious crusade. During the "Enlightenment" of the 1700s, it had been common for intellectuals on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean to argue that all human beings belonged to the same species and were capable of improving indefinitely. But after the 1820s, U.S. expansionists increasingly emphasized their supposed obligation as white Anglo-Saxons to dominate what they perceived as darker-skinned, inferior peoples abroad. Part of this transformation should be attributed to the infusion into U.S. culture of European-derived racialist scientific thought and the related ideas of English and German romanticism, which emphasized that certain races and peoples had superior virtues, intelligence and courage, and that there were no limits upon either their individual or national potential. By the 1840s, many U.S. citizens had so internalized romantic, racialist values that they perceived their own slave and native populations as proof of dark-skinned inferiority, and they regarded the relatively easy U.S. victory in warfare with Mexico in the 1840s as validating their prejudices. By that time popular science was suggesting that races were climatically determined, and that inhabitants of tropical zones, debilitated by their environment, required infusions of more vigorous Anglo-Saxon blood. In fact, many Americans, especially but not only those who traveled in Mexico and Central America, expressed opinions that Mexicans and Central Americans, as mixed races, had too much Indian blood to be worthy of their respect.

Given such attitudes, we should not be surprised that the announced filibuster mission in Mexico and Central America became conquest and enforced racial uplift. William Walker's propaganda used both liberationist and racialist themes, depending on his intended audience. So, for instance, when Guatemala's government sent out a military force in the spring of 1856 to overthrow the filibuster régime in Nicaragua, Walker countered with a proclamation in Spanish saying that he considered the people of León fellow citizens of the same land, who, like himself, were "illustrious sons of Liberty" committed to "progressive principles." But to inspire support back in the U.S. and to justify his movement so that his recruits would fight harder against his Central American enemies, Walker articulated a different message. In general orders to his troops, dated Granada, October 25, 1856, issued in anger after Guatemalan forces executed his Cuban aide Francisco Alejandro Lainé (who had been taken prisoner in fighting at Masaya), Walker contended that his enemies were cowardly savages and that his army was fighting "to redeem one of the loveliest of lands from barbarian rule." Following his expulsion from Nicaragua, Walker at a banquet in Richmond, Virginia in 1858, justified the "Anglo-Norman" filibusters' efforts to impose U.S. law upon the "Central American race" of the tropics.  

Walker's filibustering companions also presented their aggressions as part of a racial crusade—an argument that even some of his U.S. critics conceded. Flavel Belcher, who became an officer in Walker's army after mining in Costa Rica, wrote to his father that it was as "clear as fate" that "the white race" would govern Nicaragua. It is telling that when allied Central American forces launched a campaign against Walker's government in July 1856, his customs collector reported to a New Orleans paper that a "contest between the two races for supremacy may be considered as commenced." 

Many Americans back in the U.S. readily embraced the filibusters' racial argument, and supported them in part because the filibusters' arguments reinforced their own racial prejudices. In June 1856, for example, a Philadelphia literary magazine applauded a hastily-written book about Walker by the former editor of El Nicaragöense, William V. Wells, by saying that it fulfilled a thirst of Americans for information about Central America—now "a region destined to become the highway for half the commerce of the world, if not to be entirely re-peopled by the Anglo-Saxon race." It was no wonder that the magazine took that position, because in his book, Wells had linked racist imperialism with America's expansionist ideology. Wells argued that the "term 'Manifest destiny'" was "no longer a myth for paragraphists," since Walker's expedition showed how the "effete and decadent descendants of the early Spanish colonists" were destined to "succumb and give place to the superior activity and intelligence of the Anglo-Saxon." In October, a New Orleans newspaper lauded men departing the port for Nicaragua on the steamship Tennessee by describing them as agents of their "race" who would implant "Anglo-American institutions in the land of the feeble descendants of the once haughty…Spaniard." The U.S. author William Gilmore Simms and champion of Walker, in a private letter, maintained that "filibustiering" was the "moral necessity" of the "progressive "Anglo Norman breed." By the same logic, a U.S. diplomat in 1857 actually instructed the U.S. State Department that Costa Rica had been wrongly warring against Walker from jealousy over the "ingress" of a clearly superior race. 

