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Companies ofthe Nebraska National Guard assembled at their home communities before traveling to Lincoln to be mustered into federal 
service. This is probably Company A of the First Regiment at York. (NSHS-S735) 

THE FIGHTING FIRST NEBRASKA: 
NEBRASKA'S IMPERIAL 
ADVENTURE IN THE PHILIPPINE S, 
1898-1899 
By Thomas D. Thiessen 

INTRODUCTION 
More than six decades before 
America's involvement in Vietnam, 
Nebraska soldiers were fighting and 
dying in Southeast Asia, first to free the 
Filipino people from Spanish rule and 
subsequently to subjugate them to the 
will of the United States government. 
The Nebraskans who fought in the 

Thomas D. Thiessen is an archeologist 
with the National Park Service's Midwest 
Archeological Center in Lincoln, Nebraska. 
With Douglas Scott and Peter Bleed, he 
helped plan the Nebraska State Historical 
Society exhibit, "Our Imperial Army: Ne­
braska in the Philippine War." 

Philippines, 1898-99, belonged to the 
First Nebraska Infantry, United States 
Volunteers, a regiment that achieved 
an enviable combat record during its 
sixteen-month existence and suffered a 
higher casualty rate than any other 
American regiment of its time. For its 
service in the Philippines, the regiment 
earned the appellation of "The Fight­
ing First Nebraska."l 

By the late 1890s American public 
sentiment favoring a war with Spain 
had increased dramatically. Americans 
were outraged by what they considered 
repressive measures that Spanish 
authorities in Cuba had adopted to put 

down a popular rebellion. The Ten 
Years' War, which lasted from 1868 to 
1878, ended in an uneasy truce result­
ing from Spanish reforms and the war­
weariness of the rebels. 

In 1895 the rebellion flared anew with 
a vehemence that caused the Spanish 
to commit over 100,000 troops and one 
of their toughest generals to Cuba.2 

Captain General Valeriano Weyler y 
Nicolau, nicknamed "Butcher" by the 
American press, attempted to isolate 
the rebel forces by building for­
tifications and trenches, called 
"trochas," extending across the island 
in two places. He also tried to cut off the 
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sources of rebel recruits and supplies 
by concentrating large segments of the 
rural Cuban population into camps 
(similar to "concentration camps" of 
later notoriety) and by following a 
"scorched earth" policy. These were 
brutal practices which the Americans 
condemned at the time but which they 
learned to use effectively in the Philip­
pines and, much later, in Vietnam. 
Through the involvement of American 
mercenaries, called filibusters, and an 
effective propaganda press controlled 
or fed by Cuban exiles and "yellow 
journalists" in the United States, 
American public OpInlOn became 
increasingly sympathetic to the rebel 
cause. 3 

The United States and Spain reluc­
tantly came to blows in 1898. The 
Spanish throne feared that a disastrous 
war would topple the monarchy. 
Spain's large military establishment 
was so poorly managed that she was ill­
prepared for war with a modern power 
and many of her leading military men 
foresaw little chance of victory. 
Admiral Patricio Montojo, commander 
of the Spanish naval flotilla at Manila, 
prepared for battle with the Americans 
by positioning his ships in shallow 
water so that many of his sailors could 
be saved from drowning by clinging to 
the ships' superstructures after they 
were sunk.4 However, the Spanish peo­
ple saw Cuba as the most precious of 
their country's once-extensive colonial 
possessions and clamored for war 
against the Americans, who demanded 
Cuban independence. 

In the United States, the government 
also tried to avoid war, but the majority 
ofthe population wished to wrest Cuba 
from Spain. Tensions between the two 
countries were high when the bat­
tleship USS Maine entered Havana 
Harbor on January 25, 1898, under the 
guise of making a courtesy call. In 
reality the visit was a display of the 
military might that could be used if 
American interests and lives were 
threatened by the turmoil in Cuba. 
When the Maine blew up on February 
15, with the loss of 262 lives, the disas-

Colonel John P. Bratt, the first commander ofthe First Nebraska Volunteer Infantry, in 
his Nebraska National Guard uniform. (NSHS-S888-18) 
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ter was widely attributed to Spanish 
perfidy. Both the United States and the 
Spanish governments conducted 
independent investigations. On March 
28, 1898, the American court of inquiry 
concluded that the Maine had been 
deliberately sunk by a mine detonated 
by unknown persons, probably 
Spaniards. The Spanish verdict, 
released on A pril2, 1898, found that the 
Maine 's explosion was internal. The 
Spanish finding gained little credence 
in the United States, and popular senti­
ment in favor of war soared after the 
results of the American investigation 
were announced. The irony of the 
Maine affair is that a recent American 
re-examination of the evidence led to 
the opinion that the Maine exploded 
because of spontaneous combustion of 
coal in a bunker adjacent to one of the 
ship's ammunition magazines, vin­
dicating the conclusion of the 
Spanish inquiry. 5 

President William McKinley grap­
pled with his conscience before bowing 
to irresistible public and political pres­
sure. On April 11 he asked Congress 
for authority to intervene militarily in 
Cuba. On the nineteenth, Congress 
passed the necessary legislation. On 
April 21 McKinley ordered the navy to 
blockade the Cuban coast. Spain 
declared war on the United States on 
April 23 and two days later the United 
States responded by declaring that a 
state of war with Spain had existed 
since April 21.6 

To augment the miniscule regular 
army, McKinley called for 125,000 
volunteers, and Americans flocked to 
the colors. There was no draft in 1898, 
and veterans would later recall with 
pride that the war with Spain was 
fought entirely with volunteers. The 
president issued a second call for men 
on May 26, and thousands more re­
sponded. States offered their National 
Guard units to the federal government, 
making available a large pool of 
soldiers who were at least partially 
trained and equipped. The size of the 
regular army was increased from a pre­
war strength of only 2,134 officers and 

27,351 enlisted men, and additional 
volunteer regiments were hastily re­
cruited.? 

The volunteers included most 
National Guard units and other 
specially recruited regiments. State 
governors retained a degree of control 
over the federalized National Guard 
units by appointing the regimental and 
company officers. Many of the volun­
teer regiments were led by regular 
army officers who had been promoted 
to serve in field grade commands. By 
August 13, the last day of hostilities 
during the Spanish-American War, the 
regular army was approximately dou­
ble its pre-war size, and over 200,000 
volunteers had been mobilized, making 
a total of 280,564 men under American 
arms. However, only a few of them 
actually saw battle. Stocks of uniforms, 
weapons, and other equipment were 
grossly insufficient for such a huge 
"instant army," and the industrial 
capacity of the nation was severely 
taxed to furnish adequate materiel for 
the war effort. 8 

There were two widely separated 
theaters of action during the Spanish­
American War - the Caribbean and 
the Philippine Islands. The U.S. Navy 
blockaded Cuba to prevent its rein­
forcement, despite fears that the con­
centration of American naval power in 
the Caribbean would expose the east 
coast of the United States to attack by 
the Spanish fleet, whose location was 
unknown at first. Not until June 14 did 
an invasion force sail for Cuba. The 
15,000-man American army landed on 
the southeast coast and in cooperation 
with the Cuban rebels, laid siege to the 
provincial capital of Santiago de Cuba, 
where the Spanish fleet had been dis­
covered and trapped by U.S. naval 
forces . On July 3 the Spanish fleet was 
annihilated during a suicidal attempt to 
break out of Santiago harbor and the 
Spanish commander in Santiago 
capitulated on July 17. Puerto Rico was 
invaded on July 25, where the 
Americans achieved a nearly bloodless 
victory by the time the two nations 
signed a peace protocol on August 12.9 
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The first and last fighting of the war 
occurred in the Philippine Islands, 
Spain's major colony in the Pacific. On 
May 1 Commodore George Dewey's 
squadron, alerted to pending hos­
tilities by Assistant Secretary of the 
Navy Theodore Roosevelt, decimated 
the Spanish flotilla in Manila Bay. 
Lacking troops to capture Manila itself, 
Dewey awaited reinforcements, leav­
ing the city ringed by native Filipino 
soldiers whom the Spaniards called 
insurgents or "insurrectos." 

By the end of July, 10,937 American 
army troops had landed near Manila. 10 

The Americans assaulted the city on 
August 13, unaware that a peace pro­
tocol had been signed the day before. 
The battle for Manila and its even 
bloodier aftermath was destined to 
have a profound effect on the lives of 
many young Nebraskans. 

NEBRASKA RESPONDS 
Among the nation's volunteer forces 

were three regiments of infantry and 
one troop of cavalry from Nebraska. 
The state's entire pre-war National 
Guard, except for an artillery battery 
stationed at Wymore, was federalized. 
In the midst of the war fever that 
followed the sinking of the Maine, 
Governor Silas A. Holcomb tele­
graphed the president on April 6, 1898, 
placing the National Guard at the dis­
posal of the federal government. When 
war was declared three weeks later, 
Nebraska was assigned a quota of two 
regiments of infantry, totaling 2,114 
men.11 

The First and Second Infantry 
regiments of the Nebraska National 
Guard assembled at Camp Alvin Saun­
ders on the state fairgrounds at Lincoln 
on April 26 and 27. First Lieutenant 
John Miller Stotsenburg, a regular 
army officer serving as commander of 
cadets at the University of Nebraska, 
was appointed to enroll the men in U.S. 
service. A total of 487 men were reject­
ed, but their places were quickly filled 
by eager volunteers.u 

The First Regiment, Nebraska 
National Guard, was mustered in as the 
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First Nebraska Infantry, United States 
Volunteers, on May 10, and the Second 
Regiment muster-in was completed on 
May 14. Nebraska's single troop of 
National Guard cavalry (based at 
Milford) assembled at Camp Saunders 
on May 13. Its eighty-four men were 
federalized the next day as Troop K of 
the Third U.S. Volunteer Cavalry, one 
of three cavalry regiments popularly 
known as "Rough Riders."13 

Nebraska was assigned an additional 
quota of 1,268 men under the presi­
dent's second call of May 26, and a 
third regiment of infantry was raised at 
Fort Omaha. The number ofmen enlist­
ed in response to the second call for 
volunteers greatly exceeded the state's 
quota. The Third Nebraska Volunteer 
Infantry was mustered into federal ser­
vice by July 17 under the command of 
Colonel William Jennings Bryan, for­
mer presidential candidate and the 
nation's leading Democrat. 14 

The destiny of these units was 
diverse; only the First Nebraska Volun­
teer Infantry saw combat. The sec­
retary of war informed Governor 
Holcomb that the first available Ne­
braska regiment would be sent to 
Camp George H. Thomas at Chicka­
mauga Park, Georgia, and Holcomb 
replied that the First Regiment would 
be ready by May 11. Before then, 
however, the regiment was ordered to 
San Francisco to join troops from other 
western states as part of a force to 
invade the Philippine Islands. The 
Second Nebraska and Troop K were 
sent to Camp Thomas, where they 
spent the remainder of the war. After 
suffering from boredom and disease, 
the men of the Second Nebraska 
Volunteer Infantry were mustered out 
at Omaha on October 24,1898. On Sep­
tember 11, 1898, at Chattanooga, Ten­
nessee, Troop K was the last troop of 
the Third U.S. Volunteer Cavalry to 
be discharged. ls 

The Third Nebraska Volunteer 
Infantry was sent to Cuba, though not 
in time for combat. During the summer 
and early fall of 1898 the regiment 
served at various camps in southern 

Florida and Georgia, where it received 
considerable publicity because of the 
fame of its commander. As long as 
Democrat Bryan commanded the regi­
ment, McKinley's Republican adminis­
tration was not likely to give it a role 
that might win laurels for its leader. 
Bryan chafed under the apolitical 
silence required of a soldier, and on 
December 12, 1898, two days after the 
signing of a peace treaty between the 
United States and Spain, he resigned 
his commission. Command of the regi­
ment passed to Lieutenant Colonel 
Victor Vifquain, who had won a Medal 
of Honor for heroism during the Civil 
War. On December 30 and 31, 1898, the 
regiment left Savannah, Georgia, for 
Havana, Cuba, where it became part of 
the American occupation force. On 
April 7, 1899, the Third Nebraska 
returned to the United States and was 
mustered out at Augusta, Georgia, on 
May 11.16 

213 

Guardsmen at Camp Alvin Saunders on May 10, 1898, shortly after being mustered 
into federal service. (NSHS-S735) 

CAMP ALVIN SAUNDERS 
The men of the First Nebraska 

remained at Camp Alvin Saunders for 
nearly three weeks. They were kept 
busy with drill, guard duty, reorganiza­
tion and equipping of the companies, 
physical examinations, and schools of 
instruction for the officers. They often 
were feted by the citizens of the state. 
The replacement of company officers 
who had resigned or failed to pass their 
examinations, caused much anxiety in 
the ranks for fear that a "stranger" 
would be placed in command. First 
Lieutenant John T. Smith described 
the unhappiness of the men of Com­
pany B over the prospect of an outsider 
being appointed as their captain: 

All kinds of rumors were afloat until one day 
there came a notice from Col. Bratt that a private 
from company "H" was his choice, as well as the 
governor's, and that he would be commissioned 
as such and that the company accept this man 
without a murmur. But the boys were very indig­
nant at the proposition, and were not slow in mak­

http:discharged.ls
http:Democrat.14
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NEBRASRA'S OTHER 
SOLDIERS 

Many Nebraskans served b units 
other than the First Nebraska Volun· 
teer Infantry. Privates Charles D. Huff· 
man and Fred A. Molton of Troop K, 
Third U.S. Volunteer Cavalry, proudly 
pose before their tent at Camp George 
H. Thomas. Georgia. Troop K was 
armed with the carbine version of the 
Krag·Jorgensen rifle. The unit never 
saw battle. (NS HS·S735) 

The Second Nebraska Volunteer 
Infantry also sat out the war at Camp 
George H. Thomas. This photograph 
shows the men of Company F at ease in 
their company "street." (NSHS·S735) 

The Third Nebraska Volunteer 
Infantry was commanded by one of the 
most famous Americans of the day. 
William Jennings Bryan, shown here 
with his wife in front of Bryan's tent at 
Camp Cuba Libre. Florida. (NS HS· 
S735) 

Like the Second Nebraska and 
Troop K. the Third Nebraska never 
saw combat. The regiment did serve as 
part of the American occupation force 
in Cuba from January to April 1899. 
where it was bivouacked at Camp 
Columbia near Havana. (NS HS·S735) 



Fighting First Nebraska 



Nebraska History - Fall 1989 

ing it known. They even went so far as to inform 
the Col. that they would not muster into the 
Umted State's [sic[ service unless they were 
allowed to select their own captain.'7 

Colonel Bratt did not relent, however, 
and the boys ofCompany B were forced 
to accept Captain William H. Oury. 

Citizens in towns where volunteer 
companies had been raised also 
expressed concern pver the way 
officers were selected. People in 
Nuckolls County gathered over 400 
signatures on a petition asking Gover­
nor Holcomb to allow Company H to 
ele~t its own officers. Nearly 200 county 
reSIdents accompanied the petition to 
Lincoln, only to find that the members 
of the company were satisfied with the 
officers the governor had appointed. 18 

The governor also appointed the 
regimental staff, which caused 
allegations of political favoritism. 19 
Colonel John P. Bratt was retained as 
commander, while George R. Colton 
was appointed lieutenant colonel and 
second-in-command. First Lieutenant 
John M. Stotsenburg, a regular army 
officer of the Sixth Cavalry, and Harry 
B. Mulford, an officer from the Second 
Regiment of the Nebraska National 
Guard, were appointed majors and bat­
talion commanders.20 

At Camp Saunders, William Jen­
nings Bryan presented golden eagles as 
mascots to the First and Second 
regiments. The First Nebraska's eagle, 
named "America," accompanied the 
regiment to San Francisco.21 On May 7 
both regiments marched through 
downtown Lincoln to receive stands of 
colors from former governor and Civil 
War hero John M. Thayer at the 
State Capitol.22 

News of the regiment's assignment 
to the Philippine Islands was greeted 
with elation. The men of the First Ne­
braska were the envy of the soldiers in 
the other units at Camp Saunders, for 
whom the future held less promise of 
adventure and glory. 

EN ROUTE TO SAN FRANCISCO 
Most of the men in the regiment had 

had little exposure to the world beyond 
Nebraska. Their "world view" was soon 

to be broadened substantially, 
however. The first opportunity was the 
train trip to San Francisco embarka­
tion point for the Philippin~s invasion 
force known as the Eighth Army Corps, 
Department of the Pacific. Most of the 
states west of the Mississippi had been 
called upon to furnish one regiment for 
the corps. Because of political con­
siderations, Pennsylvania and Ten­
nessee each had been permitted to 
send one infantry regiment. Most ofthe 
regular army was being sent to Cuba, so 
the state volunteers comprised the 
~)Ulk of the invasion force, outnumber­
mg the regulars about five to one.23 

Like other infantry regiments of the 
time, the First Nebraska was composed 
of three battalions of four companies 
e~ch . Company strength at the begin­
mng of the war was only sixty-five but . . ' compames were soon mcreased to 106 
men.24 Each battalion consisted of 
about 400 men. 

