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Theodore Roosevelt and the Spanish-American War 
 
 
How did the Spanish-American War begin? 
 
 During the mid-to-late 1890s tensions with Spain over their rule of Cuba and the ongoing 
conflict between the Cuban rebels and the Spanish government was growing.  In response to the 
Cuban revolt against the Spanish, President McKinley ordered the USS Maine to be sent down to 
ensure that the Americans in Cuba were protected.1  Then, on February 15, 1898, around 9:30 am 
the Maine blew up--230 sailors died in the explosion.2  Causes for the explosion are unknown to 
this day, but many in congress and in other influential positions 
used it as a means to push for a war against Spain.  A few weeks 
later, with the support of most of congress and perhaps 
influenced by a mass propaganda campaign lead by the famous 
slogan, Remember the Maine, President McKinley, in front of 
ten thousand people, reluctantly told the Spanish government 
that it must free Cuba within three days, thus essentially 
declaring war on Spain.   
  
 
 
        
  
Why did TR decide to fight? 
 
 As the Assistant Secretary of the Navy, was one of the first men to rush to the President 
after the Maine was “attacked” to urge the call for war.  He had long supported the expansion of 
the United States’ sphere of influence and thought the navy was a great means for such an 
expansion--he foresaw the US as a great world power and hoped to expand to Cuba, the 
Philippines and much of the Pacific.3  Therefore, he saw the Spanish occupation of Cuba as a 
hindrance to such hopes.  When the Maine blew up, and Secretary Long--the Secretary of the 
Navy at the time--went on vacation, TR saw great opportunity.  Furthermore, TR was always 
humiliated by his father’s inability to fight in the Civil War, this also likely motivated him to join 
in the fight--this same attitude is upheld when all the Roosevelt men, Ted, Kermit, Archie, 
Quentin and even TR who was nearly sixty at the time, attempted to enlist during World War I.4 
 

                                                
1 Kathleen Dalton,.  Theodore Roosevelt A Strenuous Life.  (New York: Vintage Books, 2002), 168. 
2 David F. Trask. The War with Spain in 1898.  (New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., 1981), xii. 
3 Kathleen Dalton,.  Theodore Roosevelt A Strenuous Life.  (New York: Vintage Books, 2002), 177. 
4 Kathleen Dalton,.  Theodore Roosevelt A Strenuous Life.  (New York: Vintage Books, 2002). 



 

 

 
Who were the Rough Riders and why were they formed? 
 
 The First United States Calvary, also known as the Rough 
Riders, were a collection of horsemen, society-men, ex-athletes, 
sheriffs, cowboys, soldiers, and Native Americans.5  The had begun to 
form, secretly, for months before the war.  During the war, their 
audacious nature helped them become the unit used to take some of 
the most bold missions during the war.  They were, as a regiment 
primarily made up of civilians, hugely popular in the US. 
 
 

  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
What was TR’s role in the Rough Riders? 
 
 Right from the outset of the war, TR made it plain, he wanted to drop his desk job in 
Washington and fight on the front lines in Cuba.  Shortly after President McKinley declared war 
TR was offered his own regiment, the First US Calvary, but he rejected the offer on the premise 
that he lacked the proper military experience to lead a regiment.6  He then recommended ex-
Georgia Tech football standout and military man Leonard Wood for the job as Colonel of the 
regiment and ranked himself as a Lieutenant Colonel.7  While in Washington, though, TR 
worked to equip the First Calvary with the finest equipment on the market, which included the 
latest Krag-Jorgensen Rifles, which used a new, smokeless powder.  A few weeks later TR 
joined the regiment outside of San Antonio, Texas for training.8 

                                                
5 Ibid, 169-170. 
6 “Rough Rider Colonel Roosevelt” Theodore Roosevelt Association.  
www.theodoreroosevelt.org/life/rough_riders.htm 
7 David F. Trask. The War with Spain in 1898.  (New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., 1981), 242. 
8 Ibid, 243. 



 

 

 
 
 
                  
Battles: Las Guasimas, San Juan Hill and Kettle Hill     
 
 Within a day of their arrival, TR found himself marching against Spanish troops at Las 
Guasimas where a small battle ensued--hardly a battle seeing as the Rough Riders were 
ambushed and suffered only eight casualties.  Shortly after the battle, Colonel Wood was 
promoted to Brigade Commander and TR became the new commander of the Rough Riders.9   
 The Spanish occupied San Juan Heights posed as a pivotal point between the Americans 
and their access to Santiago de Cuba.  After several days of exchanging artillery and gunfire, 
General Sumner of the American forces, decided to advance on Kettle Hill, the first rise before 
the San Juan Hill.10  Accompanied by the Ninth Calvary, the First United States Calvary, with 
TR at the fore, led a charge on the hill.  As TR describes the moment in his personal account of 
the battles, “The instant I received the order I sprang on my horse and then my ‘crowded hour’ 
began.  The guerillas had been shooting at us from the edges of the jungle and from their perches 
in the leafy trees, and as they used smokeless powder, it was almost impossible to see them, 
though a few of my men had from time to time responded.”11 Facing heavy resistance, the troops 
took the hill with heavy casualties. 
 Once atop Kettle Hill, TR requested permission from General Sumner to join the charge 
on San Juan Hill, which was already under way.  Although the Americans suffered several 
casualties during the charge, many of 
the Spanish troops were seen running 
from the hill, fleeing at the sight on the 
many units of oncoming American 
soldiers.  They took the hill later that 
day.12 
 
 
What was the outcome of the Spanish-
American War? 
 

                                                
9 Manuscript regarding the capture of the San Juan Hills. n.d. 1958 Theodore Roosevelt Centennial Symposium. 
Dickinson State University. http://www.theodorerooseveltcenter.org/Research/Digital-
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Although experiencing fairly major success on the battle field, especially during the battle of 
Santiago de Cuba, the United States withdrew from the Spanish-American War.  This, in large 
part, was the result of the break out of Yellow Fever among the troops in Cuba--over fifty 
percent of the troops were deemed “unfit for service.”  By August many of the troops were being 
withdrawn from the action.  They left the Ninth Infantry Regiment in Cuba to protect the 
uprising which was still very much in force at the time.  On December 10, 1898, the Treaty of 
Paris was signed, thus giving the US many of Spain’s colonies, including Guam, Puerto Rico, 
and the Philippines, and gave Cuba it’s own government.13 
 
How did the Spanish-American War directly affect TR’s life? 
 
 TR realized he could use his accomplishments during the war as propaganda that would 
help elevate his political career.  His charge up Kettle Hill, what many historians argue as the 
most important moment of his life, and the supposed involvement at San Juan Hill put his name 
in the papers as a hero of sorts.  Furthermore, TR thought his valor during the war merited a 
Medal of Honor, but the idea was rejected because TR disobeyed orders from General Shafter 
during the charge on San Juan Hill and they caught him drinking beer with his troops.14  
Nevertheless, his storied heroics during the war helped elevate his political career when he 
returned to the States. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

                                                
13 “Spanish-American” Theodore Roosevelt Center at Dickinson State University.  
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