Naturally, many Central Americans came to understand the racial stakes in Walker's movement. Costa Rica's chargé d'affaires at Washington, Luis Molina, rightly complained to the U.S. State Department that the filibusters intended to establish "the supremacy of another race" in Central America.

Finally, we had better credit U.S. expansionism's defensiveness, as national growth was often pursued in the name of the so-called natural law of "self-preservation." The U.S., of course, was hardly the world's first imperial power. Rather, as D. W. Meinig reminds us, the U.S. "behaved as strong societies have most commonly behaved through all human history" when they ran "roughshod over other peoples caught in their path." In the nineteenth century, the U.S. had to share the western hemisphere not only with militarily weak and geographically small, independent states such as Costa Rica and Nicaragua, but also rival imperial powers. As a result, U.S. expansionism partly represented a reflex to perceived European threats, some of them true, others imagined, against what today we would call U.S. national security. The Jefferson administration, for instance, purchased Louisiana from France to preempt the possibility that Napoleon Bonaparte, then France's ruler, would use the territory, which France had itself just acquired from Spain, to threaten the United States. President James Monroe announced his famous doctrine in reaction to reports that foreign powers such as Spain and Russia had new colonization designs in the Western Hemisphere. In the 1850s, many Americans would support filibustering into Central America as a counterweight to perceived British designs on the region.

Historical precedent and ideology, however, can only take us so far toward an understanding of William Walker's interventions in Central America. Very likely Walker's attacks would never have occurred at all had the United States in the 1850s not been experiencing significant social, economic, and political transformations. 





*


Perhaps the most important U.S. societal transformation contributing to filibustering was the country's rapid demographic change in the decades immediately preceding Walker's expeditions. As late as 1820, the total U.S. population was less than 10 million, and New York City was the only place in the country with more than 100,000 people. But by 1860, the nation's population mushroomed to more than 31 million persons, and over 1 million of them resided in the most populated metropolis in the Western Hemisphere—the New York City area, an important point of origin for the filibusters who traveled to Nicaragua to join Walker's army during his first intervention in Central America. 

Immigrants from Europe, especially Ireland and the German states, had much to do with U.S. urban growth, in New York and other ports that became hotbeds of filibustering activity. There was not a single year between 1845 and 1860 when fewer than 114,000 immigrants came to the United States; before 1845 there had only been one year when even 100,000 had arrived (104,565 in 1842). Significantly, many of the post-1845 immigrants, especially the Irish, congregated in the U.S. port cities where they initially arrived. But natural increase and internal migration within the U.S. from country to city supplemented the European influx. Americans were, as many cultural commentators observed at the time, an unusually restless people with what was commonly labeled a "go-ahead" willingness to try new things. More geographically mobile than most populations in Europe and Latin America, Americans willingly abandoned the rural homes and communities that they grew to maturity in not only, as is well known, to take up new lands on the western frontier, but also for the opportunities of city life. The Pacific Coast port of San Francisco, the setting for William Walker's first departure to Nicaragua, boomed as a point of arrival and departure for the Gold Rush that occurred in California beginning in 1849. Elsewhere, business and manufacturing opportunities resulting from the U.S.'s rapidly escalating industrialization beckoned newcomers to cities. In 1859, for the first time in U.S. history, the value of industrial goods produced in the nation exceeded the value of its agricultural products. 

To understand filibustering, we need to pay particular attention to the age and gender of America's urban population. Unmarried males under the age of thirty-five, an age range commonly more inclined to crime, violent behavior, and unruliness than other age groupings, made up between 20-40% of the populations of most U.S. cities, at the time of the filibusters to Central America. Throughout the country, young white men moved to cities, not only for the economic opportunities that beckoned, but for the seeming social freedoms that urban life seemed to offer, as compared to rural communities where parents as well as church and village authorities could keep a close watch over daily behavior.