On May 16, 1898, the three battalions 
of the First Nebraska departed Lin­
coln. The First and Second Battalion 
trains traveled through Hastings, 
Cheyenne, and Sacramento; the Third 
Battalion reached San Francisco via 
Wymore, Denver, Ogden, and Reno.25 
Along the way bands and crowds of 
enthusiastic people greeted the Ne­
braskans at all hours. First Lieutenant 
Smith of Company B remembered the 
trip as "one grand ovation from Lincoln 
to the Golden Gate, which made us feel 
like shouting Who would not be a 
soldier?"26 During a delay in Reno, the 
Business Men's Club treated the 
officers ofthe Third Battalion to a ban­
quet, while the men were given the 
freedom of the city. One young diarist, 
Horace L. Folkner of Company F 
tersely noted "lots of booze" on that 
day.27 The delay at Reno was caused by 
removal of a wreck from the track 
ahead, which rumor held to be the work 
of Spanish saboteurs.28 The men struck 
up acquaintances (usually with admir­
ing females) during the frequent stops, 
and the regimental history records that 
one musician had collected 387 hair­
pins by the time he reached San Fran­
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cisco, having promised a letter to the 
donor of each!29 

CAMP MERRITT 
The regiment arrived at San Fran­

cisco on May 19-20. The soldiers were 
treated to a hot lunch by the ladies of 
the Red Cross Society before marching 
five miles to their camp located south 
of the Presidio and north of Golden 
Gate Park on the site of a former horse 
racing track.30 The First Nebraska was 
the first regiment to arrive from outside 
California, and Colonel Bratt was 
appointed the first camp commander.31 
The camp was named in honor of Major 
General Wesley Merritt, a Civil War 
veteran and former Indian fighter who 
commanded the Department of the 
Pacific. 32 

Camp Merritt was unpopular, largely 
due to the sand used to cover the race 
track, as well as the unseasonably cold 
weather and frequent fog. 33 The sand 
prevented the men from drilling in 
camp, so drills were held in Golden 
Gate Park and on Presidio Hill.34 

First Lieutenant Smith wrote a vivid 
description of camp life at San 
Francisco: 

We are all ready to admit that the climate 
aroun~ 'Frisco is as bad as could be imagined. 
The middle of t~e day is intensely hot, while the 
mornmgs and mghts are cold with generally a 
heavy fog which keep one 's clothes damp and 
cold, an~ overcoats are needed as much as [in[ 
January m Nebraska ... we would have a chill 
every. morning and fever at noon, and to add to 
the discomforts of this camp, the sand was from 
four to six inches deep and very loose and 
~enerally wet. We were provided however with a 
httle straw, which was infected with fleas.)' 

Although the daily routine consisted 
of drill, guard duty, vaccinations, and 
other preparations for war, the men 
often visited the city, which meant a 
chance to sightsee, to acquire luxuries 
for camp and the coming campaign, 
and occasionally to misbehave. Private 
Frank H. Johnson of Com pany M wrote 
his parents, "The whole camp gets off 
this afternoon from 1 to 6:30. In a case 
of this kind it usually means about 30 
men in the guard house." 36 Corporal 
Arundel M. Hull of Company H 
wrote: 
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Nearly aU of the boys have gone down town for 
we get 'til eight oclock without anything to do to 
day. Probably IIOme few will drink nearly all or 
their money up, but take the Reg. as a whole I 
know that there are fewer drunlu than in any 
other Regiment here except maybe the [Fifty· 
rU'Stj Iowa boys for they only came in yesterday 
and 80 I can't tell about them.1' 

When an order came to increase each 
company to 106 men, an officer from 
each battalion and one enlisted man 
from each company were detailed to 
return to Nebraska for recruiting. The 
new recruits reached San Francisco on 
June 27, about two weeks after the regi­
ment had departed for Manila. l8 

Rumors flew that the regiment might 
return home or perform garrison duty 
in Arizona instead of going to the 
Philippines. l 9 Captain Frank D. Eager 
sought congressional support in get­
ting sailing orders. On June 3 he cabled 
Nebraska's Senator William V. Allen, 
"Nebraska ready for Philippines. Your 
assistance needed to start quick." 

Camp Merritt at San Francisco, California. May /898. (NSHS·S735/7 I36- / 82/) 

Mail call/or one of the companies of the First Nebraska, probably at Camp Merntt. (NSHS·R966·40) 
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Company D at Camp Merritt on Jlf,ne 14, 1898, shortly before boarding the SS Senator. (NSHS-C834-96) 

Senator Allen's reply was sympathetic 
but noncommitta1.40 

The order finally arrived on June 14, 
and the regiment boarded the SS 
Senator, a chartered steamer.41 The 
Senator left San Francisco harbor on 
June 15 in company with three other 
troopships carrying the second con­
tingent of U.S. troops to be sent to the 
Philippines. Brigadier General Francis 
V. Greene commanded the expe­
dition's 158 officers and 3,404 men.42 

THE VOYAGE TO MANILA 
During the nearly ten-day voyage 

from San Francisco to Honolulu, where 
the ships would take on coal, the Ne­
braskans suffered from crowded con­

ditions and from seasickness. Private 
Johnson wrote: 

Before leaving the dock one of the boys stole a 
dog and took it on board the ship. Well, the dog 
was the first to get Sea Sick. And of course all the 
boys laughed but I see that a great many of them 
had to force it ... Just then one of the officers 
came running down along the deck saying all right 
boys you can get sick if you want to. Your Captain 
has began to feed the fish and you have the same 
privilege, and in a half hour there was about 100 
along the railing throwing Up.43 

The Senator was a small ship, and the 
men were very crowded. Private Hugh 
E. Clapp of Company D laconically 
recorded that they were "packed in like 
hogs in [al pen,"44 and Private Otto W. 
Meier of Company H wrote that he had 
"a better place to sleep here than in 

camp at San Francisco but of course we 
are more confined."45 Berths were pro­
vided for the men below deck, and the 
officers and some of the non­
commissioned officers had staterooms. 
The weather was hot, and many of the 
men preferred to sleep on deck. 

Several cases of measles broke out, 
and the afflicted men were quaran­
tined. The first death in the regiment 
occurred before the ship reached Hon­
olulu. On June 21, Beatrice soldier 
Sergeant George L. Geddes of Com­
pany C died of spinal meningitis and 
was buried at sea. Geddes was popular 
with his comrades, and his burial ser­
vice was a sad and emotional 
occasion.46 
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On the evening of the ninth day, the 
little fleet anchored off Honolulu. The 
band of the Hawaiian National Guard 
came out on a tugboat to serenade the 
soldiers with patriotic American songs, 
and the Americans responded by 
cheering wildly and playing the ship's 
spotlight along the shore. Following 
what seemed to Lieutenant Smith to be 
the "longest night we had passed since 
enlistment in the army," the ships were 
guided into the harbor on the morning 
of June 24, and the Nebraskans disem­
barked.47 The Hawaiians treated the 
nearly 4,000 men of the expedition to a 
sumptuous lunch on the lawn of ex­
Queen Liliuokalani's former palace.48 

,,~ 

~. 

The Nebraskans were impressed with 
Hawaii, which at that time was an 
independent republic.49 Private Jay 
Weaver of Company H pronounced it 
"the finest Island in the world" and 
informed his parents that the 
Hawaiians gave the men "the finest 
dinner I ever set down at or ever expect 
to."50 By noon of the following day, the 
fleet had replenished its coal supply 
and resumed the long journey 
westward. 

Many ofthe men were re-introduced 
to seasickness during the second leg of 
the Senator's voyage, and cases of 
measles continued to break out, filling 
the sick bay. Drills and inspection were 
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held to the extent that space permitted, 
and Major Stotsenburg lectured the 
officers on the subject of military 
field fortifications. 

On July 4 the fleet paused at 
uninhabited Wake Island, claimed by 
Spain, while General Greene and a 
party went ashore to take possession 
for the United States. Later in the day, 
the Fourth was celebrated on board ' 
ship with a fine supper, speeches, and 
music. The officers held an "elegant 
banquet" in the evening and were 
assigned to give toasts on particular 
subjects; those refusing were fined one 
dollar, the fines to pay for the liquor 
consumed.51 
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The SS Senator boarding troops at San Francisco harbor for the voyage to the Philip­
pines. (NSHS-S735) . .. (Below) Cascoes being used to unload troops from transports in 
Manila Bay. (NSHS-R966-1 3) 

Crossing the international dateline 
caused confusion about the correct 
date until the flagship signaled the 
other transports, "Today is June 30th. 
Tomorrow will be July 2nd."52 Guam, a 
Spanish island colony which had been 
seized by the first Philippine expedi­
tion in June, was passed without stop­
ping. On July 11 the ships paused for 
target practice. Each man was per­
mitted to fire five rounds at a box with a 
white flag attached, floating at "about 
the right distance, General Greene 
thought, to shoot a Spaniard."53 

On the morning of July 15, a warship 
was sighted. For two hours the men 
were anxious about the possibility of 
the helpless transports encountering a 
Spanish warship, until the vessel was 
identified as the USS Boston, one of 
Dewey's cruisers which had come to 
escort them to Manila. From the Bos­
ton 's crew, they learned ofthe destruc­
tion of the Spanish fleet at Santiago de 
Cuba and of the sailing of the third 
Philippine expedition, which had left 
San Francisco between June 27 and 
29.54 The transports sailed through the 
islands of the Philippine archipelago 
and arrived in Manila Bay on July 17. 

THE BATTLE FOR MANILA 
Because the city of Manila remained 

in Spanish hands, the ships made for 
Cavite, a small port about ten miles 
across the bay. There was no question 
that the men were entering a war zone. 
Colonel Bratt's orderly, Private B. 
Cecil Jack of Com pany M, recorded the 
vivid scene in his diary: 

As we steam toward Cavite I can see broken 
boilers, sunken ships with masts protruding from 
water, and battered forts, all wrecked. Our 
[Dewey'sl fleet salutes us. A few miles to the 
northeast can be discerned the foreign fleets of 
Germany, England and Japan and others, float­
ing majestically just outside of Manila, which 
place looms up magnificently in the morning sun. 
A battle is in progress between the Insurgents 
and Spaniards which we are informed is a daily 
occurrence. The discharges of artillery can be 
seen and sound made thereby, distinctly 
heard." 

Manila, the capital of the Spanish 
colony, was located on Luzon, the 
largest island of the archipelago. In 
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The "Ll.lneta" in 1898, a fashionable avenue along the ocean in Manila. (NSHS~S735ID4795j) 

Spanish soldiers in Manila, 1898. 
(NSHS·S735!7136-163!J 
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1898 ithad a popu lation of over 300,000, 
a mix of Spaniards, native Filipinos, 
Chinese, and various Europeans. The 
oldest part of the city, dating from the 
sixteenth century, was enclosed by 
strongly fortified walls. Outside of the 
inner city were extensive neighbor· 
hoods and suburbs along the Pasig 
River which divided Manila. The 
Spaniards had originally ringed Manila 
with a series of fortified blockhouses, 
but the Filipinos had driven the 
Spanish soldiers from these, and the 
latter now defended little more than 
the city proper. The Spanish garrison 
was estimated at 13,000.56 

Virtually all of the countryside sur­
rounding Manila, and much of the 
archipelago, was controlled by the 
native Filipino anny, estimated to 
number between 10,000 and 30,000.51 
Revolution had been aflame in the 
Philippines since 1896, when a charis-

ARTHURG.KAVANAGH 
A Nebraskan contributed to the 

defeat of the S panish naval forces at 
the Battle ofManila Bay and was hailed 
as a hero by the people of his home 
community and state. Ensign Arthur G. 
Kavanagh, a native of Illinois butraised 
in Tecumseh, Nebraska, was a gunnery 
officer on the USS Olympia during the 
Battle of Manila Bay. He was credited 
for plotting the shot that sank the 
Spanish ship Reina Christina. Ensign 
Kavanagh was rewarded with three 
presentation swords, including ones 
from the State of Nebraska and the 
citizens of Tecumseh. (NSHS-S735) ... 
(Below) Sword presented to Kavanagh 
by Tecumseh residents. (R Bruhn 
Photo) 

matic native leader, Emilio Aguinaldo y 
Famy, organized widespread resis­
tance to the S panish. The 1897 Pact of 
Biak-Na-Bato established an uneasy 
peace between the belligerants. The 
treaty required the Filipinos to lay 
down their anns and send their leaders 
into exile in exchange for Spanish 
promises of refonn and payment of 
800,000 pesos to widows and persons 
who had suffered losses in the fighting. 
However, neither side honored the 
agreement. Aguinaldo and his revo­
lutionary ministers went into exile in 
Hong Kong with 400,000 pesos 
received from the Spanish. Instead of 
distributing the money to victims of the 
war, Aguinaldo kept it to fund the 
revolution and to pay the living ex­
penses for himself and his followers. 
The Spanish never paid the balance 
required by the treaty.58 

The first contacts between 
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Aguinaldo and the United States 
government occurred in the fall of 1897. 
One of Aguinaldo's lieutenants 
approached the American consul in 
Hong Kong to offer a military alliance 
in the event of a war with Spain. Until 
shortly after the outbreak of the war, 
Aguinaldo held a series of informal and 
poorly-documented discussions with 
American diplomats and officers 
regarding the proposed alliance and 
the future of an independent Philip­
pine repu blic. A de facto alliance was 
made with the revolutionaries, and 
Aguinaldo returned to Manila on May 
19, 1898, aboard one of Dewey's ships. 
He soon revived the native army, which 
achieved success against the Spanish 
forces, and laid siege to Manila itself. 
Despite his public praise for the United 
States and repeated requests for 
clarification of American intentions, 
Aguinaldo received no assurances that 
his government would be recognized or 
that the Americans would withdraw 
from the islands at the conclusion of the 
war with Spain. 

When the Nebraska volunteers 
arrived on July 17 the American pres­
ence at Manila was confined to the 
area around Cavite, ten miles across 
the bay from the inner city and more 
than twenty miles by land from the 
fighting. In order to esta blish an 
American position closer to the front, 
Brigadier General Thomas N. Ander­
son, commander of the first Philippine 
expedition, selected the site ofa former 
peanut field south of Manila as the 
primary encampment of American 
troops. The camp, located about two 
miles south of the Filipino trenches and 
half a mile from the ocean, was chris­
tened Camp Dewey. 

The Nebraska regiment landed on 
July 20. There were no port fac ilities 
near Camp Dewey, and disembarka­
tion of the troops was a slow process, 
requiring the use of steam launches to 
tow large native boats called cascoes, 
which ferried the men to shore. The 
presence on the beach of numerous 
wads of spittle stained red with the 
juice of betel nuts - the chewing of 
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which was a favori te pastime of the 
natives - gave the appearance of 
blood and alarmed some of the young 
Nebraskans who were nervous about 
entering their first war.S9 During the 
next several days, drills and other 
aspects of the camp routine were 
established. Some of the officers 
explored the vicinity, seeking their first 
glimpse of the enemy. Captain Eager 
recorded in his diary a reconnaissance 
that he made: 

Forour return we selected the beach road from 
which the City of Manila could be seen plainly, 
the great Stone walls and the guards pacing hack 
and forth. Through field glasses in front of the 
walls could he seen ahatis, Sedge brush, vines. 
barbed wire fences and entanglements of every 
description, ditches and trenches filled with 
water. On the watls the Canon were planted thick­
ly. As we returned several shots were fired at us 
but none of them took a low enough range to 
be effective.1<) 

The arrival of the third Phili ppine 
expedition between July 25 and 31 
boosted the American forces to nearly 
11,000 men and brought a new com­
mander, Major General Wesley 
Merritt.61 The expedition also brought 
Brigadier General Arthur MacArthur 
(father of Douglas), who later com­
manded the division in which the First 
Nebraska served. 

Although now situated within two 
miles of the fighting, the American 
troops did not actually occupy any of 
the entrenchments. General Merritt 
intended for the Americans to take an 
active role in the siege. and through 
General Anderson, asked the local 
Filipino commander near Camp 
Dewey, General Noriel, to vacate part 
of his trenches so that Americans could 
occupy them. Aguinaldo grudgingly 
approved, and on July 29 Americans 
moved into the front lines opposite the 
Spanish.62 From then on, the American 
regiments alternated duty in their 
entrenchments, which frequently 
brought them under Spanish fire. A 
more advantageous position was 
selected in front of the fonner Filipino 
trenches, and the Americans built a 
new line of breastworks.63 

The First Nebraska's baptism of fire 
came on August 2. That morning eleven 

Private William Lewis (right) from Osceola was the first member of/he regiment to be 
killed in action. (NSHS-S735) 

companies of the First Nebraska and 
one battalion of the Eighteenth U.S. 
Infantry occupied the fortifications. 
One company of Nebraskans was in 
reserve.64 At about 9:40 P.M. move­
ment of Spanish troops was observed. 
The Spanish opened fire on the right of 
the American position, evidently in an 
effort to flank the Americans, and firing 
soon spread to the whole of the 
American front. Private Johnson, 
posted as a sentinel about fifty yards in 
front of the American line, later vividly 
described the engagement: 

I was watching the timber to the Jeft and front 
of U8 while the man with me watched the open 

223 

space to the right of us. We had been keeping a 
very close watch. but could not see a man. All at 
once they opened fire from the timber on the 
right. I still kept a close watch on the timber to the 
left. When the man with me said we had better be 
going, hadn't we? I said no wait a while! Then he 
said look here, and I looked in the direction he 
was pointing and the open space was thick with 
Spaniards, and before we could get back to the 
brest-works they opened fire upon us, and then 
they began fITeing from the timber on the left 
also. The man that was with me wentrightonover 
the Ibreastlworks. I stoped behind a large tree to 
take another look at them. By this time the can­
non from the wall had began to throw solid shot 
and shell, and the fire from the timber was getting 
heavier. I crawled from the tree to a small ditch 
out side of the entrenchments and from there I 
wentover the works. It seemed to me like a swann 
of bees were around me from the time I left the 
tree till I was over the brest-works. 
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Fori SanAnlonio de Abad, which was shelled by Dewey'sships and captured byC%rodo troops on the morning ofAugust 13, 1898, dur­
ing the American assault on Manila. (NSHS- 735/7J36- J66/) 

Convent building behind the breast­
works defended by the First Nebraska 
during its first battle, August 2, 1898. 
(NSHS-S735) 

224 




One of the gates through the forti{red wail around the Inner City portion of Manila. (NSHS-R966-69) 

Every man had received orders not to shoot 
unlil they received the order from their captains. 
So we felt safe in going over the works. After all 
the out posts were in we returned the fire. The 
fireing began on our right and we .....ere the last 
company to fire. 

The fireing lasted for 45 minutes. We all fired 
from 45 10 70 shots each. I fITed 49. My gun 
refused to work after I had fired twice. I had got 
both gun and cartridge belt full of sand when I 
was out in frQnt. There was a small pool of water 
near so I threw the gun into it, took off my belt, 
washed il all off, then .....ashed the gun off. After 
that the gun worked fine. There was one man 
killed and 7 wounded. The man that was killed 
belonged to Co E.'" 

The man Johnson mentioned was 
Private William Lewis from Osceola, 
who was killed by a bursting artillery 
shell. He was the first member of the 
regiment to be killed in action/>6 Seven 
or eight Nebraskans were wounded, 
and two were awarded the Certificate 
of Merit for distinguished service, the 
nation's second highest valor award at 
the time .67 Major Stotsenburg was 
cited for gallantry.68 

The regiment continued to take its 
turn in the trenches over the next 
several days. August was part of the 

rainy season in the Philippines, and fre­
quent downpours filled the trenches 
with mud and water. T he men had to 
endure these unpleasant conditions, 
along with occasional Spanish fire, fo r 
long hours. On August 5 two battalions 
of the regiment were in the trenches 
when Spanish artillery fire wounded 
two more men.&! 

The Spanish position in Manila was 
hopeless. Food supplies were low, the 
Filipinos prevented fresh water from 
being pumped into the city, and the 
defenders were cut off from com­
munication with Spain. They were sur­
rounded and outnumbered. However, 
the Spanish code of military honor pre­
cluded surrendering without at least a 
token defense. On August 7, Admiral 
Dewey and General Merritt demanded 
that Spanish Governor General Fennin 
Jaudenes surrender the city. Jaudenes 
replied that he could not surrender 
without consulting Madrid, which was 
impossible without American coopera­
tion. He hinted that he would be willing 
to surrender when the Americans 

attacked, provided that the city was not 
shelled and the Americans prevented 
the Filipinos from entering. The 
Spanish feared a massacre if armed 
Filipinos gained access to the city. 
Satisfied with Jaudenes's infonnal pro­
posal, Dewey and Merritt notified him 
that the Americans would assault the 
city on the morning of August 13 and 
wou ld cease firing when the Spanish 
displayed a white flag. 10 

At about 9:35 A.M. on August 13, 
Dewey's warships opened fire on Fort 
San Antonio de Abad (also called Fort 
Malate) on the southern outskirts of 
Manila, which the Spanish had con­
veniently evacuated.71 The guns of the 
city did not reply, and the Colorado 
regiment occupied the fort without 
resistance. The First Nebraska, which 
had just returned to Camp Dewey from 
twenty-four hours in the trenches. 
advanced behind the Colorado men to 
flank the seaward defenses. As the 
Nebraskans passed Fort San Antonio, 
the Colorado band played " Hot Time 
in the Old Town Tonight." a tune which 
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Musician Eugene D. Lirulerman 01 
Company D, standing beside one olthe 
ancient muzzle-loading cannon which 
lined the walls 01 Manila. (NSHS­
S735/C2068/J 

The First Nebraska wading through the water along the sea wall during the assault on Manila, August 13, 1898. (NSHS-S735{7136-154/) 
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was extremely popular among the 
troopS.72 Only scattered, ineffective 
fire came from the Spanish positions, 
and the Nebraskans advanced along 
the city's sea wall with colors unfurled. 
At an opening, the regiment marched 
through streets in the waterfront dis­
trict to the building used by the Cap­
tain of the Port. There the Spanish flag 
was lowered, and the American flag was 
raised in General Greene's presence.73 

The First Nebraska had no casualties 
during the assault and fired no shots at 
the Spanish positions. 

Private Johnson described the 
attack on Manila in a letter written 
several days after the battle: 

When passing their fortifications li.e. Fort San 
Antoniol we could see what Dewey's shells had 
done. What guns were not dismounted were 
covered up with debris. His shells and solid shot 
had tore their works all to pieces. The body of one 
Spaniard could be seen hanging over the wall, 
tore all to pieces by one of Dewey's shells. From 
here the Spaniards tried to make another stand 
among the houses. But we kept right on going, 
and did not pay any attention to their shooting. 
We were now in water all the way from our shoe 
tops to our waists. We followed the beach for 
about 1/2 mile. While the other Regiments went 
up through the different streets. 

The Spaniards would shoot once or twice and 
then run. After we left the water we went on the 
double quick for about 15-18 blocks passing all 
the Regulars and two other ReglimentsJ. Here we 
lost very near half the company. They had to drop 
out, could not stand it under the load. We passed 
one water battery with two five linchl Krupp 
guns, but both breech blocks were gone. Here we 
came in sight of the great walled city. Every 
Spaniard was on the inside and a white flag was 
floating from the south-west corner. Here we 
came to a halt, stacked arms and ate our dinner. 
The fireing on our right was still very heavy, and 
continued so for about three hours after the city 
had surrendered.?' 

The Filipinos joined the American 
assault without being asked. The 
Americans literally had to outrun them 
to receive the surrender of the 
Spaniards and keep the natives out of 
the city. Some ofGeneral Greene's men 
were subjected to a furious fire when 
the Spanish soldiers in the eastern 
portion of the city had to repel the 
Filipino attack after raising the flag of 
surrender. Nevertheless, some Fili­
pinos entered the city's outskirts and 
were expelled by American troops at 
bayonet point. U.S. forces suffered five 
killed and forty-four wounded, none in 
the Nebraska regiment.75 By nightfall 

Nebraska soldiers with their Philippine mascots. (NSHS-S735) 

hostilities had ceased, and the city and 
most of the outlying suburbs were 
under American control. The collusion 
between the Spanish and the 
Americans enraged the Filipinos. 

THE OCCUPATION 
With the fighting at an end, many of 

the Nebraskans expected to be sent 
home. Their enlistment required ser­
vice for two years or until the end of the 
war. However, only a truce was in 
effect. Spain and the United States 
sent commissioners to Paris to 
negotiate a treaty to end the war 
officially, but it would be months 
before agreement was reached. 
Nevertheless, rumors about returning 
home flew thickly among the 
homesick soldiers. 
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American military authorities were 
now faced with the task of running a city 
of 300,000 people, which had no effec­
tive civil government or functioning 
public services.76 Within a short time 
courts, refuse disposal, licensing of 
commerce and tax collection, hos­
pitals, schools, and the fire department 
were operating efficiently with 
American supervision or assistance, 
and a census was taken. The public 
waterworks was situated several miles 
from the city, and the Filipinos, who 
controlled it, had cut offthe city's water 
during the siege. Only reluctantly did 
Aguinaldo resume operation of the 
pumping station about a week after the 
American occupation began.77 

The First Nebraska Volunteer Infan­
try was quartered in the waterfront dis­
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This Mtke advertised an auction ofthe personal effects oftwo First Nebraska soldiers, 
Ira A. Giffin and Earl W. Osterhout, who dif!d of typhus in Manila during the fall of 
1898. One ofthe men olthe regiment claimed it as a souvenir and noted on the back: "I 
took this down from where it was posted. The things were sold yesterday . ... It i$ pretty 
tough I can tell)Utl." Courtesy of Thomas D. Thif!ssen. 
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trict near the customs house, where the 
regiment performed police and guard 
duties. Lieutenant Colonel Colton was 
appointed deputy collector ofcustoms, 
and Company L of the First Nebraska 
was detailed to assist him.1B 

The American soldiers in Manila 
took time to see what the city had to 
offer. The Nebraska boys were most 
impressed with the ancient for­
tifications, especially with the antique 
muzz le-loading cannon which lined the 
walls. In a September 10 letter, First 
Lieutenant Warren McLaughlin wrote 
ofa visit to the " Luneta," a fash ionable 
avenue along the ocean: 

The electric lights aU along the drive, the cool 
winds wafted in from the Bay, and the sweet 
fragl"8nce of many plants and dense shrubery the 
names of which I do not know, combined to make 
me forget that the world is full of toil and trouble 
and thPl man seeks the life of man. l • 

American impressions of the 
inhabitants of the Philippines were 
ofte n negative and frequently renected 
racial biases. Andrew Wadsworth, 
regimental sergeant-major, wrote his 
siste r in October, " I might send you a 
Chinaman to split the wood and draw 
water but I don't thi nk you would 
appreciate the gift. I d idn't even like a 
negro but they are pretty good people 
after seeing the nabobs that live 
he re."80 As tensions mounted between 
the occupiers and the Filipinos, the 
soldiers increasingly used racial 
epithets such as "blacks," "nigge rs," 
and "goo-goos" to refer to the 
natives. 

Despite the generally proper 
behavior of most Americans, individual 
soldit:l"~ occl:Isionally acted in a hostile 
or brutal manner, particularly towards 
the large Chinese minority that con­
trolled much of Manila's commerce. 
Soldiers often took public and private 
possessions as souvenirs, and Nebras­
kans were not exempt from such ques­
tionable behavior. Private Jay Weaver 
of Company H wrote: 

Tell John & Scott 1 have run the guard lines two 
or three times. 1 tried to mack li .e. makel a fight 
with Some Chinaman or native but they are afraid 
of me & my Pardner. We go into any Chinaman!"!! 
store & take anything we want.1I 

Even church property was not above 
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Officers of the First Nebraska Volurneer Infarnry at Manila, 1898. (NSHS-S735) 

The graves ofthree Nebraska soldiers, 
including Giffin, who died ofdisease at 
Manila during the fall of 1898. 
(NSHS·S735) 

229 



Nebraska History - Fall 1989 

The nun of Company E enjoyiTIjJ Christmas dinner at Camp Santa Mesa, December 25, 1898. (NSHS-R966-38) 

A boxing match between two First 
Nebraska soldiers, a holiday enter­
tainment at Camp Santa Mesa. 
(NSHS-S735) 
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being "souvenired." Sergeant Clyde 
Vosburgh noted in his diary that he 
visited the "old cathedral" in Cavite 
and carried off "a piece of the Altar, a 
piece of a tomb stone, and lots of 
other things."82 

The Americans often used stern 
measures to maintain law and order in 
Manila, and violence against civilian 
and military prisoners was common. 
Private Johnson related one incident: 

Last saturday a native stole a pocket ]watch] 
and started to run. When the guard was notified, 
the native was a block away, andjustas he started 
around the corner the soldier fired, killing him 
dead. It was a remarkable shot, as the street was 
full of people . A regular done the shooting8 3 

However, the soldiers endured fre­
quent insults and occasional violence, 
which may have made them less re­
strained about using force. Sergeant 
Vosburgh recorded that "there was one 
of the guards killed and thrown over the 
wall. He was of the 14th [U.S. Infan­
try] ."84 Later Vosburgh wrote that "the 
natives are rather uneasy. Two of our 
boys was killed by some one. We all look 
for trouble with the black cusses."85 
Private Johnson related: 

We have the guard house full of people from 
almost every nation on earth. Chinamen, 
Spaniards, natives, English, Irish, French, Ger­
many ]sic] ... Mostofthem are sailors from ships 
that have got into trouble here.R' 

As the weeks stretched into months 
during the fall of 1898 and no orders 
came for the regiment to return 
home, the men of the First Nebraska 
kept busy in a variety of ways. In addi­
tion to routine military duties, the men 
explored Manila and the surrounding 
vicinity. They formed a debating 
society and presented entertainment 
featuring the "Nebraska Minstrels." 
Baseball was especially popular, and 
the First Nebraska competed with 
other regiments in the "American 
Soldiers Baseball League." The men 
acquired pets, especially monkeys, 
according to Private Johnson: 

Nearly every company on the grounds has a 
monkey, and when they have nothing else to do 
the boys torment the monkey. The natives catch 
them back in the timber and sell them to the boys 
for $1.50.87 

Many soldiers had personal 
cameras, or "Kodaks," and they often 

sold or exchanged copies of photo­
graphs with the other men in their com­
panies. Private Johnson wrote: "One of 
the boys in every company has a 
camera, but every person wants pic­
tures and it keeps him busy."88 

The soldiers endured endless drills 
and inspections. Johnson 'described 
the routine: 

All these inspections are made in heavy march­
ing order. Must have hair trimmed nicely, clean 
shave, campaign hats, blue shirts, white pants, 
leggins, and shoes polished like a mirror. Our gun, 
belt, and bayonet, must be in the best condition 
possible, and brass parts polished. 

On these inspections we go to the parade 
grounds, "weather permitting," set up our little 
dog-tents, spread all our thing]s] in front of the 
tents on our blankets, and then stand there in the 
hot sun, for about two hours. Once in a while some 
boys will begin to kick, but about that time a 
dozen will say, "You are a soldier, haint you"? 
That is enough. They never say another word.89 

The men continually longed for 
home, especially after the peace treaty 
between Spain and the United States 
was signed on December 10. However, 
most of the volunteer regiments in the 
United States had been mustered out, 
and there were not enough regular 
army regiments to ' relieve the state 
volunteers in the Philippines. 

Illness was a serious problem. In an 
October 13 letter, Johnson noted that 
between twenty and thirty men of his 
company were on the sick list every 
morning.90 On November 17 only 
twenty-nine men of his company were 
on duty; the rest were in the hospital or 
sick in quarters.91 He estimated that 
the other regiments were affected 
similarly. After discussing two 
funerals, Sergeant Vosburgh recorded, 
"We had 5 deaths for the week in the 
Nebr Regt."92 The men were afflicted 
by a host of diseases ranging from the 
common cold to measles, but the most 
serious were dysentery, smallpox, and 
typhoid fever. Sixteen men of the regi­
ment died of disease between Septem­
ber and December of 1898, one man 
drowned while swimming in the Pasig 
River, and four recruits died en route to 
the Philippines. Johnson thought 
the warm climate was partly to blame: 
"There is never a day but two or three 
of the guards get sick and half to go to 
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their quarters. Cannot stand the 
heat."93 

On November 25 the transport SS 
Arizona arrived with recruits enlisted 
the previous June. The recruits helped 
restore the First Nebraska to near full 
strength. In mid-December about 300 
sick and disabled men were discharged 
and sent home.94 

Holidays were made as enjoyable as 
possible. The men were treated to a 
Thanksgiving dinner of turkey, mashed 
potatoes, radishes, preserves, pickles, 
milk, tea, bread and butter, and cake, 
and they enjoyed "a good supper" as 
well.95 Second Lieutenant Van Valin of 
Company H "whipped" his company 
commander, Captain Eager, in a 
fight.96 Since both were arrested, the 
fight may not have been an arranged 
entertainment. 

Packages from home did not arrive in 
time for Christmas, but the Omaha 
World-Herald raised $1,000 by sub­
scription to pay for a grand dinner.97 
Companies Land D played a football 
game (Company D won 5-0), and 
baseball games were held. Filipino 
soldiers visited the camp and "some of 
the boys had stag dances" in the even­
ing.98 The following day the Filipino 
troops celebrated Christmas with 
fireworks and all-night band music, 
which the Americans could hear at 
their camp.99 The Nebraska men also 
heard the New Year's Eve celebration 
in the city, marked by cannon fire and 
fireworks. loo 

At the Nebraska camp, however, 
"nothing much of interest" other than 
morning and evening religious services 
occurred on New Year's Day, which fell 
on a Sunday.101 The real festivities took 
place on January 2, when the regiment 
indulged in a "field day." Among the 
sporting contests were goof ball (Com­
pany D beat Company B 11-0), tent 
pitching (Company I won with a time of 
thirty-three seconds), and the lOO-yard 
dash in heavy marching order, as well 
as foot races, putting the shot, throwing 
the hammer, and tug of war. I02 

Several events in the fall of 1898 were 
to prove significant for the future of the 
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THE NEBRASKA 
SOLDIER'S KIT 

The Nebraska soldier on campaign 
carried only a minimum of equipment 
needed to sustain him for a few days in 
the field. He wore an ammunition belt 
that held fifty .45-70 cartridges for his 
single-shot rifle; a bayonet and scab­
bard suspended from the belt, most 
often used to open canned foods; a one­
quart canteen of water; a large tin cup 

thatheld nearly a pint; a haversack con­
taining a few days' rations, clean socks, 
and other personal items such as a 
mess kit, eating utensils, "housewife" 
or sewing kit, toothbrush, comb, writ­
ing paper or a small diary and pencil, 
and a wool abdominal bandage to be 
worn when sleeping to ward off the 
night chill thought to bring on tropical 
fevers. An army-issue blanket was 
often worn rolled up and slung over one 
shoulder. (R. Bruhn Photo) 

First Nebraska Volunteer Infantry. 
Because of poor health, Colonel Bratt 
applied in September to return home 
and be discharged.103 He recom­
mended Major Stotsenburg to succeed 
him. Stotsenburg was promoted to 
colonel and took command of the regi­
ment on October 4, 1898.104 The men 
seemed to welcome the promotion of a 
professional, career soldier. Private 
Johnson commented that "every per­
son in the Reg is glad there has been a 
change made."105 On August 29, 1898, 
Major-General Elwell S. Otis took 
command of the Eighth Corps along 

with the title of "Military Governor of 
the Philippines." Otis, another veteran 
of the Civil War, has been described as 
a classic "desk general," preoccupied 
with the minutia of administration and 
incapable of delegating authority.l06 
He was a disaster as a diplomat; his 
untactful dealings with Agt",inaldo 
probably prolonged the Philippine 
War. 

There were other changes in the 
American leadership. On October 14 
the army forces were reorganized into 
two divisions.107 The Nebraskans were 
assigned to MacArthur's Second Divi­

sion, occupying lines north of the Pasig 
River. Their brigade commander was 
Brigadier General Irving Hale. 

Another important event was the 
regiment's move in early December to a 
hill called Santa Mesa, several miles 
outside Manila. l08 At first disdainful of 
the muddy former rice field , the Ne­
braska men worked hard to make it a 
"model camp," with the tents raised on 
bamboo stilts, bamboo flooring, piped 
water from the nearby city water reser­
voir, and a corduroy road into the 
camp. 

Camp Santa Mesa was considered a 
more healthful location for the troops, 
and the move was made ostensibly for 
that reason. 109 However, it may have 
been deliberately provocative since it 
placed the Nebraska regiment in a 
salient extending into contested 
territory. Whether or not it was a 
deliberate provocation, Camp Santa 
Mesa gave the Nebraskans a strategic 
position from which to capture the 
critical Manila waterworks quickly if 
conflict should erupt. 