Naturally, Walker and other filibuster leaders capitalized on this urban pool of potential manpower when planning their recruiting initiatives. Few urban youths, moreover, needed have filibustering explained to them by recruiters, given the frequent coverage of the expeditions in urban mass-circulation newspapers such as the New York Herald, whose columns in turn were commonly reprinted in the daily and weekly newspapers in smaller municipalities. "The Herald…contains a full account of the Inauguration of Gen Wm Walker as President of the Republic of Nicarauga [sic]," exulted one of the filibuster's boosters in Nashville, Tennessee in August 1856, revealing how newspapers re-circulated filibuster news from city to city. Since the 1830s, because of the introduction of steam-driven rotary presses and other printing innovations, urban publishers had been selling papers for as little as a penny, about one-sixth of the previous price, and they increasingly relied on sensational news, including filibustering, to attract the expanded readership and advertising necessary to compensate for the reduced price. Some urban papers even sent correspondents on filibustering expeditions, to provide exclusive reports for their pages and boost circulation. Thus, the Herald, at the time of the Walker-organized Susan expedition to Central America in the winter of 1858-1859, headlined in capitals: "THE FILIBUSTERS," with a subheading that read "OUR CARIBBEAN SEA CORRESPONDENCE." Not all U.S. newspapers, by any means, supported filibustering to Central America. But much coverage was positive, especially in the early stages of Walker's intervention in Nicaragua. Many urban dailies, as well as urban weekly and monthly newspapers and magazines, promoted Walker's cause editorially, and sometimes carried reports informing the public about filibuster fund-raising events and rallies. 

Further, even though filibustering violated U.S. law, U.S. urban newspapers, anxious for income from any source, printed announcements and paid advertisements submitted by Walker's recruiting agents. Some of these notices greatly facilitated enlistments, by informing readers as to the street addresses of the filibusters' recruiting offices. So, for instance, a paper in the Texas coastal port of Galveston ran an item in August 1856 that announced: 

Ho, for Nicaragua!—Capt. Lockridge will leave Galveston on the 3rd or 4th of September, with one hundred and fifty, or more, young men for Nicaragua. There are a few vacancies for the 'right sort,' so that those who desire joining the expedition have yet a chance. Apply to Mr. P. R. Edwards of this city. 

A few months later, a New Orleans newspaper instructed persons wishing to "enter" Nicaragua's "harvest field," to call at Walker's recruiting office at the corner of St. Charles and Common streets, where they would receive free passage. I have yet to encounter evidence of a single newspaper declining a filibuster advertisement on the basis that it promoted criminal activity.


Naturally, Walker's urban recruiters capitalized on the pool of vulnerable immigrant laborers, especially the Irish, in such urban settings. During the years before Walker's expedition, a high percentage of U.S. Irish urban residents performed low-paying, heavy labor jobs, if they were not unemployed. Further, there was discrimination against Irish immigrants in hiring, and the Irish were often a target of political criticism and hostile legislation at a time when there was much prejudice against them because of their drinking customs, Catholicism, and alleged proclivity to urban corruption, welfare, and crime. Moreover, U.S. cities erupted in a series of anti-Catholic, anti-Irish riots in the years before and spanning Walker's filibusters. Mobs set fire to some twenty Catholic churches and convents between 1834 and 1860 in towns and cities across much of the U.S. Not surprisingly, some Irish laborers sought escape from such hostility by enlisting in Walker's army, especially after Walker's recruiters told them that they could anticipate regular pay of $25-$30 monthly and a 250-acre land bonus after a half year of service. A list of 314 recruits who left New Orleans as reinforcements for Walker in November 1856, for example, shows that eighty-three of them were born in Europe, and that thirty-four of the eighty-three were from Ireland.


However, youthful U.S.-born urban dwellers also had economic incentives to enlist in filibuster armies. Consider, for example, how few "forty-niners," as the Gold Rush miners were called, struck it rich in California. Many of them wound up broke in San Francisco or other California municipalities, thousands of miles from their homes in the eastern United States, paying extortionate prices for food, housing, and consumer goods. Walker's recruiters offered them a way out of their predicament, and the possibility of acquiring wealth in the tropics. Throughout the country, urban transformations nudged young men into filibustering companies. The mechanization of the workplace was making labor far more impersonal than it had been earlier in U.S. history, and driving down wages besides. Some city residents took out their frustrations through such outlets as boxing, joining volunteer militia or fire companies, or frequenting prostitutes. Others sought escape by filibustering. Studies of Walker's army in Nicaragua and those who joined him on his final 1860 attack on Central America indicate that the average age of his filibusters was a relatively young twenty-six. Many undoubtedly hoped to make their fortunes there, an ambition revealed in many letters sent back to the U.S. by soldiers in Walker's army. "I am getting for my services one hundred dollars per month…and after peace is declared five hundred acres of land. I intend to locate my land where I can stick a Gold-mine," one filibuster explained to his relations back in the U.S.