Under the terms of the December 10 
peace treaty, Spain ceded the Philip­
pines to the United States in exchange 
for a payment of $20 million.llo The 
treaty made clear that the United 
States government intended to retain 
the Philippines as a colonial posses­
sion. However, Aguinaldo's dream of 
independence was sustained by anti­
imp"erialist rhetoric in the American 
press, and he fervently hoped that the 

First Nebraska soldiers at Camp 
Saunders in Lincoln, Nebraska, before 
their departure for California. During 
their stay at Camp Saunders, Ne­
braska National Guardsmen were 
issued clothing and equipment to pre­
pare them for federal service. The 
enlisted men wore blue wool blouses 
and kersey wool trousers, which were 
ill-adapted for use in tropical climates. 
The officer shown here (center) has not 
yet replaced the National Guard 
insignia on his collar or exchanged his 
service cap for the more comfortable 
full-brimmed felt campaign hat. 
Watercolor by Debra Brownson. 
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Camp Santa Mesa. (NSHS-S735) 

Men of a First Nebraska outpost detail on Christmas day, 1898. (NSHS-S735) 
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Treaty of Paris would not be ratified by 
the U.S. Senate. Despite the "wait and 
see" attitude of Aguinaldo's govern­
ment, tensions between the American 
and the Filipino military forces 
escalated dramatically in December 
and January while the treaty was being 
debated in Congress. Much of this ten­
sion stemmed from the presence of the 
Nebraska troops at Santa Mesa. 

Letters and diaries of the Nebraska 
soldiers document the deteriorating 
situation. Private Johnson's first letter 
from the new camp, written on Decem­
ber 7, is indicative: 

We are within 1/2 mile of the insurgent lines, 
and are expecting trouble at any time. Last night 
about ten oclock the Col came out and gave 
orders to sleep with our clothes on landl guns and 
ammunition where we could lay our hands Ion 
them]. The insurgents had been watched very 
clearly all day and indications were to show that 
they were preparing to make an attack. We were 
well prepared for them, but no insurgents showed 
Up.1I1 

In later letters Johnson told how the 
men were subjected to harassing fire 
while on a march, and described how 
disputes over the location of the 
Filipino lines and the Nebraska out­
posts nearly led to open conflict. I 12 He 
recorded an ugly incident in which a 
Filipino was shot dead after slashing a 
soldier across the face.ll3 

On January 12 Johnson noted, 
"Things here are getting more exciting 
every day. Our camp guards and out­
posts are doubled every night.""4 
Sergeant Vosburgh recorded that "the 
insurgents fired one shot at our guard 
last night on O.P. loutpost] and the 
guards run and left their post.""S On 
January 17 Johnson told of an inflam­
matory, anti-American handbill that 
was distributed in Manila. Outraged, 
he concluded that "if they would turn 
the boys loose, there wouldint be a 
nigger left in Manila twelve hours after . 
. . The niggers will find out after while 
that they are not fooling with the 
Spaniards.""6 On February 2, Johnson 
again remarked: 

We had some trouble with the insurgents again 
last night. They were all drunk on "Vino" (Be-no), 
Officers and all. And tried to make our out posts 
move back, but the boys stood their grounds and 
talked them out of it. Our outposts are doubled 
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tonight as they have been drunk aU day and may 
try it again tonight.'" 

On February 3, the day before hos­
tilities commenced , Private Earle Pear­
sall of Company E prophesied in his 
diary: 

The Insurgents are acting very ugly - and no 
doubt before the week is over We Will have troub­
le on our hands. I dont know how it will Come 
Out but I can imagine.'" 

Clearly, the powder keg was about to 
explode. A Nebraska soldier provided 
the spark. 

ANOTHER WAR ERUPTS 
The fateful shot that began three and 

one half years of brutal warfare with the 
Filipino people was fired on the even­
ing of Saturday, February 4, 1899, by 
Private William W. Grayson, a young 
British-born hosteler from Beatrice, 
Nebraska. He and Orville Miller, both 
of Company D, had moved some dis­
tance from the other men of Outpost 
No.2, which was situated along the 
water pipeline. Nearby Blockhouse No. 
7 was occupied by Filipinos. Around 
8:00 or 8:30 P.M., the two sentinels 
were approached by several Filipino 
soldiers. There are several versions of 
what happened next, but all agree that 
Grayson fired on the Filipinos after 
they failed to halt at his challenge. 
Grayson re lated the story to a 
newspaper reporter after his return to 
San Francisco: 

T hat night my companion on the outpost was 
Orville Miller. During the day I had had a talk 
with the Filipino Lieutenant. He told me that I 
would have to keep back farther. You see, they 
were encroaching upon our territory every day, 
and because we seemed to stand for it they got 
brave and impudent. I told the Lieutenant I did 
not savey. On account of this l!ttle happening we 
weI"(! more on our guard than ever that night. 

Millerand I walked down tothe end ofa lane,so 
that our retreat would be covered in case we had 
to retreat. We were half-sitting, half-kneeling at 
the endofa lane when we heard the soft whistleof 
a Filipino. It was answered by several, and we 
knew that mischief was brewing. Then from the 
Filipinos' Blockhouse 7 we saw a red light waving 
some kind of a signal. We turned our gaze back to 
where the whistle came from when up rose a 
Filipino as if he had come out of the ground. I 
challenged him and he challenged my challenge. 
That meant fight. I heard the click. click ofrifles. 
and without a moment's hesitation I let fly, and 
my impertinent Filipino tumbled over. Millerand 
I took to our heels up the lane. 

Two shots rangoutas we ran, and when we had 
gotabout twenty-five yards two Filipinos blocked 

our path. They were inside of our lines and they 
challenged us. 

"Shoot!"' I cried to Miller, and a second later 
there wasa dead Filipino. Inanothersecond I had 
brought down my second Filipino. My first, I 
think, was the Lieutenant who had given me lip in 
the daytime. I think 1 killed him. I don't know, but 
1 think he got it right. 

We retreated until we reached the pipe line. 
That was the water main, and it made fine 
breastworks, and we needeg them. The Filipinos 
kept firing at us all the time. T he entire outpost ­
there were thirty of us - came into the pipe line 
and we all peppered away at the enemy. Then the 
action spread from right to the left, and in fifteen 
minutes the engagement was general from 
Caloocan to the bay."~ 

Given the tension that had prevailed 
for over a month, Grayson's shot came 
as no surprise to the men of the First 
Nebraska. According to Sergeant Vos­
burgh they were prepared and quickly 
took up assigned positions: 

I just came in from the band practice and Cap't 
and 1 was watching a chess game between 
Boordwell and Morrow. At 8:20 the", was a shot 
fi",d on our out post no. 2, and that was the signal 
to fall in. 1 yelled to the Cojmpanyj to fall in and 
we had marched out to our place just as the Call to 
Anna was sounded and it was not long hefore 
there was a general fire allalong the lines for over 
15 miles ... We keptup a fire untillahout 11 P .M. 
when we laid down and rested untill morning. 
Although they started to fi", on us at 3 A.M., we 

Filipino soldiers. (NSHS-S735) 

did notanswertheir fire and they yelled and had a 
good time.'::<1 

Another Nebraska sentinel, Private 
Luther J. Abbott, J r., of Company M, 
also described in his diary the opening 
moments of the Philippine fighting: 

At sick call Dr. Jens finally marked me "duty." 
I loitered around over there so I'd not have to drill 
thateveninf.. After supper some one asked me if I 
knew 1 was 'on out post" that night. 1 dId not but 
hurried and got ready. T he Lieut. told me to take 
100 extra rounds in my haversack. Surely if they 
had really expected trouhle they would not have 
had us leave our smokeless powder she lls. 

I manovered to get left at out post no. 1. The 
duty is generally lighter, the place tosleep better, 
and it is nearer camp. There 1 drew 3rdrelief - so 
having four hours to sleep turned in straightway. 
Before going to sleep 1 heard Lieut. Storch, in 
command of the out post, mention how sassy and 
impudentthe InsurgentsoveratN02 had been all 
day. He also kicked a little that he should be 
assigned No. 1 after he'd been bothered at No 2 
all day. 

It was a little after 9 O'clock so I'm told, the 
time is generally agreed upon, that we were 
awakened by a shot. There was considerable 
damning - 1 think J did a little myself - that 
some fool guard should let his gun goof( and spoil 
our sleep. "Don't you think it was an accident" 
said the Lieut. "I have been over the", all day, 
they were terrible impudent. we're going to have 
a fight. Fall in! Fall in!"' This may not be his exact 
words but they are about right. Then came a few 
shots more from our left then volley followed 
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Private William W. Grayson 0/ Com­
pany D, the man who fired the first shot 
a/the Philippine War on tire night of 
February 4,1899. (NSHS-P853) 

volley. At about the same time the Insurgents 
opened lfirel from their barracks to the east of 
camp and also rrom across the river to the north. 
By this time our regiment had deployed in places 
assigned it and occupied after dark in practice 
lime and again. We had begun to answer with 
volley. und rapid rtfe. A rurious battle wus 
on. '" 

Soldiers of th£ Spanish garrison at 
Manila. Spanish soldiers seroing in 
th£ Philippines wore comfortable, 
lightweight white or blue-striped Col­
ton uniforms that were well adapted to 
th£ heat and humidity of 111£ tropics. 
Cockades of 111£ Spanish royal colors 
(red and yellow) adorned their wide­
brimmed straw hats. At th£ time ofth£ 
American in[}asion of th£ Philippines, 
Spanish soldiers carried a bolt-action 
Mau ser rifle that offered two advan­
tages o[}erth£ rifles carried by th£ U.s. 
Volunteers: greater range and 
smokeless-powder cartridges that did 
not reveal the firer's location to the 
enemy. Little informcuion on the 
uniform regulations of the Spanish 
armyis available in the United States. 
The details shown here have been 
interpreted from photographs and may 
notbeentirelyaccurate. Watercolor by 
Debra Brownson. 

JLe ......."" 
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~_ L ~__~______ 
Emilio Aguinaldo, the leader of the Philippine nationalists. (NSHS-S735) 

Within minutes of Grayson's shot, a furious but ineffectual fire . as the 
the entire American line around Manila companies had quickly deployed to 
was ablaze with rine and artillery fire. pre-assigned positions outside the 
Dewey's ships in the bay and gunboats camp. Occasionally the hostile fire 
in the Pasig River added their would slacken, and the Filipinos would 
fire power to that of the soldiers. The hurl verbal taunts.122 

Filipinos, who surrounded the First At daybreak the Americans attacked 
Nebraska camp on three sides. opened the Filipinos all along the front and 
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TM McLeod house, an Englishman's residence near Camp Santa Mesa, which seroed 
as a hospital for the First Nebraska. Two guns of the Utah Volunteer Light Artillery 
were positioned near this house durifllJ the baUle of Santa Mesa, February 4·6, J899. 
(NSHS-S735) 

Part ofBattery A ofthe Utah Volunteer Light Artillery in action. This unit closely sup­
ported 1M Nebraska regiment throughout the campaign. (NSHS-R966-27) 
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quickly drove them from their 
positions. First Lieutenant Warren 
McLaughlin described the action near 
the Santa Mesa salient during the first 
two days of battie, which ended with 
the Nebraska regiment's capture of the 
vital pumping station on the Mariquina 
(or San Mateo) River: 

On Sunday morning our troops opened up a 
heavy fire on the insurgent lines and at about 7:30 
two companies on our left move[d[ out to make 
the charge on Block house NO.7. It was a grand 
sight to see them crossing the 112 mile of open 
ground, which strange to say was done without 
the loss of a man. There were 43 natives killed at 
the Block house. 

The instant that our boys reached the Block 
house Maj[or) Mulford with 4 companies made a 
fOJWaro movement and took San Juan Bridge 
undera heavy fire. That partofour line which had 
advanced was now joined by 2 companies of the 
1st Colo and 1 Bat. of 1st Tenn. The head of the 
column charged up to the Powder magazine and 
then turning to the right and fonning line of Bat­
tle, thelYl pushed the insurgents back over San 
Juan del Monte Hill, and by 120clock had posses­
sion of the Deposito. T his movement broke the 
insurgent center and our troops were able to roll 
them up like a piece of tape. 

A halt was made at the Deposito and Monday 
the advance along the Water Pipe was renewed. 
By this time the enemy had collected their forces 
and resisted the advance bravely but when the 
Neb. boys get started there isn't natives enough 
on the island to stop them. At 8 P.M. we had the 
Pumping Station and the watersupply for 300000 
people was no longer in danger of being cut off. 
You will thus see how important was the task set 
for the 1st Neb.1ll 

At Blockhouse No.7 the Nebraska 
troops captured a one-pounder 
Hotchkiss cannon, which served the 
regiment ably during the later Malolos 
campaign. Under the direction of First 
Lieutenant William K. Moore, the can­
non became known as the "Nebraska 
artillery."124 

The Nebraskans, assisted by 
Colorado and Tennessee troops and 
the Utah artillery, gained the most 
ground of any American regiment dur­
ing this two-day battle and extended 
the American lines about eight miles, 
encompassing the pumping station and 
the pipeline that supplied water to 
Manila. When they arrived at the 
pumping station, the troops found that 
the Filipinos had removed the pump 
heads. The heads were discovered 
under a pi le of coal, and the machinery 
was soon functioning under the super­
vision of "engineers" from the Ne­
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braska and Colorado regiments.' 2~ 
After this battle, the Americans 

halted to consolidate their gains and 
plan the new war. Aguinaldo proposed 
an armistice after the first day's fight­
ing, but the offer was rebuffed with 
Otis's brusque remark that "the fight­
ing having begun must go on to the 
grim end."116 

Some scholars have ascribed politi­
cal motives to the timing of the begin­
ning of ho.<;tilities. Fight.ing erupt.en on 
the evening of February 4; word 
reached Washington by February 6, 
whe n it may have influenced the 
Serrate's vote on the Treaty of Paris, 
which was ratified by a very narrow 
margin. III However, no evidence has 
been found to link the outbreak of the 
fighting to orders by any American 
political or military official. 128 It has 
also been asserted that the Filipinos 
deliberately provoked the war.1 29 If so, 
they chose an inauspicious time, as 
most of their high command were 

Blockhouse No.7, which was captured by a charge ofFirst Nebraska soldkrs on Feb­
ruary 5, 1899. (NSHS·S735[D362j) . ... (Below) Nebraskans {iring on Filipino 
positions near Camp Santa Mesa on the morning of February 5, 1899. (NSHS· 
S735) 
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Map by Del Darling. 

absent from the front line on February 
4, attending a celebration in their capi­
tal city of Malolos.1.!O 

During the two days of fighting, fifty­
nine Americans were killed and 278 
wounded. The Filipino loss was 
estimated at 3,OOO.B1 Six Nebraskans 
were killed, twenty-two were wounded, 
and eight Nebraska soldiers were later 
cited for gallantry.ll2 

GUARDING THE WATERWORKS 
Between February 7 and March 15 

the First Nebraska, supported by the 
Utah Volunteer Light Artillery, 
occu pied positions along the pipeline 

between the waterworks and Camp 
Santa Mesa. During the approximately 
five weeks that the Nebraskans guard­
ed this salient, their time was devoted 
to outpost duty, scouting and patrol­
ling, and skirmishing frequently with 
the enemy, who would appear from vir­
tually any direction, attack suddenly, 
then vanish. Outpost duty was par­
ticularly dreaded by the soldiers, who 
had to occupy isolated positions at 
night well in advance of the main body 
of troops and maintain a constant vigil 
for hours. Private Abbott commented 
sarcastically about one particularly 
despi sed outpost: "That hole we go to 
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is a regular death trap, and for our part 
we would about as soon have the 
insurg-ents capture the spot and keep 
it." ul On February 12 Private Earle 
Pearsall of Company K recorded his 
stoic attitude towards outpost duty: 

Co. K rec'd orders to move Camp,justfor the day 
and night, to Guard the Marakina road. It is a 
f(!gular death trap for any Co. But I guess our 
Chances are als) good as anyofthem. Any way we 
have to make the best of it.'J.< 

Pearsall's diary documents exchanges 
of fire with the Filipinoson at least thir­
teen days between February 7 and 
March 15. l lS 

At first, the fighting occurred in con­
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ventional, set-piece battles, with large 
formations of men facing each other in 
more or less fixed positions. However, 
the Filipinos found they were no match 
for the better trained and better led 
Americans, and soon adopted the taco 
tics of guerrilla warfare. Private 
Johnson noted this subtle change in the 
fighting by mid-February; 

About noon smoke could be seen rising in that 
direction lsouthl. Then we knew they had the 
insurgents driven outora little town about 4 miles 
from here. We half to burn aU the houses so they 
wont have any excuse to be around.lfwe don't do 
this they will hide their guns in the daytime and 
claim they don't belong to the anny. but at night 
they will dig up their guns and take a shot at the 
boys every chance they get. 1)0 

Most of the actions along the 
pipeline involved relatively few troops. 
However, on February 22 the Nebras­
kans attempted a battalion-strength 
maneuver to envelop and surprise a 
large body of Filipinos. After routing 
the enemy, the Nebraskans pursued 
the elusive natives for several miles, 
finally returning to camp under a heavy 
harassing fire without having dealt the 
Filipinos a serious defeat. ,n 

On February 26 a Nebraska patrol 
was fired on from the town of Mari· 
quina. In retaliation the Nebraskans 
burned the town. J ohnson described 
the incident: 

Every thing went well until they were quite a 
litde distance past the town, when a large number 
of niggers opened up on them from the houses. 
and advanced upon them through the rice fields. 
The boys retreated about seven oreight hundred 
yards to the south so the artillery could open up 
on them. As soon as the boys were insafe distance 
the Utahs opened up. and droped several shells 
right among the niggers. In the meantime Co L 
and M had started across the valley to where the 
boys were. I did not go as I had to goon outpost at 
5:30. When they got over south of the town they 
fonned a skmnish hne and advanced. They 
entered the town, but the niggers were retreating 
wwards the foot hills. 

One of the boys accidently droped a match. 
and the wwn was soon in flames, which burned 
until about midnight.'" 

The burning of buildings was in 
direct violation of Stotsenburg's Field 
Order No.1 of February 5, which also 
prohibited looting. t3'1 In his official 
report of the incident, Major Mulford 
stated that he had been told that the 
natives had set fire to the town. '40 
However, the letters and diaries of 
other Nebraska soldiers are more can· 

Filipino pn'soners captured by Nebraska troops nearCampSanta Mesa on February5­
6,1899. (NSHS·S735) 

did and it appears that other villages 
were burned by the troops as well. Of 
the Mariquina fire, Private Abbott 
wrote that "the Col. is said to be pretty 
mad about it. Maj. Mulford acts more 
like a school boy than an officer fit to 
command. Some of the boys who went 
out and brought in plunder were put 
under arrest."141 

The Christmas packages shipped by 
relatives and friends in Nebraska well 
before the holiday season, finally 
arrived on March 3, having been 
delayed en route by false expectations 
of the regiment being sent home. The 
men eagerly opened the packages, 
which contained canned goods, fresh 
apples (which had spoiled), reading 
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material, razors, and other useful and 
not-so-useful items. Disgusted 
because the parcel he received con­
tained only canned salmon and canned 
beef - which was the daily fare of the 
men in the field - one soldier is re­
ported to have thrown his entire pack­
age into the river. t42 In general, 
however, the men were delighted to 
receive the gifts from home. Private 
Pearsall recorded: "Talk about being 
happy. This was about the happiest 
camp on the Island."14J 

An officer from the divisional inspec· 
tor general's office visited the Ne­
braska camp on March 9 investigating 
allegations of misconduct by Colonel 
Stotsenburg. In early January a peti­



.. , 

Nebraska wldiers resting 01 the water reseroojr or "deposito" along the waterline. (NSHS-S735) 

The pumping station on the MariquUta
Riuer, theobjectiueofthe FirstNebras­
ko's aduanc€ on February 6, 1899. 
(NSHS-$735) 
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The camp ofCompany E near the pumping station. (NSHS-S7 35) ... (Be/ow) ColonelStotsenburg mounted on a Filipino pony on March 
26, 1899, during the offensive against Malolos. (NSHS-S735/7136-45j) 

First Nebraska soldiers in camp in the 
Philippines. Nebraska soldiers in the 
Philippines wore a vanetyofuniforms. 
The officer (left) is wearing a white 
uniform normally prescribed (or for­
mal occasions in the tropics. The cor­
poral (right) is wearing a typical field 
uniform consisting of a blue wool 
pullover shirt, kersey wool trousers, 
leggings, campaign hat, and a fifty­
round ammunition belt. He u; armed 
with a single-shot, Model J884 
Springfield rifle that used a black­
powder cartridge that left a telltale 
smoke cloud when fired. The first 
sergeant (center) is wearing a khaki 
coUon blouse and trousers designed 
especially for tropical seroice.lnspired 
by British anny unifonns in use since 
the mid- J880s, khaki unifonns were 
first introduced into the u.s. Anny in 
1898, sfwrtly after the start of the 
Spanish-American War. The khaki 
unifonn shown here is based on actual 
examples in the Nebraska State His­
torical Society's collection and is a pat­- tern that probably was produced in 
Hong Kong for the u.s. gouernment. 
Watercolor by Debra Brownson. 
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First Nebraska men under fire near Malolos in March 1899. (NSHS-S735/7 J36-46]) 

t.ion seeking the colonel's reassign­
ment, signed by a committee of eight 
men in Omaha and endorsed by 
seventy-five relatives and friends of the 
men in Company L, had been present­
ed to the secretary of war and to the 
Nebraska legislature. 144 The petition 
sought Stotsenburg's removal on the 
grounds that he conspired to be pro­
moted over more senior officers, had 
promoted subordinates who were his 
lackeys, had treated the men in an 
arbitrary and brutal fash ion, and 
generally had exhibited conduct 
"unbecoming an officer and a gentle­
man." The document contained fifteen 
charges, ranging from petty exercise of 
authority to being a tyrant. The chief 

clerk of the legislature forwarded the 
petition to the secretary of war, along 
with a request for a formal 
investigation. 14s 

In early February the sccrcrory of 
war received another petition signed by 
144 of the First Nebraska men who had 
been mustered out in December.146 
The petition sought Stotsenburg's 
removal because he had been appoint­
ed regimental commander instead of 
Lieutenant Colonel Colton, a more 
senior officer. It also requested that the 
regiment be transferred home as soon 
as possible. 

The secretary passed the petitions to 
General Otis in Manila for investiga­
tion.141 Major John S. Mallory of the 

inspector general's office interviewed 
all of the officers individually and each 
company collectively to solidtopinions 
about the validity of the charges 
againstStotsenburg. He also took wri t· 
ten statements, gave the men in the 
regiment the opportunity to meet with 
him privately, and interviewed Ne­
braska soldiers in the hospital. Stot· 
senburg wrote a detailed rebuttal to the 
charges. 148 The offi cers and men of the 
regiment overwhelmingly endorsed 
their commander as a brave and effi­
dent officer, whose discipline, though 
occasionally strict, was warranted 
under the circumstances. The First 
Nebraska had gained a reputation as 
one ofthe hardest-fighting regime nts in 
the Eighth Corps, an accomplishment 
that its members unanimously credited 
to Stotsenburg. Mallory heard little 
criticism of the colonel, and the 
soldiers whom he interviewed fre­
quently attributed the petitions to 
"soreheads" and slackers. 

Mallory's report was forwarded to 
General MacArthur, who added his 
endorsement of Stotsenburg's pro­
fessionalism and efficiency.149 
Apparently the secretary ofwar and the 
Nebraska legislature were satisfied, for 
no further action was taken. 

Even before the petitions were cir­
cu lated, the officers and men of the 
First Nebraska were offering unso­
licited testimonials about Stotsenburg 
in their diaries and letters home. On 
October 6, 1898, First Lieutenant 
Warren McLaughlin wrote, "Our Col. is 
going home and Maj. Stotsenburg will 
take his place. I Ie is a regular army man 
but he has worked unceasingly for the 
good of the Regt and I am very much 
pleased over his promotion." I SO Shortly 
after the outbreak of hostilities in Feb­
ruary, McLaughlin again praised his 
commander: 

Our Colonel- I cannot find words to eJtpress 
my admiration for him. He could always be found 
where the fight was the hottest, directing the fire 
and movements of our troops, keeping them 
under shelter as much as possible, and never 
once Seeminj to think of himself. As one man 
e~pressed it he was a regular whose line joined 
ours), "IfCol. Stotsenburgwould order a bayonet 
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charge in H - 1, the 1st Neb. would do it with 
a cheer."'" 

Second Lieutenant Andrew Wads­
worth seconded this sentiment in a let· 
ter to his sister, stating that Colonel 
Stotsenburg "is the only boy for us ­
you can put that down as no lie."lS2 
Private Luther Abbott wrote that Stot­
sen burg was "an efficient, good officer" 
and paid tribute to his leadership 
ability: 

Our colonel is a brick. He drills us pretty hard, 
but pours it into the officers as well as the men. 
When it comes to fighting, he is every where, 
always cool. Indeed the perfect soldier. Not your 
roaring, ranting Custer. John A. Logan plungers; 
but a cool headed, careful figure - of the Grant, 
Lee pattern_'" 

Clearly the men of the First Nebraska 
respected and . appreciated Stotsen· 
burg for his professionalism, fairness, 
efficiency, and courage, and many of 
them were outraged to learn of the 
allegations against their commander. 

On March 14 the First Nebraska was 
ordered to a quieter sector and the men 
enjoyed a well-deserved rest. During 
the dangerous duty along the pipeline, 
the regiment had seven men killed and 
fourteen wounded, including three 
officers wounded (Captain Albert H. 
Hollingworth and Claude H. Ough and 
Second Lieutenant Bert D. 
Whedon).IS4 Private Johnson de· 
scribed the new camp: 

The change was made to give the Nebr regi­
ment a rest. Where we are in cam p now is a good 
place, plenty of good shade and a spring about 
two hundred Iyardsl from us. Although we can 
hear the insurgent bugles every night and morn· 
ing, so far they have not bothered us any. Only a 
stray mauzer now and then can be heard going 
over our camp, fired by some nigger orf about a 
mile. We have not fired a shot since we arrived 
here.'!} 

The move made the men wonder if 
the long-awaited return home might 
not be in the offing. According to 
Johnson: 

Some say we are going to Guam Island. others 
say we are going Ito) Malolos, and some say we are 
going to the States. It is my opinion we will see 
some hard fighting before we leave for the 
States."· 

Johnson's prediction would soon come 
true when the First Nebraska par­
ticipated in a bitterly-fought offensive 
against the Filipino capital. 

GEORGE D. MEIKLEJOHN 
A Nebraskan held a prominent posi­

tion in the War Department during the 
war with Spain. Lawyer George D. 
Meiklejohn was admitted to the bar at 
the age of twenty-three in Nance 
County, and he quickly became arising 
star in local Republican party politics. 
He served in the state senate, 1885-89, 
as Nebraska's lieutenant-governor, 
1889-91, and was elected to the U.S. 
House of Representatives in 1894 and 
1896. Appointed by President 
McKinley as assistant secretary of war 
on April 14, 1897, Meiklejohn held that 
office until March 1901. After running 
unsuccessfully for the U.S. Senate that 
year, he practiced law in Omaha until 
1918. Meiklejohn died in California in 
1929. (NSHS·P853) 

THE DRIVE ON MALO LOS 
Aguinaldo's capital was at Malolos, 

about twenty miles north of Manila 
along the only railroad in the Philip­
pines. General MacArthur's .Second 
Division was preparing to capture 
Malolos in hopes of bringing an early 
end to the war. The division was 
opposed by 16,000 Filipi no soldiers 
under General Antonio Luna, who 
often occupied strongly fortified 
positions that were costly to assault. 
The Americans' plan called for the 
Second Division to sweep northward 
along the railroad. The strategy was 
originally intended to be a complex 
series of coordinated wheeling and 
enveloping movements by the four 
cooperating brigades. However, 
according to William T. Sexton, the 
military chronicler of the Philippine 
War, "The whole operation turned out 
to be a series of regimental combats, 
many of them bloody and devoid of 
either strategy or tactics."IS1 

The offensive against Malolos began 
on March 25. General Hale's brigade ­
to which the Nebraskans were assigned 
- moved out an hour before the other 
American units because it occupied the 
right of the line and had more ground to 
cover. The First Nebraska advanced 

with two battalions on line and the third 
in reselVe.I~8 

The first objective was the town of 
San Francisco del Monte, where stiff 
resistance was encountered. In fi erce 
hand-to-hand figh ting, Captain Lee 
Forby of Company L was mortally 
wounded, the fir st officer fatality in the 
regiment. Swee ping past San Fran­
cisco del Monte, the regiment reached 
the TuHahan River, where it bivouack­
ed with the rest of Hale's brigade. 

The brigade's original objective fo r 
the first day was the town of 
Novaliches. However, much of the 
advance was through thick jungle, 
which made wheeled t ransportation 
impractical and exhausted the men. 
Consequently, the plan of the offensive 
was changed, and the American lines 
were re·oriented away from 
Novaliches. 

On March 26 the Nebraska regiment, 
on the right of the brigade, took the 
town of Polo and advanced toward 
Meycauayan on the river of the same 
name. The enemy, strongly entrenched 
on the north side of the river, was dis­
lodged only after a vigorous charge by 
Nebraska and South Dakota troops. 

On March 27 Hale's Second Bri gade 
(containing the Nebraska regiment) 
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advanced north along the east side of 
the rail line. while Brigadier General 
Harrison G. Otis's First Brigade 
advanced along the west side. The 
South Dakota regiment, the advance 
element of Hale's brigade, sustained 
heavy losses near the town of Marilao, 
si tuated on the river of the same name. 
The South Dakotans, assisted by a few 
Nebraskans, captured the Marilao 
railroad bridge, pushing the Filipinos 
across the river. Private J ohnson par­
ticipated in the charge across the 
bridge: 

We all wanted to cross the bridge. but it looked 
like certain death. Even though we Imight notl 
receive a wound we were very apt to fall into the 
water. The ties were about 2101 feet apart and the 
bridge was about30 feet high and the water in the 
river aoout 10 fe~tdeep. We thought our chances 
were very poor. Several of the boys with us at the 
end of the bridge had already been shot. All we 
needed however was a leader. And he soon came. 
A Major of the Dakotas. When he got up on the 
tracks and seelnl how things were, all he said was 
"Come on boys," and away he went. We followed 
him. I never felt better in my life than I did when I 
got off that bridge. It is about 150 feet long and at 
every step we could hear the bullets hitting the 
steel part of the bridge all around us."· 

Otis's brigade also came under heavy 
fire at the Marilao River, and the Twen· 
tieth Kansas Volunteer Infantry, com· 
manded by its famous colonel, 
Frederick Funston, made a daring 
crossing and dislodged the Fllipinos. 
Late in the afternoon the Filipinos 
cou nterattacked. With colors unfurled, 
the entire Nebraska regiment charged 
the Filipinos' left, routed them, and 
chased them for two miles. On th is 
occasion General Hale is re ported to 
have remarked: "There go those Ne­
braskans again, and all hell couldn't 

Soldiers of the Philippine nationalist 
army. Filipino soldiers wore a uariety 
of clothing, o{t£n consisting of 
uniforms and equipment captured 
from the Spanish. The two soldiers 
shown here are wearing blue·striped 
Spanish blouses and trousers and car· 
rying single·shot Remington rifles for· 
merly issued to Spanish troops. Their 
officer (left) is likewise wearing a white 
Spanish uniform and carrying a 
Spanish reuoluer and saber. Water­
color by Debra Brownson. 

Colonel Stotsenburg (pointing) conferring with Major Mulford, Captain Eager, and 
Lieutenant Weber on the morning ofMarch 26, 1899. (NSHS·S 735) .. . (Below) Ne· 
braska soldiers res/ing along the railroad line near Marilao, March 27, 1899. (NSHS· 
S735/7136·150/J 
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FIREARMS OF THE WAR 
The Model 1884 Springfield rifle was 

issued to V.S. volunteer troops in the 
Philippines. It is a single-shot, breech­
loading weapon which, in slightly dif­
ferent versions, had been in use by the 
V.S. Army since 1866. The cartridge 
was .45-caliber and was loaded with 
seventy grains of black powder, which 
left a billow of white smoke when fired, 
revealing the firer's position to the 
enemy. This rifle was carried by Private 
August B. Woellhaf of Company C, 
Third Nebraska Volunteer Infantry. 

The Model 1898 Krag-Jorgensen 
rifle, more commonly known as the 
"Krag" after its Danish designer, was 
the arm of the regular U.S. Army troops 
when the war began. It is a bolt action 
rifle capable of holding five rounds in 
the magazine. The .30-40-caliber cart­
ridge utilized the relatively new 
smokeless powder that produced no 
tell-tale smoke cloud when fired. Most 
volunteer troops were issued the Krag 
in 1899. In April 1899 the First Ne­
braska received 300 Krags to replace an 
equal number ofthe older Springfields. 

The Spanish troops carried the 
German-designed Model 1893 Mauser 
rifle. It was a bolt-action repeating rifle 
with a magazine capable of hoi ding five 
shots. It also used smokeless powder 
and had a greater range than the 
Springfield or the Krag. The Mauser 
was highly regarded by all combatants. 
Many V.S. volunteer troops discarded 
their single-shot Springfields when 
they captured a Mauser and a supply of 
ammunition. This rifle was picked up 
by Captain Albert H. Hollingworth, 
Company C, First Nebraska Volunteer 
Infantry, during the advance on the 
waterworks in early February 1899. 

The American-made Remington .50­
caliber single-shot rifle (called the 
"rolling block" for the manner in which 
it was loaded) was a common weapon of 
the Filipinos. This rifle was captured 
by Private Charles B. Busey, Company 
M, First Nebraska Volunteer Infantry. 
(R. Bruhn Photos) 

Spring/k14 

Krag-JorgerlS<!n 

Mauser 

~'------
Remington 
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Company G fording the Marilao River, March 27, 1899. (NSHS-S735/7136-139j) 

stop them."LbU The Americans 
remained at Marilao on March 28 to 
repair the railroad bridge. 

On the morning of March 29 the 
Americans rapidly moved up the 
railroad line to within five miles of 
Malolos. This time the First Nebraska 
led Hale's brigade. Pushing the enemy 
before them, the Nebraskans advanced 
past Santa Marie and Santa Clara, 
crossed the Bigaa River, and continued 
past Bigaa, Bulacan, and Guiguinto, 
often under fire. After covering twenty 
miles the regiment bivouacked east of 
Guiguinto. 

Late on the morning of March 30, the 
Nebraskans crossed the Guiguinto 
River. The brigade paused to dis­
tribute ammunition and rations and 
then resumed the advance at about 

2:00 P.M. The First Ne braska SOOn 
encountered heavy fire and by a series 
of rushes, advanced two miles and then 
bivouacked. Heavy casualties were 
sustained, as described by Private 
Johnson: 

In twenty mmutes after the-niggersopened up. 
230fthe IstNebr were down, 3 of them killed. We 
were behind the flreing line about300yds march­
ing in column offours. This is the first time I know 
of that the officers didint half to tell the boys to 
keep their heads down. The minute itopened up 
every man droped. He didint half to be told ... It 
was a sad sight to look at when we gotup to where 
the fireing line was when the niggers first opened 
up. Twenty three of our boys scattered along 
the line.'O' 
MacArthur halted the whole division, 
preferring to assault the strong 
earthworks around Malolos the follow­
ing morning. 

On March 31 the Nebraskans ad­
vanced in a skirmish line and captured 

several minor Filipino positions. In the 
meantime,elementsofthe Kansas regi­
ment were the first to enter Malolos, 
only to find it empty and in flames. 
Aguinaldo's government had with­
drawn to San Isidro, thirty miles up the 
railroad line. 

Despite the anticlimactic end to the 
campaign, the drive On Malolos had 
been hard fought and costly to the 
Americans, who suffered fifty-six killed 
and 478 wounded during the seven-day 
offensive. 162 The First Nebraska lost 
nine men killed, including one officer 
(Captain Forby), and eighty-one wound­
ed, including four officers (Captains 
Charles W. Jens and Wallace C. Taylor, 
and First Lieutenants Joseph A. Storch 
and P. James Cosgrave).16J Frank D. 
Eager summarized the condition of the 
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First Nebraska men on the firing Line near MaLoLos, March 3/, 1899. (NSHS-S735 
/7136-142/)", (BeLow) FiLipino dead in a trench "Work of/he 1M Nebr. Vo/s. "(NSHS­
$735) 

regiment at the conclusion of this hard­
fought campaign: "The boys were com­
pletely worn out and not one· third of 
the regiment was fit for duty when they 
reached Malolos."I64 Private Johnson 
added, "Some of our companies havent 
30 men for duty."16s T he ever-cautious 
corps commander General Elwell Otis 
ordered MacArthur to remain at 
Malolos to reorganize and re_supply.1M 
For the First Nebraska men, it was a 
welcome rest. 