Of course, few filibusters would ever have made their way to Central America had not merchant shipping been readily available in these very same U.S. port cities to convey them. Various U.S. capitalists got involved in Walker's cause. Some, for instance, sold bonds to raise funds for him or enlisted recruits for his army in return for land and mining concessions in Nicaragua. In 1857, a group of entrepreneurs connected to a concern called the Atlantic and Pacific Guano Company pressured the U.S. State Department to support Walker's plans to invade Nicaragua a second time, in return for Walker's promising to support their claims to fertilizer deposits on the Swan Islands (now Honduras's Islas Santanilla) off Central America's coast. But shipowners represented, by far, the most important capitalists in Walker's corner. U.S. Secretary of State Daniel Webster, referring explicitly to filibusters, made this very point in a diplomatic document when he observed that steam power had greatly facilitated opportunities for "wrong doers." 

The discovery of gold in California in 1848 put U.S. shipowners in a position where they might render Walker considerable assistance, if they so desired. Exploitation of California's gold placers influenced the establishment of U.S. privately-owned but sometimes publicly-subsidized steamship lines to and from Central America. Vast numbers of aspiring miners in the Eastern United States needed quicker and/or safer ways of reaching California than crossing their own nation's western deserts and mountains by land or taking the risk of sailing through the turbulent and remote waters around South America's Cape Horn. Starting in 1848, U.S. entrepreneurs developed steamship services connecting U.S. Atlantic and Gulf Coast ports with California and Oregon via Panama (then part of Colombia, or New Granada as it was known at the time). In 1855, a U.S. concern opened railroad service across Panama to facilitate travel by that route. During the same period, U.S. businessmen established competing steamship routes to and from Nicaragua, with regularly scheduled connecting service within Nicaragua via the San Juan river and across Lake Nicaragua. U.S. travelers going to and from California, other than for some portages and a short road journey between Lake Nicaragua and Nicaragua's west coast, could make their entire trip by water. Walker and his so-called "Immortals," the initial band of fifty-six men that he took to Nicaragua, traveled furtively on a privately-chartered brig (the Vesta) out of San Francisco rather than a regularly-scheduled vessel to Central America. But soon after he began his rise to power in Nicaragua, the filibuster struck up a deal with the U.S. merchants Charles Morgan and Cornelius Garrison by which their regularly scheduled ships would bring reinforcements for his army from New York, New Orleans, and San Francisco free of charge in return for financial concessions from Walker's government. Walker continued to rely on steamship allies following his expulsion from Nicaragua in 1857, as he struggled to mount new invasions to reconquer the country.


But filibustering was hardly just the product of U.S. urban blight and merchant shipping. Every bit as important for Walker's movement in Central America, especially in the months and years after he declared himself president of Nicaragua in July 1856, was the U.S. regional dispute over slavery. Following the revolution by which Americans established their independence from Great Britain, the new nation's northern states had gradually, over a period of some forty years, ended slavery within their own borders through a combination of constitutional provisions, judicial decisions, and legislation. People living in the U.S. northern states were by no means egalitarians respecting race. Very few northern states conferred the vote on African Americans, and there was considerable discrimination against blacks in such things as schooling, jobs, jury service, and travel facilities. But "Yankees," as northern Americans were often called, had made a conscious decision to end slavery within their own borders, and many of them were similarly determined to keep slavery out of any new areas acquired by their country.