Private Luther Abbott wrote dis­
paragingly of the conduct of the 
Americans who occupied Malolos: 

The street along which our division is camped 
- T hat is Pa., So. Oak. & Nebr. - has been all 
appropriated by the soldiers. Houses are 
occupied by officers and men. many have been 
di~mantled - all have been looted. 

The natives made a great mistake in not letting 
their women return, also the non eombatants, as 
soon as the fight was over. Then they would have 
had a home. Now they have nothing. The reason 
they did not eome back was probably because we 
were painted as devils. Our only hope of peace is 
to convince them we are not by right conduct. 
This is theonlywayorconquering the Phi lippines 
in my opinion. I.' 

THE BATTLE OF QUINGUA 
MacArthur's division remained in 

the Malolos vici nity for over three 
weeks before continuing its advance 
against General Luna's army, now 
entrenched behind a series of rivers 
north of Malolos. The offensive, 
origi nally scheduled to resume on April 
24, was precipitated a day earlier dur­
ing an operation to rescue part of the 
Nebraska regiment that had become 
pinned down by enemy fire. The 
engagement had t ragic consequences 

168for the Nebraskans.
At Malolos a detachment of scouts 

had been formed under the command 
of Major J. Franklin Bell. On the morn­
ingof April 23, Major Bell and a party of 
scouts moved to the northeast torecon­
noiter the vicinity of Qui ngua. They 
were escorted by Troop K of the Fourth 
U.S. Cavalry. 

The scouting party and its escort 
unexpectedly encountered heavy 
Filipino fire and were forced to retreat 
to a ditch where they were pinned 
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Maloios, the Filipino capital which was captured by the Americans on March 31, 1899. Its capture ended a sf!uen-dayoffensive but did 
flO! end the fighting. (NSHS-S735/D362f) 

down. One cavalryman was killed and 
several were wounded . Major Frank 
Eager, now a battalion commander, led 
four companies of the First Nebraska 
to relieve the beleaguered men. 
Eager's battalion suddenly came under 
fire from Filipinos sheltered in bamboo 
thickets and was itself pinned down in 
an open and exposed position for two 
hou rs in swelteri ng heat. Despite the 
fact that the regiment had been issued 
300 of the new, repeating Krag­
Jorgensen rifles on April 6, which for 
the fi rst time gave the Nebraskans 
firepower nearly equal to the Filipinos' 
Mausers, the men were not able to pull 
back.'bY Another battalion of Nebras­
kans and a battalion of the Fifty-first 
Iowa arrived, but they hesitated to 
advance into the withering fire. Then 
Colonel Stotsenburg, who had just 
returned from Manila, arrived at the 
battlefield . Knowing there was no other 
way to extricate his men from the 
peri lous situation, he immediately led a 
charge, and all eight companies rushed 
the Filipino trenches, firing as they 
went. Stotsenburg feU dead, shot 
through the heart , but his men, with a 
vengeance for their fallen commander, 

drove the Filipinos from their 
posit ions. Second Lieutenant Lester E. 
Sisson and three enlisted men were 
killed also, and First Lieutenant 
William K. Moore, Second Lieutenant 
Andrew S. Wadsworth, and twenty­
nine enlisted men were wounded.170 
Major Bell credited Stotsenburg with 
the successful outcome of the 
engagement: 

Injustice 10 his memory. I wish 10 pay an espe­
cial tribute to this fearless. brave. and gallant 
soldier, for, as soon as he arrived. he placed him­
self in fronl of his regiment. and with hat in one 
hand and pistol in the other, led it against the 
trenches of the insurgents. routing them com· 
pletely.1t was solely due tothis gallant act that we 
won the fight so promptly after his arrival. for the 
insurgents did not appear 10 have been shaken 
until our advance began. '" 

Luther Abbott was with the second 
Nebraska battalion to be rushed to the 
scene of the battle. and he recorded a 
vivid and poignant description of his 
experiences: 

Then an ambulance passed, loaded full. Guy 
Minor of our rooky Co. B sat with the driver. He 
was wounded in the ancle . 

As the ambulance passed the regiments 
Spanish guide shouted the Colonel was killed. 
and placed his hands over his heart. We could 
hardly believe it, andon inquiry we found for sure 
the Colonel was in Manila. One eould well believe 
this when we deployed to the right of the road. 

H.:OOquarters of tlte First Nebraska 
Volunteer Infant'J at Malolos from 
March 31 to Apri 23, 1899. (N$HS­
S735/C2068/J 

The Insurgents were intrenched in QUinga about 
600 yards from our firing line. 

We advanced double time under a heavy fire. 
The sun was as bad as the bullets. Finally when 
within 50 yards of the firing line we lay down and 
waited. It was sweltering. We were compelled to 
keep close behind the rice ridge, and the steem 
from the wet ground of the rain the night before 
fairly boiled our faces. There was no breeze. 

While laying here Petersofour squad hada sun 
stroke and went into fits. Benjamin, Reiner, 
Flanigan and myself put him on my blanket and 
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carried him to a thicket a little to our right. Cap. 
Wilson came with us. Pete was very sick. We did 
all we could for him. The Ctop. begton yelling evr 
some one to go for a Doctor and a litter. "Huny 
up! Huny up! It is a matter of life and death!" 
When Cap. get[s[ a liule excited he flops around 
like a chicken with his head cut off. 

The heat was something swful. But I ran forthe 
timber. The rebels saw me plainly and the bullets 
zipped and sang all about me . 

Finally when I got to the Dr. He said "let him 
lay there. He']] get over the fits." There were lots 
of wounded to be tended to. This may excuse the 
fellow. I could get no stretcher or Chinos, but 
finally got one of the former and Bill Brady of " I" 
Co. went along with me. By this time I was most 
given out. 

While at the temporary field hospital, The 
Colonel came up. It wasa mistake abouthia being 
killed. He had just got back from Manila. 

Peters was a little better. Capt. and Benjamin 

went back to the company. Left us four to get 
Peters to the ambulance. We had hardly gotten 
him on the stretcher when the Col. must have 
reached our line. The battalion in reserve came 
up. and a vicious fire opened. We lay down think· 
ing we had better stay where we were until the 
line advanced more. This it did by rushes. 

The line kept going forward, first one company. 
then another would rush. As the line approached 
the rebel works the fire grew ever hotter, but as 
the niggers had to depress their rifles it was safer 
for us and so we started back with Peters. Brady 
had run off to the firing line and we three had to 
lug Pete. It was a big job. 

At the field hospital, we found Harvey Ken· 
nedy our 1st Sergt. dangerously wounded in the 
lungs. There too we learned that Col. Stotsen­
burg was killed. This time [there1 was no mistake 
and, remarkable coincidence, he was shot 
through the heart ... As we boys passed up the 
road we saw Lieut. Sisson by the road side. Then 

Colonel John Miller Stotsenburg, who 
succeeded Colonel Bratt in command 
oflhe FirstNebraska Volunteer Infan ­
try. He was killed leading his regiment 
in a charge at Quingua on April 23, 
1899. (NSHS-C834-13I) 

Colonel Stotsenhurgs body came by us on a bam · 
boo shut ltlleJ?1. Four soldiers had it on their 
shoulders. Flanigan of our squad was one of 
them. and his poncho covered our Colonels 
body. 

Up to this time we. while from a military 
standpoint successful, had got the worst of the 
tight. The niggers had lost Quinga. had shot 
thousands ofrounds ofammunition and lost a few 
men and rilles, but we had lost Stotsenburg and 
some 40 of our best men. Our losses depressed all 
of us. The deeth of the Col. in particular went 
hard. I hardly knew the man except as my officer 
and yet it was very hard to keep from crying. We 
all loved end respeeted him.m 

Stotsenburg's body was returned to 
the United States, first to lie in state in 
the Nebraska Capitol and then to be 
buried at Arlington National 
Cemetery.17l A major American 
military installation on Luzon was 
named Fort Stotsenburg in his honor. 
Today it is called Clark Air Force 
Basey4 
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Fighting First Nebraska 

TO SAN FERNANDO 
AND RECALL 

On April 24 the Americans crossed 
the Quingua River and the Nebraska 
and South Dakota regiments, in three 
successive engagements, drove the 
Filipinos about two miles west of 
Pulilan. Here the brigade bivouacked. m 

The next day the offensive resumed 
in concert with the First Brigade, which 
advanced along the railroad line. The 
objective was the town of Calumpit on 
the Rio Grande de Pampanga River. 
About a mile south of Calumpit, the 
Quingua River merges into the Bagbag 
River. The Calumpit River connects 
the Rio Grande de Pampanga and 
Bagbag-Quingua rivers. Important 
railroad bridges crossed the Bagbag 
south of Calumpit and the Rio Grande 
de Pampanga north of town. 

Reconnaissance revealed that 
several thousand Filipinos were 
entrenched On the north bank of the 
Bagbag River and on the west side of 
the Calumpit River near the railroad 
bridge. The Second Brigade (which 
included the Nebraska regime nt now 
commanded by Major Harry Mulford) 
approached the Calumpit River from 
the east. In the meantime, the First 
Brigade arrived at the south ban k of the 

Bagbag River. Both brigades opened 
artillery and rifle fITe on the enemy 
trenches, and the Second Brigade 
advanced to the Calumpit River. The 
First Nebraska crossed the Calumpit, 
routed the Filipinos, and then swept 
northward through the town of Calum­
pit. T he railroad bridge over the Rio 
Grande de Pampanga was guarded by 
strongly fortified Filipino positions, 
which would have to be taken before 
Calumpit could be held and the 
advance could continue .176 

However, the battle of Cal urn pit was 
over for the First Nebraska. Between 
April 24 and 27, the regiment lost five 
men killed and ten wounded, including 
two officers (Major Frank D. Eager and 
Second Lieutenant William D. 
Dungan). !77 

MacArthur's division remained at 
Calumpit until May 4 when the 
northward offensive was resumed, with 
the First Brigade advancing along the 
railway and the Second Brigade to its 
right. After driving the Filipinos from 
the town of Apalit, the Second Brigade 
reached the Santa Monica River, where 
the First Nebraska deployed and 
advanced toward Santo Tomas through 
swamps and across small streams, 
sweeping enemy resistance before it. 

The Kansas regiment dislodged the 
natives from Santo Tomas, wounding 
the Filipino leader, General Luna. The 
division bivouacked at the Santo 
Tomas railroad station that night. Dur­
ing the advance to Santo Tomas. the 
First Nebraska sustained its last battle 
casualties. Two men were killed and six 
wounded, one of whom died the follow­
ing day. 

San Fernando was taken with little 
opposition on May 5. The Nebraskans 
entered the town on May 6 and 
remained there until May 20. 
Casualties, sickness, and exhaustion 
had taken a terrible toll. From a 
strength of923 men at the outbreak of 
hostilities on February 4, the regiment 
was reduced to about 300 men. 178 The 
day after they arrived at San Fernando, 
160 of the Nebraska men reported for 
sick call.179 Writing to his parents on 
May 11 Private J ohnson concluded 
that "the 1st Nebr is all knocked 
out": 

Three companies of the Nebr reg went on out­
post this morning. In the three companies there 
was just sixty four men. From this you can see the 
shape the regiment is in. The doctor wont send 
anyone to the hospital any more unless they are 
so sick they cannot walk. Consequently we have 
dozens ormen following along with the regiment 
that should be in hospital. But I suppose they 
know their business. I can't see it that way. 

Rllilroad bridge ouer the Bagbag River near Calumpit. The bridge was destroyed by the Filipinos as American forces aduanced on 
Calumpit, April 1899. (NSHS-S735/7136-J 77f) 
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FREDERICK FUNSTON 
Kansas produced one of the greatest 

military heroes of the Spanish­
AmericanlPhilippine Wars. After 
graduation from Kansas State Univer­
sity at Lawrence (now the University of 
Kansas), Frederick Funston worked as 
a botanist for the Department of 
Agriculture. Having developed a taste 
for adventure from his work in Death 
Valley and Alaska, Funston joined the 
rebel forces in Cuba as an American 
" filibuster," or mercenary, in 1896. 

The outbreak of the Spanish­
American War found Funston back in 
the United States, recuperating from 
wounds and malaria. He volunteered 
for the war and was given command of 
the Twentieth Kansas Volunteer In­
fantry, which was sent to the Philip­
pines as part of the Eighth Corps. 
Under Funston's aggressive leader­
ship, the Twentieth Kansas saw much 
action in the early phases of the Philip­
pine War. For a daring river crossing in 
the face of enemy fire, Funston and two 

of his men received the Medal of 
Honor. He returned to the United 
States with his regiment in the Call of 
1899 but soon went back to the Philip­
pines as a brigadier general of 
volunteers. 

His most spectacular feat occurred 
in March 1901, when he succeeded in 
capturing the Filipino leader, Emilio 
Aguinaldo. by a brilliant deception. 
Accompanied by Cour American 
officers posing as captives and about 
eighty loyal Filipino scouts posing as 
reinforcements for the insurgent army, 
Funston overpowered Aguinaldo in the 
latter's own capital ofPalanan. Without 
its leader, the Filipino rebellion came 
to an end about a year later. For this 
remarkable feat, Funston was pro­
moted to the rank of brigadier general 
in the regular army. After the Philip­
pine War he continued to selVe in the 
army, achieving the rank of major 
general before his death at San 
Antonio, Texas, in 1917 . Photocourtesy 
of Kansas State Historical Society. 

Several of Co 1\.1's boyuhould be in the hospital. ] 
know they are sick.' · 

Duri ng the spring of 1899 political 
pressure increased in the United 
States for the recall of the state volun­
teers. The regular army, although 
ex panded, was not large enough to 
replace the state regiments in the 
Philippines, and a special force of 
35,000 volunteers - controlled entirely 
by the federal government - was 
authorized on March 2, 1899. Twenty­
fou r new regiments of in fantry and o~e 
of cavalry were organized for selVice in 
the Philippines. T he state regiments 
already there were to be sent home. 
The new regiments were to be re­
cruited as much as possible from dis­
charged veterans of Philip pine selVice, 
although not even a $500 bonus could 
induce many of the state volunteers to 
re-enlist. On April 20 Private Johnson 
informed his parenta, "Some of the 
boys are talking of staying here and 
joining the regular army for the $500, 
but I think when it comes to going home 

they will all fa ll in."151 

On May 20 the Fi rstNebraska Volun­
teer Infantry was relieved of front-line 
duty and marched to Calumpit. Fran k 
Eager recalled that upon boarding the 
trai n fo r Manila, "the men cheered 
themselves hoarse."182 Over the next 
month com panies of the regiment were 
detailed fo r guard duty at various 
locations near Mani la. lu 

Finally, the regiment's recall arrived. 
On June 21 it boarded theSS Hancock, 
a more spacious vessel than the 
Senator, and the men looked forward to 
their voyage with enthusiasm, despite 
the dismal prospect of another bout 
with seasickness. They were joined by 
the Utah Volunteer Li ght Artillery. and 
the Hancock hoisted anchor for San 
Francisco on July 1.184 

There was an intermediate stopover 
which further increased the Ne bras­
kans' store ofexotic travel experiences. 
The Hancock anchored at Nagasaki, 
Japan, on July 5 to re-supply with coal 
and give the war-weary veterans a fe w 
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days of sightseeing and relaxation. On 
July 10 the t ransport left Nagasaki for 
Tokyo Bay, where it anchored off 
Yokohama on July 13. T he men were 
given two days' shore leave, and many 
of them took the train to visit Tokyo. On 
J uly 15, the Hancock salled for San 
Francisco.I~' 

At Nagasaki strange sights and 
experiences greeted the soldiers. 
Private Abbott had his first ride in a 
rickshaw. Abbott toured the city, 
visited a Japanese tem ple, consumed (l 
fourteen-course meal at the Nagasaki 
Hotel, traveled on the train to the outly­
ing village of Omura (which he con­
sidered the best part of his stopover), 
and enjoyed the first "really good drink 
of water I had since leaving 
Nebraska."IH6 

On the tem ple grounds, Abbott and a 
companion encountered two French­
men, who Questioned them about the 
justness of the war in the Philippines: 

When they uked us our opinion on 
Imperialism Stout answered that we were 
soldiers and that 8$ soldiers we had no opinion. 



This seemed to please the frog eater very 
much. He excused himself and then explained to 
the officer, who did not speak English. the 
answer. Buthe came back at him in a minute say· 
ing "Yes, but you will soon be citizens." 

Then as best we could we explained our 
opinions. He was rather against our conquering 
and holding an unwilling people, and blamed 
France in Tonquin and America in the Philip· 
pines. He ended with the assertion that " it was a 
great commercial war - commerce now wan; 
against liberty."'" 

After an uneventful voyage, the Han­
cock arrived in San Francisco Bay the 
night of July 29-30. Nebraska's new 
governor, William A. Poynter, and the 
state's adjutant general, Patrick H. 
Barry, were on hand to greet the men. 
The ship was quarantined, and doctors 
boarded her on July 30 to examine the 
soldiers. The quarantine was lifted, 
and the Hancock docked at Pier 12. 
Abbott noted in his diary, "The 'Han­
cock' swarmed with people. Pretty 
women galore."'x~ After a brief inspec­
tion by Governor Poynter's party, the 
men marched off the wharf on July 31. 
"When we got onto the street all 
bedlam was turned loose," recorded 
Abbott. "Whistles blew, crackers 
popped, and small boys yelled. The 
streets were lined with people. It was a 
very hearty welcome," lg9 T he regiment 
marched to the Presidio and en route, 
Major General William R. Shafter, the 
hero of the Santiago campaign, 
reviewed them. At the Presidio, Gover­
nor Poynter welcomed the regiment, 
and it bivouacked in a newly construct­
ed camp. Military discipline was 
relaxed, and the men had ample time to 
visit the city while they awaited the 
final muster-out. In an August 5 letter, 
Private Johnson boasted, "We are 
being treated like Kings."'90 

On August 23, 1899, the First Ne­
braska Volunteer Infantry was mus­
tered out of federal service at the 
Presidio; the men left San Francisco on 
August 25 on board special trains pro­
vided by the citizens of Nebraska. 191 
When they arrived at Lincoln on 
August 30 and at Omaha the following 
day, the men were treated to a 
heroes' welcome.192 

After sixteen months of arduous ser­
vice, eleven of which had been spent in 

Major Julius N. Killian (mounted) and weary First Nebraska soldU!rs returning from 
San Fernando after being recalled from the front. (NSHS-G784) . ... (Below) Men of 
Company Cat San Fernando, the farthest point reached by the Nebraskans during the 
American advance. (NSHS-G7B4) 
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the Philippine Islands, the war was ove r 
for the men of the First Nebraska 
Volunteer Infantry. They had earned a 
reputation as one of the hardest fight ­
ing regiments in the entire Eighth 
Corps but at the cost of sixty-four men 
killed in action or dead from di sease or 
accident and 168 wounded. lg} No other 
American regiment sustained losses as 
great during the entire Spanish­
American War or during the period 
when the First Nebraska selVed in the 
Philippines. Two Nebraskans received 
the nation's second highest valor 
award, the Certificate of Merit, and 
eleven others were later cited for 
gallantry in action, which qualified 
them for award of the Silver Star when 
that decoration was instituted in 
1932. 

Fighting between Filipinos and 
Americans continued for three more 
years. From late 1899 through mid· 
1902, the Filipinos increasingly turned 
to guerrilla warfare. The Americans 
were forced to maintain military gar­
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The SS Hancock,the transport which brought the First Nebraska from the Philippines 
to San Francisco. (NSHS-S735) 
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risons at hundreds of locations 
throughout the Philippine Islands. At 
peak strength in December 1900 the 
United States had 69,420 soldiers in the 
Phili ppines, two-thirds of all its 
military forces, and nearly two and a 
half times the number of men in the 
U.S. Army before the outbreak of the 
Spanish-American War.l9-I 

Emilio Aguinaldo, the leader of the 
nationalist movement and its mostable 
general, continued to elude the 
American forces on Luzon for more 
than two years. His luck ran out on 
March 23, 1901, when a group of 
Americans, disguised as captives, and 
pro-America n Filipinos, disguised as 
their captors, wended their way 
through the jungles of northern Luzon 
to Aguinaldo's headquarters. When 
admitted to Aguinaldo's presence, 
several of them overpowered him while 
the rest of the contingent dispersed the 
Filipino forces in their "capital. " This 
scheme was the brainchild of Frederick 
Funston, who played th e role of one of 
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the captives. For his daring and initia­
tive, Funston, a Kansas volunteer 
officer, was promoted to brigadier 
general in the regular anny. More 
important, the capture of Aguinaldo 
took the steam out of the Filipino army. 
Within a few months, the remaining 
important Filipino leaders surren­
dered. On July 2, 1902, President 
Theodore Roosevelt pronounced the 
Philippine " Insurrection" at an 
end .19s 

Only thirty·three American soldiers 
died and 111 were wounded in battle in 
the Philippines during the Spanish­
American War (one of the dead and te n 
of the wounded were Nebraskans). One 
hundred seventy-six more d ied of 
disease and other causes between June 
30, 1898, and February 4, 1899 (of whom 
eighteen were Nebraskans). The 
Philippine War, however, cost the 
Americans more dearly. Between Feb­
ruary 4, 1899, and July 4, 1902, the 
United States lost in the Philippines 
4,025 men dead and 2,707 wounded.' 96 

Moreover, the conflict took an intan­
gible toll in the fonn of the loss of 
national "innocence." For the first 
time, a vocal minority in the United 
States questioned the morality of and 
the rationa le for U.S. military prese nce 
in a distant foreign land YI7 Ameri ca n 
commanders in the Philippines even ­
tua lly felt compelled to adopt 
"scorched earth" and "concentration 
camp" tactics - the same tactics whi ch 
had so incensed the American publi c 
when the Spanish employed them in 
CubaY" America maintained an 
overlord relationship with the Philip ­
pines until July 4, 1946, when the island 
nation was granted full independence. 
The shot fired by Willie Grayson on the 
evening of February 4, 1899, indeed had 
far-reaching consequences. 

THE PIllLIPPINE "QUESTION" 
American public opinIOn was 

divided on the morality of the wars 
against the Spanish and the Filipinos_ 
The war with Spain was immensely 
popular. As elsewhere in the United 
States, Nebraska's citizens over­
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Nebraska soldiers marching of( Pier 12 in San Francisco, July 31, 1899. (NSHS-R966-57) 

whelmingly supported the war effort. 
Students, farmers, tradesmen, and 
businessmen floc ked to the colors in 
record num bers. Aged veterans of the 
Civil War once again offered their ser­
vices to their country. Seniors at the 
University of Nebraska who enlisted 
were allowed to graduate without par­
tici pating in the commencement 
ceremony. In add ition to the men who 
eagerly sought places in the Nebraska 
National Guard regiments, many Ne­
braskans enrolled in other military 
units. Company H of the Second U.S. 
Volunteer Engineers was comprised of 
men recruited in Omaha and eastern 
Nebraska. Plans were proposed to 
offer to the federal government com­
panies of black men raised in Omaha 
and Lincoln; another troop ofcavalry; a 
company of sharpshooters; and a 500­
man naval reserve unit. A call was 
published in Ainsworth for fifty men to 

form an American Volunteer 
Legion.low 

Whole communities cheered the 
departure of National Guardsmen for 
the mustering point at Lincoln. Schools 
were closed in Columbus to allow 
children to participate in the farewell. 
Patriotic women's organizations were 
formed in communities around the 
state. The Nebraska Cuban Relief 
Committee raised $321,619.51 and sent 
twenty-two carloads of food to the 
"starvi'ng Cu bans." Some 25,000 peo­
ple watched the Nebraska guardsmen 
parade through downtown Lincoln on 
May 7.200 

Only a few Nebraskans dared to 
oppose the war publicly. Morey Hodg­
man, a University of Nebraska pro­
fessor who spoke out against the 
"unchristian and unholy" war, was 
soundly condemned by the press.201 In 
Nelson a speaker at a public meeting 
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was hanged in effigy after ma king 
remarks sympathetic to Spain .202 Even 
President McKinley was criticized for 
"seeking a peaceful solution" to the 
Cuban problem.103 

Despite the popularity of the war 
with Spain, many Americans ques­
tioned the justness of the subsequent 
war with the Filipinos. Much of their 
dissatisfaction came from the feeling 
that their boys had gone to war to van­
quish the Spanish foe, not to subjugate 
a foreign people who yearned to be free. 
Many recognized a basic contradiction 
between the U.S. government's 
colonial policies and the American 
colonies' own struggle for indepen­
dence from Great Britain. A vocal dis­
sent movement received support from 
virtually all segments of American 
society. Democratic and Populist 
opponents of the Republican adminis­
tration spoke out against American 
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"Take Your Choice," this drawing warns, "Do you want a man who, having raised the 
stars and stripes on ournew possessions, will maintain them with dignity; ora man who 
will cut down 'Old Glory' and make us the laughingstock ofthe world?" - Judge, May 
12, 1900. CourlJ!sy of Luther College, Decorah, Iowa. 

acqUIsitIOn of the Philippines on 
economic, humanitarian, racial, and 
political grounds. Catholic clergy 
opposed an expansionist policy 
because they believed American 
possession of the Philippines would 
result in greater Protestant missioniz­
ing, which would weaken the Roman 
Catholic influe nce that had taken root 
there over several centuries. German, 
Scandinavian, and Irish immigrants 
generally did not favor imperialism 
because of their past experiences with 
imperialistic and militaristic govern­
ments in the Old World. Farmers, 
traditionally one of the more conserva­
tive elements of the Nebraska popula­
tion, questioned the acquisition of the 
Philippines on the basis of the cost of 
purchasing, pacifying, and governi ng 
the islands. The staunchest opponents 
were the members of the Anti­
Imperialist League, an organization 
founded in Boston and composed of 
many of the leading luminaries of New 
England. Non-partisan with respect to 
other issues, the Anti- Imperialist 
League existed solely to combat the 
imperialistic leanings of the McKinley 
administration, and its railings against 
the government were strident.104 

The national leader of the dissent 
moveme nt was William Jennings 
Bryan, who had taken up arms at his 
country's call and served as colonel of 
the T hird Nebraska Volu nteer Infan­
try. Even before reaching his Lincoln 
home after resigning from the army, 
Bryan stumped against administration 
policy which favored permanent reten­
tion of the Philippine Islands as an 
American colony. En route to Li ncoln, 
he made speeches at Savannah, 
Washington D.C., New York, and in 
midwestern cities. lOS The book 
Republic or Empire? The Philippine 
Question, published in 1899, contained 
many of his earliest anti-imperialist 
speeches as well as the speeches and 
writings of more than two dozen other 
nationally prominent men representing 
a wide spectrum of the educated 
classes, all ostensibly united in opposi­
tion to McKinley's policy of expan­
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Color guard of the United Spanish War Veterans, Department of Nebraska. (NSHS-S735!7136-210/J 

sionism.2Q6 As leader of the Democratic 
party, Bryan became one of the most 
outspoken critics of imperialism and 
was often port rayed as a traitor by the 
pro-administration press. 

Debate over the benefits and pe rils 
of imperialism raged in pro-adminis­
tration (largely Republican) and anti­
administration (largely Democratic 
and Populist) newspapers. The dialec­
tic often was caustic and virulent. For 
example, the Nebraska Independent, an 
anti-imperialist paper published in 

Lincoln, printed the following satirical 
prayer in its May 11, 1899, issue: 

If! were a praying man! would not pray, "0 Lord 
forgive those in authority and those who are re­
sponsible for the human butchery and wanton 
waste in the Philippine islands."' I would just 
pray, "0 Lord. send these speculators, CQntrac­
tors and high salaried civil and military officials 
to the front where they can only draw 11 soldier's 
pay, and a soldier's rations while they do a 
soldier's duty, and let those who have endured 
the hardships. the privations and the suffering 
have a good long rest and draw salaries fora time. 
And these preachers, 0 Lord, so many of them as 
a~ encouraging this brutal aggression by telling 
about God's desiring that these islands be added 

to his kingdom, and kindred tommyrot, do thou 
send them a little nearer the front. Let them, thy 
professed servants, hear the whiz of the Mauser 
balls, see the human agony that is for naught, and 
if their knees do not knock together or their 
hearts melt. then 0 Lord, send them still nearer. 
But if they repent of their folly and remember to 
be human is to be Christlike, let them ~turn to 
their homes that they may beCQme thy followers 
by 'doing justice, loving mercy and walking 
humbly with God."'m 

On September 28. 1899, the Ne­
braska Independent accused President 
McKinley of murdering American 
soldiers: 
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Eyery IIOldier that was killed in the Philippines 
arter the truty or peace was signed W II.B mur­
dered by order of William McKinley.­

Anti-imperialist voices were not the 
only ones heard. Republican news­
papers, such as the Nebraska Stale 
Journal and (after the fi rst phases of 
the war) the Omaha Daily Bee often 
countered the anti-imperialist oratory 
with equally bitter rhetoric. At the 
Republican state convention in Omaha 
in September 1899, party delegates fonn ­
ulated a cam paign plank that lament­
ed the existence of the conflict but 
defended administration policy.209 

Anti-imperialist rhetoric in the press 
kept alive the hopes of the Philippine 
nationalists that public opinion would 
prevail over governme ntal policy. 
Debate raged during the months of 
treaty negotiations between American 
and Spanish diplomats in Paris. The 
controversial treaty was signed on 
December 10, 1898, but it required 
ratification by the U.S. Senate. Ina sur­
prising last-minute change of position, 
Bryan urged the Democratic and allied 
senators to vote for ratification. He 
remained adamantly opposed to 
acquisition of the Phili ppines by the 
United States, which would be guaran­
teed by the terms of the treaty, but he 
believed that the war with Spain should 
be formally ended and the issue of 
Philippine independence settled 
separately. On February 6, 1899, the 
treaty was ratified by a slender two­
vote margin. Many believed that 
Bryan's last-minute appeal was the 
deciding factor, and he was severely 
criticized by his fellow Democrats and 
their political allies, the Populists a.nd 
Fusionists.210 

Nevertheless, Bryan continued to 
argue his anti-imperialist convictions 
and received his party's nomination for 
the presidency in 1900. Opposition to 
the expansionist policies of the 
McKinley administration was a major 
plank in the Democratic platform. 
However, McKinley was re-elected by 
a wide margin, and Bryan lost even his 
home state of Nebraska to the 
Republicans. The American people 

A NATION REWARDS 
ITS SOLDIERS 

In the years following the Spanish­
American/Philippine Wars, the govern­
ment awarded badges recognizing 
army veterans' partici pation in d if­
ferentcampaigns. Top row, left to right: 
Spanish Campaign badge, authorized 
in 1905 for service in the combat 
theaters; Spanish War Service badge. 
authorized in 1918 for those on active 
service during the war but not eligible 
for the Spanish Campaign badge; and 
Philippine Campaign badge, author­
ized in 1905 for those who served in the 
Philippines between February 4, 1899, 
and April 10, 1913. Bottom row, left to 
right: Philippine Congressional badge, 
authorized in 1906 for those volunteers 
who stayed in the Philippines beyond 
the technical expiration of their enlist­
ment period; Army of Cuban Occupa­

tion badge, authorized in 1915 for 
service in Cuba after the surrender of 
the Spanish forces; and Army of Puerto 
Rican Occupation badge, authorized in 
1919 fo r service in Puerto Rico between 
August 14 and December 12, 1898. (R. 
Bruhn Photo) 

'The Medal of Honor was the only 
decoration for valor authorized during 
the Spanish-AmericanlPhilippine 
War. However, men who distinguished 
themselves in combat could also earn a 
Certificate of Merit. Two members of 
the First Nebraska Volunteer Infantry 
earned the Certificate in the fighting 
that preceded the capture of Manila. 
Following World War I the Certificate 
was abolished, and anyone who held a 
Certificate could have it replaced with 
a Distinguished Service Medal. This 
was later replaced by the Distinguished 
Service Cross, the nation's second 
highest decoration for valor. 
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In 1932 an additional decoration, the 
Silver Star (top) was authorized for 
anyone who had been cited for gallant­
ry in action and mentioned in orders 
originating from a headquarters com­
manded by a general officer. Eleven 
men of the First Nebraska Volunteer 
Infantry, including the regiment's 
gallant commander, Colonel Stotsen­
burg, became eligible to receive the 
Silver Star. 

The Purple Heart (bottom), a 
decoration from the time of George 
Washington, was reinstituted in 1932 
for award to soldiers and sailors who 
were wounded in action. One hundred 
sixty-eight men of the First Nebraska 
were eligible to apply for the decora­
tion. (R. Bruhn Photo) 

were enjoying the economic upswing 
that had followed the depression of 
1893, and they preferred to stand by 
McKinley ratherthan change leaders in 
the middle of an economic boom 
because of a war in the far-away 
Philippines.211 

The Philippines were placed under 
the rule of a civilian governor in 1901. 
When the fighting ended in 1902 the 
United States found itself uncontest­
ably in possession of a large Asian 
colony. However, anti-imperialist sen­
timent was on the wane and the ques­
tion of self-rule fo r the Philippines 
played only a minor role in the pres­
idential campaign of 1904. Nor did the 
issue continue to arouse many Ne­
braskans. By 1902 Nebraska's con­
gressional delegation was dominated 
by Republicans, and Nebraska was finn­
ly in the administration's fold with 
respect to the declining issue of 
imperialism.212 

Despite diverse sentiments about 
the justness of the Philippine war, Ne­
braskans overwhelmingly supported 
their warrior sons who were campaign­
ing in the Philippine mud. Citizens 
back home regarded the soldiers as 
heroes throughout and after their tenn 
of service. 

The same degree of support was not 
always forthcoming from the state 
government. The conflicting interests of 
a Populist governor and a Republican­
dominated legislature frequently led to 
disagreement, sometimes at the expense 
of the soldiers. Shortly after the outbreak 
of the Philippine fighting, a legislative bill 
was introduced to appropriate $6,000 for 
the First Nebraska and an additional 
$2,000 to pay for shi pping home the 
bodies of the regiment's dead soldiers. 
After some controversy, the bill was 
defeated on February 21, 1899. At the 
urging of the governor, the legislature on 
March 31 approved an "emergency 
fund" of$2,000 for the relief of both of the 
Nebraska regiments then in service (the 
First and Third). One thousand dollars 
was paid to the White Cross Society, a 
nursing organization created for the 
Philippines, and $338.80 was used to 
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purchase "lung protectors" for the First 
Nebraska. The remainder, plus $150 
turned back by the White Cross, was 
not used.m 

The legislature also refused to provide 
state funds to bring home the First Ne­
braska veterans after their muster-out at 
San Francisco. Governor Poynter, 
through the Omaha World-Herald, the 
Nebraska State J ournal, and other state 
newspapers, raised $40,342.75 to 
transport the regiment from California to 
Nebraska. Poynter recommended that 
the legislature make an appropriation to 
repay the private contributors, but this 
was not done until 1901.214 

In April 1899 the legislature 
authorized the purchase of 4,016 medals 
for the men of the First, Second, and 
Third regiments, as well as Troop K, but 
failed to provide the funds.215 As John R 
Johnson has concluded, "Itcan hardly be 
said that that body extended itself in the 
interest of the volunteers."116 

Despite the legislature's dilatoriness, 
home communities and local organi­
zations did what they could to aid the 
soldiers by raising money or by sending 
packages filled with needed items or lux­
uries. The World-Herald, although an 
anti-imperialist paper, several times 
took the lead in raising money for the 
Nebraska troops.217 It solicited con­
tributions for a Thanksgiving dinner for 
the Third Nebraska Volunteers at 
Savannah, Georgia, and later raised 
$1,000 to sponsor a Christmas dinner for 
the First and Third Nebraska 
Regiments.218 On April 25 the World­
Herald launched a drive to raise money 
to purchase "delicacies" for wounded 
First Nebraska mp.n. A total of $2,448.30 
was sent to the regiment.219 In August 
1899 the newspaper organized a Soldiers 
Employment Bureau to help veterans 
find work upon their return to Nebraska 
and took an active role in raising money 
to pay for returning the men from San 
Francisco.220 

As the casualty list grew, Nebraskans 
grew more alarmed about the Philippine 
War. Parents of First Nebraska soldiers 
spoke out against the "unjust war" in the 
state senate chamber on April 15, 1899.221 
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COMRADES IN WAR 
AND PEACE 

Numerous veterans' organizations 
were formed in the last days of the War 
with Spain and afterwards. Many of 
these groups adopted highly colorful 
and distinctive badges which were 
worn at meetings, reunions, and on pat­
riotic occasions. 