Not so citizens living in the southern part of the country. Although some southerners considered slavery immoral, harmful to whites' ethics, or economically disadvantageous, the overwhelming majority not only believed in chattel labor but hoped that the system would expand into new territory. Significantly, this commitment to slavery and its expansion was particularly strong in "Deep South" states such as Louisiana, Alabama, Mississippi, Texas, Georgia, and Florida bordering on the Gulf of Mexico, because they had a longer growing season than agricultural regions further north and could produce plantation staple crops such as rice, sugar, and cotton that utilized profitably large numbers of slaves. 


Slavery had a lot to do with the U.S. filibustering plots of the 1850s, both in generating them and, paradoxically, in ensuring that they were not more successful than they were. On the one hand, some of the strongest popular support for filibustering came from the Deep South, where many people looked on the nearby Latin American tropics as a natural locale for extending their labor system. U.S. antislavery groups and politicians, on the other hand, almost unanimously opposed filibustering operations in the 1850s, and the primary reason for this was that they identified the attacks, rationally in many cases, with the U.S. South and slavery. Had they not made this equation, there undoubtedly would have been much more support in the U.S. for the expeditions, and they would have posed even more of a threat than they did to people living in attacked countries.

Filibustering to Nicaragua cannot be separated from the internal U.S. struggle over slavery. Even before Walker legalized slavery in Nicaragua by a decree of September 22, 1856, some southerners, especially in the states bordering the Gulf of Mexico, looked upon his conquest as a possible outlet for their slave system of labor (as well as a boon for their trading interests, particularly those of New Orleans merchants). By the mid-1850s, southerners disputes with northerners over slavery had reached a critical stage. The last three territories admitted into the national body politic as states—Iowa, Wisconsin, and California—all did so without slavery. If that trend continued, since each state had representation in the two houses of the U.S. Congress, the northern part of the country might, one day, have enough power to abolish slavery nationally, either by legislation or constitutional amendment. Some southerners believed that a slave Nicaragua might help them stave off this expected northern attack on what they considered their way of life. Thus the former U.S. minister to Spain, Pierre Soulé, reportedly said in a speech that should Walker's Nicaragua be annexed to the United States, "the preponderance of the North is gone." 

Walker announced his slavery decree to capitalize on southerners' insecurities about the future of their way of life within the U.S. political system, and thus attract support from the slave states. Thus, one of the bureaucrats in Walker's Nicaraguan régime, soon after the decree was issued, sent a public letter to the governor of the U.S. slave state of Kentucky (which was subsequently published in a Kentucky newspaper) especially inviting "gentlemen from the [U.S.] Southern States, wishing to emigrate to this country with their slaves," to migrate to Nicaragua to work Nicaragua's rich soils. Many southerners, in fact, took heart from Walker's new policy. As one slaveowner put it in a private letter that November, he was thinking of traveling to Nicaragua by the end of the month, in order to invest there, should it appear that "the reestablishment of slavery is the making of that country." Some southerners believed that Walker would eventually have his conquest annexed to the U.S., leading to the admission of a new slave state helping to counterbalance northern power in the U.S. Congress; others considered as inevitable the secession of the southern states from the United States, and hoped that a southern-dominated Nicaragua might join them as part of a new slave empire in the tropics. The important thing is that Walker's decree identified his Nicaraguan government with the political and economic aspirations of the U.S. South, and that it won him endorsements on that basis. In January 1857, the New Orleans magazine De Bow's Review not only published the proceedings of a regional commercial convention held in Savannah, Georgia lauding Walker specifically on the basis of his labor decree, but it also printed a copy of a private letter posted from Nicaragua on October 30, 1856 calling upon Virginians to rally to Walker because of his slavery decree. Walker, this letter asserted, had claimed Nicaragua for "the white race" and was offering it to U.S. southerners and their slaves.


Walker's slavery decree may or may not have actually influenced the decisions of U.S. men who decided to travel to Nicaragua and join his régime in the months following its issuance. Few recruits left written records of the motives that actually induced them to filibuster. But the slavery decree became the linchpin of Walker's strategy for mounting new invasions to Central America following his defeat in the spring of 1857 and expulsion back to the U.S. Upon returning, he immediately presented himself as a champion of the slave states' cause. In a speech that he gave in New Orleans, for instance, he announced that he could not "consider slavery a moral or political wrong." Further, he claimed that Central America had gone to economic ruin since slavery had ended there, and urged southerners to join his new military force and contribute money to his cause because he was fighting for them. Walker kept reiterating such themes right up to his final 1860 expedition. His 1860 autobiography lauded the applicability of slave labor to Nicaragua, and anticipated that a revival of the African slave trade would provide the necessary manpower. Naturally Walker drew much of his financial support and recruits from the South in his last years.