Counterclockwise from top: Badge 
for a past commander of a United 
Spanish War Veterans department 
(state-level organization); member's 
badge for the Society of the Anny of 
Santiago de Cuba, comprised ex­
clusively of veterans of the Cuban cam­
paign; badge for volunteer officers 
belonging to the Eighth Corps Society, 
for men who served in the Philippines; 
member's badge of the Naval and 
Military Order of the Spanish­
American War, an association of 
officers who served in any branch of 
U.S. military service during the war 
with Spain. (R. Bruhn Photo) 

The Veterans of Foreign Wars 
originated in 1913 as an outgrowth of 
the merger of two earlier societies of 
Spanish-American/Ph ilippine War 
veterans. The VFW membership 
badge evolved from the Society Army 
of the Philippines badges (the two on 
the left) into the early VFW badge that 
displayed the veteran's military 
organization affiliation (like the Eighth 
Corps emblem on the badge shown 
third from left), and finally into the 
membership badge of today (right). (R. 
Bruhn Photo) 

On April 13 an anonymous cablegram 
advised the men of Company L: "Boys, 
don't re-enlist; insist on immediate dis­
charge."221 Nevertheless, anti-war senti­
ment in Nebraska never grew to the 
extent where it undermined the morale 
of the soldiers. 

lIthe American public was divided on 
the issue of the Philippine War, how did 
the soldiers feel? Many volunteers, unac­
customed to the discipline expected of 
professional soldiers. freely expressed 
their opinions in their letters home and in 

their personal diaries. Fortunately for the 
sake of history, their communications 
were not censored by the government, 
and many of their candid letters were 
published in their hometown news­
papers. Most volunteers were motivated 
to enter the anny by love of country and a 
strong sense of patriotism; accordingly 
they were little disposed to question the 
policies of their govemment.m However, 
the contradiction between their mission 
in the Philippines and their own nation's 
heritage of independence attained 
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through revolution was not lost on some. 
First Sergeant Chester W. Marlin of 
Company B of the First Nebraska , 
remarked in a letter dated May 13, 
1899: 
Every volunteer WQUld leave IOmolTOW if he could. 
Patriolillm leads no man forward any more. Princi· 
pie has 80 long been tl1lmpled under foot that ....e 
ha~ beoome mere machines. hardly able 1.0 d is· 
tinguish right trom wrong.1l< 

Even a few officers expressed negative 
opinions about the American military 
presence in the Philippines. First Ne­
braska Chaplain James A. Mailley wrote, 
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"The annexation of these islands against 
the wishes of these people would be a 
violation ofevery principle held dear by 
American hearts."m As early as Septem­
ber 1898, the menofthe First Nebraska 
fonned the "Manila Literary and Debat­
ing Society," which examined the issue, 
" Resolved, that the United States should 
assume pennanent control in the Philip­
pines."226 John E. Fetterly of Lincoln, 
who served in Com pany L of the Twenty­
third U.S. Infantry, protested in a letter 
written shortly after the outbreak of 
the fighting: 
[ do not approve of the course our government is 
pursuing with these people. If all men are created 
equal they have some righLS which ought to be res· 
pected ... In a word, I believe they should be accor­
ded all the rights that we claim for ourselves. As for 
myself. J marched into battle to make them free ­
not to make them subjects_ I understood our mis· 
sion to be one of humanity and for the cause of 
freedom. but our offering on the altarof liberty has 
been prostituted,m 

However, in those jingoistic times, 
only a small minority of the soldiers 
voiced anti-government opinions. Dis· 
illusionment with military life and a 
nearly universal longing for home were 
feel ings that were far more commonly 
expressed. The volunteers had enlisted 
to fi ght Spain. Naturally, when hostilities 
with Spanish forces ended in August of 
1898, they felt that they were entitled to 
return home. As the weeks stretched into 
months with no orders to embark for the 
United States, homesickness and 
rumors of an ever-imminent return cir­
culated widely and eroded morale. As 
early as August 30, Private G. E. Towl of 
Company H wrote: 
Once we wondered when we ....'Quld get to the 
Philippines. Then we put in a month wondering 
when we ....'Quld get into Manila. When at last we 
stood inside its fro....'TIing walls we wondered how 
the thing had been done. We ....'Qndered what we 
would do ....ith the Spaniards. and we wondered 
what Uncle Sam would do with us. Finally we 
stopped speculating upon all else and have been 
wondering ever since when we are to be sent 
home.m 

As sickness and disease began to take 
their toll on the regiment, even the 
officers advocated a recall. On October 6 
the governor received a telegram signed 
by "a number of officers": "Regiment 
voted unanimously for muster-out. 
Health poor, sickness increasing. "229 The 

REMEMBERING THE WAR 
As the Nebraska soldiers boarded 

their train for San Francisco, many 
were embarking on their first trip out­
side the bounds oftheir county or state. 
Military service offered the young and 
impressionable men of the First Ne­
braska an opportunity to travel to dis­
tant and exotic lands - Hawaii, the 
Philippine Islands, and Japan, as well 
as the western United States - Wyom­
ing. Nevada, and California. Like 
American soldiers of all wars, they 
eagerly sought souvenirs. Shown here, 
arrayed on a "souvenired" Spanish flag 
from Manila are (left to right) a 

Japanese wooden clog sandal; a straw 
broom or whisk from the Philippines; a 
Japanese doll; a Spanish handkerchief 
depicting a romantic historical subject; 
Spanish playing cards; a Chinese 
opium pipe; a Chinese flatiron; a 
Japanese printed silk fan; an ebony 
wood cane with silver fittings; and a 
pair ofJapanese woven straw sandals. 
Affixed to the flag is a ribbon given to 
American soldiers to welcome them to 
Hawaii en route to the Philippines. 
Atop the flag is a silver miniature.of a 
carabao or water buffalo, an ox-like 
beast of burden in the Philippines . (R. 
Bruhn Photo) 

result of these and similar pleas was the 
eventual recall and discharge of only the 
sick men in the regiment. 

The Nebraska soldiers began to feel 
neglected by the citizens of their state. 
During the fall of 1898 Captain Lee Forby 
of Company G wrote: 

Here we are. iO,OOO miles from home. and while 
the other sta te regiments, without exception, are 
purchasing little comforts for the men such as slnlw 
haLS. cool clothes. washing and little articles for the 
mess and for ftxing up their quaners. with the 
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money they have received from the citizens of their 
state as a regimental fund, besides company funds 
from the home towns of the companies. we must be 
content to take what is given us by the United 
States or pay for it ourselves. And more shameful 
than all. the California Red Cross has presented us 
$430 to be expended in hospital uses. 

Where are the wealthy and patriotie ciri1:ens of 
Nebraska? Echo answel'!l pnly, "Where?","", 

As the war against the Filipinos dragged 
on, it changed to a nasty, brutal affair 
in which little quarter was given on either 
side. Allegations of atrocities began to 
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THE MEDAL OF HONOR 
Two Nebraskans. neither of them 

belonging to the First Nebraska Volun­
teer Infantry, won the Medal of Honor 
in the war against Spain. John Walter 
Ehle, a native ofKeamey, received his 
medal for heroic conducton board the 
USS Concord in Manila Bay, May 21, 
1898. When a manhole plate ofa boiler 
blew out, Fireman First Class Ehle 
entered the hot, vapor-filled fireroom 
with a hose and helped extinguish the 
rrre in the boiler. Ehle died in Oakland, 
California. in 1927. 

Omahan Patrick F. Ford. Jr. (who 
enlisted in the Marines under the name 
James Meredith) was one of fifty-two 
men receiving the Medal of Honor for 

action in the harbor of Cienfuegos, 
Cuba, on May 11, 1898. Marines and 
sailors from the USS Marblehead and 
the USS Nashville were sent in sma ll 
boats to cut the undenvater com­
munications cable connecting Havana 
with Santiago. Several Americans were 
killed and wounded by heavy fire from 
Spanish shore batteries before the 
cable was severed. 

Ford, a private in the U.S. Marine 
Corps, was aboard the USS Maine 
when the ship blew up in Havana Har­
bor on February 15, 1898. Somewhat 
the soldier of fortune. Ford later served 
in the field artillery, the cavalry, and the 
signal corps before his death in Omaha 
in 1915. (R. Bruhn Photo) 

appear in the newspapers back in the 
States, which further incited the anti­
imperialists. Fortunately, the First Ne­
braska and the other state volunteer 
regiments had returned home by the 
time controversy arose over alleged 
American mistreatment of Filipino 
prisoners and civilians. However, other 
Nebraskans served in units that par­

ticipated in or witnessed brutalities, and 
some of them candidly described 
incidents in their letters. In early 1900 a 
Lieutenant Waugh wrote to his parents in 
Plattsmouth that his men had "mauled 
up" a Filipino prisoner "in a horrible 
manner buthe did notdie."2JlIn a March 
5, 19(X), letter, an Omaha soldier, Private 
AI F. Miller of Company H, Thirty­
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second U.S. Volunteer Infantry, des­
cribed the aftennath of an ambush in 
which six soldiers of his company were 
killed. The American relief force 
got there only in time to see them Ii.e. the American 
casualtiesjlying around dead. The men just ....ent 
wild, and scattering in evel)' direction they killed 
e"el)' negro they ran across. Then they burned their 
shacks and killed all their stock and chickens. ll1ey 
tied one negro to a rice SUick and then set fIN! to it. 
I'll teUyou he hollered some. T'heofficers could not 
do anything with their men ... Now this is the way 
we give them the W/l ter cure: Lay them on their 
backs, a man standing on each hand and each fool, 
then put a round stick in the mouth. and poura pail 
of ....'lIter in the mouth and llO$e. and if they don't 
!ti"e up pour another pail. They s.....ell up like toads. 
fll tell you it ill a tenible torture.m 

The torture and killing of prisoners 
and civilians received much attention in 
the anti-imperialist press. Publicity 
peaked following the highly- publicized 
court-ma_tial of Brigadier General Jacob 
(" Hell Roaring Jake") Smith for issuing 
orders to kill every Filipino on the island 
of Samar who was capable of bearing 
arms (which he defined as anyone above 
the age of len).lH Smith was convicted. 
but due to intervention by President 
Roosevelt (who noted that he approved 
of the "sternest measures necessruy" to 
pacify the Philippines), he was merely 
retired from setvice. Major Littleton 
Waller, the Marine officer who received 
and executed Smith's orders, was acquit­
ted of murder charges.2,l.1 

The prosecution of officers on charges 
of violence toward civilians is one of 
many parallels that have been noted be­
tween America's Philippine and Viet­
nam wars.m Both conflicts were 
counterinsurgencies against indigenous, 
racially different peoples of southeast 
Asia; in both instances, the United 
States failed to heed the unsuccessful 
military experiences of European pred­
ecessors in coping with earlier 
revolutions; both wars were brutal affairs 
in which allegations were made of 
atrocities, censorship, and inflated "body 
counts"; and vocal dissent movements 
arose at home. However, Stuart 
Creighton Miller, the chronicler of the 
Philippine conflict, has concluded that 
the resemblance between these wars is 
superficial.1.ll> The war in the Philip­
pines, unlike that in Vietnam, was not a 

http:superficial.1.ll


Fighting First Nebraska 

contest of opposing political and 
economic ideologies. Another difference 
was the fact that the Vietnamese 
guerrillas were materially aided by 
powerful external allies, while the Philip­
pine fighters had to sustain themselves 
on their own resources. In the Philip­
pines U.S. soldiers were motivated by 
high patriotic ideals, while U.S. forces in 
Vietnam were often characterized by low 
morale and a lack of understanding of the 
reasons for their presence there. Perhaps 
the most obvious difference is that the 
United States was eventually successful 
in suppressing the Philippine national­
ists, while the Vietnam conflict ended 
with the withdrawal of the United States 
forces. Another important difference lies 
in the postwar treatment of veterans. 
Returned soldiers from the Philippines 
were considered heroes, while Vietnam 
veterans returned to face resentment, 
misunderstanding, and ingratitude. 

EPILOG UE 
The men of the First Nebraska never 

forgot their experiences in the Philip­
pines. Neither did thousands of other 
veterans of the Spanish-American War 
and the Philippine fighting. Even before 
the Spanish-American War ended, 
many of them had formed organizations 
to foster fraternal feelings and per­
petuate memories of their military ser­
vice. After the turn of the century, there 
were dozens of such veterans' societies. 
National organizations included the 
National Army and Navy Spanish War 
Veterans, the National Association of 
Spanish-American War Veterans, the 
National EncampmentofService Men of 
the Spanish War, the Naval and Military 
Order of the Spanish-American War, the 
U.S. Volunteer Army Association, the 
Legion of Spanish War Veterans of the 
United States, the Military Order of 
Foreign Wars, and the American 
Veterans of Foreign Service. Even 
veterans of particular campaigns united: 
the Cuban veterans had the Society of 
the Army of Santiago de Cuba, while 
Puerto Rican campaign veterans could 
join the Military and Navy Society of the 
Porto Rican Expedition. Jewish veterans 

had their own organization, the Hebrew 
Veterans of the War With Spain, and 
Dewey's naval veterans could belong to 
the Society of Manila Bay. Eighth Corps 
veterans who had served in the Philip­
pines could choose the Eighth Corps 
Society, the Society Army of the Philip­
pines, the Veteran Army of the Philip­
pines, the Military Order of the Carabao, 
or any of the other societies for which 
they qualified. Regimental societies 
included the Rough Riders Association 
and the Astor Battery Society and 
dozens of other groups stemming from 
the many state volunteer regiments that 
were federalized in 1898. Some groups 
had a broad membership policy while 
others were restricted. Most veterans 
could belong to a number of 
organizations. 

However, the pool of veterans from 
which these groups could draw was 
limited to between 300,000 and 400,000 
men, and the number of such 
organizations began to dwindle 
dramatically because of the amalgama­
tion, or sometimes simply the demise, 
of smaller groups. By far the largest and 
longest-lived veterans' organization 
was the United Spanish War Veterans 
(USWV), which was founded on April 
18, 1904.237 At its peak in 1934, the 
USWV had 126,000 members in 1,500 
local "camps" across the nation. The 
USWV was organized along the lines of 
the Grand Army of the Republic 
(GAR), the premier organization of 
Union Civil War veterans to which 
many of the fathers of the boys of '98, 
and some of the older "boys" them­
selves, belonged. Elected officers 
existed at the national, state, and local 
("camp") levels. Like the GAR, the 
USWV was supplemented by aux­
iliaries, such as the National Auxiliary 
of the United Spanish War Veterans 
(for wives, mothers, and sisters of 
USWV members), the Sons of 
Spanish-American War Veterans, the 
Daughters of '98, and the Military Order 
of the Serpent, a light-hearted organi­
zation similar to the "40 and 8" of the 
American Legion and the "Cooties" of 
the Veterans of Foreign Wars.2l8 
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The purposes of the USWV were to 
"unite in the fraternal bonds of com­
radeship," to perpetuate memories of 
the Spanish-American/Philippine wars, 
to promote peace and good will "at home 
and among all nations," and to 
encourage an "adequate national 
defense and protect and preserve our 
institution of government."219 The 
organization also provided for the relief 
of distressed comrades and their 
families and promoted veterans' 
interests with state and national 
governments. 

There were twenty-five USWV 
camps in Nebraska. They had a peak 
membership of over 1,700 and included 
two of the nation's largest camps, in 
Omaha and Lincoln. Veterans of the 
First Nebraska constituted a signifi­
cant proportion in each of these camps, 
except one of the two Omaha camps, 
which was composed exclusively of 
black veterans who had served in black 
regular and volunteer regiments.lAO 

One veterans' group that descended 
from these early Spanish-American 
WarlPhilippine War societies and still 
thrives today, is the Veterans of Foreign 
Wars (VFW), which currently has a 
membership of over two million. The 
VFW owes its origins to the Society 
Army of the Philippines and the 
American Veterans of Foreign SelVice, 
organizations which were founded in 
1899 and 1901, respectively. In 1913 a 
disagreement within the membership 
of the Society Army of the Philippines 
over the issue of whether to merge with 
the USWV caused some of the mem­
bers to join with the American Veterans 
of Foreign Service to form a new 
organization, the VFW, which limits its 
membership to veterans who served in 
America's foreign conflicts.241 

Despite the early, widespread for­
mation of veterans' organizations, the 
United States government was slow to 
reward the sacrifices that these men 
had made for their country. It was not 
until 1905 that the first of a series of 
campaign badges was authorized. 
Initially, award of the badges was re­
stricted to men who were still on active 
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duty, Due to increasing public and 
political pressure, issuance of cam­
paign badges was subsequently 
broadened to include retired military 
personnel, and finally, any qualified 
veteran who applied, The ftrst cam­
paign badges recognized selVice in 
speciftc combat theaters. In 1918 the 
Spanish War SelVice badge was 
instituted for veterans who sen'ed in a 
federalized unit during the Spanish­
American War, but who did not selVe in 
a combat theater. It was not until 1922 
that disabled veterans became eligible 
for hospitalization and pension 
benefits.:>A2 

Despite their needs, many of the 
veterans of America's first two Asian 
wars did not apply for medals, pen­
sions, or medical benefits, being 
imbued with the American folk ideals 
of economic independence and non­
reliance on charity or government sup­
port, As Private Abbott wrote at the 
First Nebraska's camp at the Presidio 
in San Francisco on August 10, 1899, 
shortly before being mustered out: 

Yesterday we had our physical examination ­
a lot of little squirts of doctors serving the army 
by contract. looked us over. Said we were not 
injured by service and told us to go. I shall never 
apply for a pension any way if 1can eam a living 
without it, but in my opinion every man who slept 
in the mud. rain. and dew of Luzon cut a notch in 
his constitution.UJ 

The American soldiers who fought 
the Spanish-AmericanlPhilippine wars 
have nearly all died. Only one veteran 
of the 1898-1902 period is still alive in 
1989.244 Soon, the "Boys of '98" will be 
remembered on1y in the writings of his­
torians and through the many mon­
uments which adorn parks and public 
buildings throughout our state and 
nation, 

NOTES 
'The name "Fighting first" was used by the 

press soon after the return of the regiment to 
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