However, in crediting the broad social forces that made U.S. filibustering possible, we should never lose sight of the very personal reasons that led many men in the U.S. to join expeditions. Not a few invaders were in trouble with the law in the U.S., sometimes even for crimes of murder, and volunteered for service in Nicaragua to get free transportation beyond the jurisdiction of U.S. authorities. Other filibusters fled unpleasant family situations, or because they had been disappointed in love. Some historians have speculated, in fact, that it was the death in New Orleans of Ellen Galt Martin, a young woman with whom Walker was infatuated, that may have been the most important circumstance into making him into a reckless adventurer. Other Americans, members of amateur militia units, hoped to test their military training by engaging in filibuster battles. Veterans of the unsuccessful European revolutionary movements of the late 1840s and early 1850s who had gone into exile in the U.S. sought commissions in Walker's army as a way of perpetuating their military careers. For instance Louis Schlesinger, who led Walker's forces in their ignominious defeat at the Costa Rican hacienda of Santa Rosa in March 1856, had reputedly been an officer in Louis Kossuth's Hungarian revolutionary forces before emigrating to the U.S. Another European revolutionary exile connected with Kossuth, the Belgian-born Charles Frederick Henningsen, gained command of Walker's artillery during the fall of 1856, and gained his place in filibuster infamy by setting fire to Nicaragua's former Spanish capital of Granada while under siege at that city. It took all types to forge a filibuster army. 

Above all, we should never underestimate the importance of simple youthful restlessness and impulsiveness in explaining why Americans took to filibustering. In the decades leading up to Walker's invasions of Nicaragua, Americans increasingly read travel books, as well as works about European Medieval knights and chivalry, especially Sir Walter Scott's Ivanhoe. Filibuster propaganda played to young males' romantic instincts, often depicting the invaders as chivalrous and Central America as a colorful, even exotic foreign place offering exciting experiences for adventurous men. Thus the New Orleans Creole announced that the "flower of American chivalry" was "flocking" to Walker's "Eden" in Central America; and a soldier in Walker's army, in a public letter to a Florida newspaper, described Nicaragua as "the most beautiful" place he had ever seen, with rivers that were "perfect panoramas," flowers and fruits that were in perpetual bloom and growth, and volcanoes that at night offered "a scene of awful grandeur." Influenced by such romantic boosterism and also perhaps by a popular literary and political philosophy known as "Young America" that posited the U.S. as a vigorous, fresh nation ready to supplant stodgy European powers on the world stage, youthful male Americans sometimes enlisted in filibusters with amazingly little premeditation, simply in quest of excitement and danger. We need not discount the reflections of Laurence Oliphant, who observed after traveling to Central America with about 250 of them that the "spirit of adventure was the moving cause with nearly all."





*


Finally, we should realize that Walker arrived initially in Nicaragua as a guest of that country's Democratic, or Liberal, leaders, who never anticipated the threat that the filibusters would ultimately pose to their national independence. Walker likely would have never invaded Central America had he not been invited.


Ever since Central American independence, a rivalry between the key cities of León and Granada, complicated by political ideologies, had riven Nicaragua's fabric. Irregular civil strife between these municipalities delayed Nicaragua's statehood within the Central American federation (Provincias Unidas del Centro de América, or United Provinces of the Center of America) that was established in 1823 in the wake of independence from Spain. After the breakup of the confederation, the rivalry, banditry and anarchic conditions persisted, with each city having virtual control over different Nicaraguan regions. One scholar observes that before 1858, "the cannons of war seldom fell silent long enough to provide the peace Nicaraguans required to engage in nation-building." Not only did Nicaragua endure so much turmoil in its governmental structure that the country had twenty-five chief executives in the nineteen-year period between 1825 and 1854, but the nation fell deeply in debt to national and international creditors. Nicaraguans could not even achieve a consensus as to the right place for their national capital. It kept being moved.


Walker's first filibuster to Nicaragua resulted directly from this instability, most especially a wave of civil strife that erupted in 1854. That year, the conservative leader Fruto Chamorro, who had become chief executive after a close election the previous year, implemented a new constitution that seemed to centralize presidential and national powers, and increased property requirements for voting. A Liberal revolt ensued. That August, seeking outside assistance in the warfare that had already commenced, the Liberal faction had initiated negotiations with Byron Cole, an American who knew Walker. The former owner of a San Francisco, California newspaper, the Commercial-Advertiser, Cole had become acquainted with Walker earlier that year, when Walker, recently back from his filibuster to Mexico, became the Commercial-Advertiser's editor for a number of weeks prior to Cole's selling it to help finance a Honduran gold mining scheme. In the early fall, accompanied by two associates, Cole arrived in Nicaragua on his way to Honduras. Liberal leader Francisco Castellón contracted with Cole that Walker would bring 300 Americans to Nicaragua as mercenaries on the Liberal side, in return for a land grant. Subsequent negotiations, with Cole serving as Walker's intermediary, upped the land grant to 52,000 acres, and changed the title of Walker's force to "colonists," as a subterfuge to bypass the prohibitions on filibustering in the U.S. Neutrality Act of 1818. The important point, for our purposes, is that however much most Liberals would later rue their miscalculation, Walker initially came to Central America by solicitation of Nicaraguans. Further, the Liberals incorporated Walker's band into their army following their vessel's arrival at El Realejo on 16 June 1855. Though the new Liberal military commander, José Trinidad Muñoz, who had replaced the wounded general Máximó Jérez, reacted coldly to the Americans, Castellón agreed to Walker's demand that his troops, dubbed la Falange Americana (American Phalanx), operate independently of Muñoz. Walker's first battle on Nicaraguan soil, an unsuccessful attack on Rivas, was an authorized Liberal military operation. It was not until June 1856 that Walker's ties with the Liberals were truly severed. That month, the key Nicaraguans serving in Walker's government and army, including his figurehead president and his minister of war, broke relations with him and called for his overthrow. 


Fortunately, it was not too late to stop Walker, who, I am convinced, had much more than the conquest of Nicaragua in mind. The English adventurer Charles W. Doubleday, who served intermittently with Walker in Central America, claimed in his reminiscences that the filibuster confided to him that his ultimate plan was to work with Catholic authorities and "wield the temporal power over Central America and Mexico."  One might dismiss Doubleday's remembrance; memoirs are always subject to embellishment and fabrication. But it is not as easy to ignore Walker's September 1856 instructions to John P. Heiss, after appointing the former newspaper editor his special commissioner to Great Britain and the United States. In this document, Walker told Heiss that he should be careful in his diplomatic negotiations "not to pledge the future action of Nicaragua" respecting "the neighboring states of Central America." What could this mean other than that Walker had imperialistic plans regarding the entire region, and that Heiss should not tie his hands by any disavowal of future aggression? Certainly many of his followers and proponents thought he intended this ambitious result. B. G. Weir, one of Walker's governmental officials, sent a letter to a California newspaper from Rivas in January 1857, saying that Walker was building up enough strength to "overrun all Central America." Later that year, as Walker organized his second invasion of Central America, one of his recruiters announced in a Texas newspaper that Walker intended "the extension of the area of freedom, over the superstitious and ignorant people of Central America." In 1860, just days before Walker's execution in Honduras during his last expedition, the New Orleans Delta tried to rally reinforcements for the filibusters by calling on "enterprising young Americans" to "assist in the regeneration, not of Honduras alone, but the whole of Central America." Doubleday may well have accurately reported in his memoirs that Napoleon Bonaparte was Walker's "great exemplar," and that Walker believed himself "an instrument of destiny before whom all lesser influences must give way." He was, in retrospect, a most dangerous threat. One hundred and fifty years later, all Central Americans have good cause to celebrate his defeat in their National War.

