
 
 

An instructional module, compiled for the Pennsylvania Historical and 
Museum Commission and the Pennsylvania Military Museum, Boalsburg, 
PA. 

 
Written by - Rodney L. Shoop.   
Reviewed and edited by the PMM curator and staff.  
Layout and Graphics – Lindsey Tapper 
 

 

 

Permission for use required. 
 
Please contact:   Joe Horvath, Museum Educator/Curator 

Pennsylvania Military Museum, Box160A, Boalsburg PA 16827 
   Phone: (814) 466-6263   

Fax: (814) 466-6618 
 
May be reproduced for classroom use. 



 2 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 Following the Civil War, America had begun westward expansion in a big way. 

As more and more white settlers moved into the land claimed by various Native 

American tribes violent confrontations became common. Native Americans were not 

pleased with white settlers moving into their land. To protect the settlers, the United 

States government sent troops west and established a series of forts. The result, for the 

United States government, was a series of guerrilla-

style battles with various Native American tribes; 

the “Indian Wars.” By 1898 nearly all of the Native 

Americans had been “pacified” and forced onto 

reservations. The United States was free to look 

outward. 

 Many Americans were frightened by what 

they saw as they looked out on the rest of the world. 

Great changes were taking place in Europe. For example, several of the countries in 

Europe were fairly new in 1898. Germany had been a collection of separate countries 
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until about 1871, when Otto von Bismark united them under one government. Italy, too, 

had been formed from a multitude of individual states in the 1870s. 

 European governments were changing in other ways, too. They were becoming 

more democratic, allowing the common man to become “part of the system.” By 1898, 

most adult men in Europe could vote in elections and had more control over who their 

leaders were. Governments became more responsive to the wants and needs of the 

people, too. In 1881 France began allowing newspapers and magazines more freedom. 

Government censorship was all but eliminated. In Germany, national health insurance 

laws were passed (1883). By 1889, retired German workers were receiving old-age 

pensions and retirement benefits. France was providing free public elementary education 

(which emphasized loyalty to France). People took pride in being French, Spanish, or 

German. 

 In fact, they were so proud that they wanted to 

bring their “civilization” to the rest of the world. 

European imperial expansion exploded for the second 

time in modern history. By 1880, most of Africa and 

Southeast Asia had been colonized. European powers 

competed with each other to gain more and more 

colonies. To ease tension and avoid war, the nations 

of Europe met in 1885 to divide Africa among them. No Africans, however, were invited 

to the conference. 

 Between 1895 and 1898, two events took place that pulled the United States into 

world politics in a big way. The first involved Great Britain and Venezuela, who were 
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disputing the border of British Guiana. Dusting off the Monroe Doctrine, the United 

States reminded Great Britain that no further expansion in South America would be 

tolerated. After a strongly worded warning, Great Britain agreed to a peaceful solution. 

 Unfortunately, the second event was not so easily settled. Spain still held Cuba 

and Puerto Rico as colonies. Spanish rule was harsh and conditions were poor for these 

colonies so, in 1895, the Cubans revolted. Spain met the revolt with ruthless military 

force. General Valeriano Weyler ordered all Cubans to move into the towns. Anyone 

found in the countryside would be shot. Cubans were tortured and killed. Many people, 

some of them Americans, died of starvation or disease. Cubans called Weyler “the 

Butcher.” 

  Americans read about these events in the 

newspapers. Two of the papers, the New York World and 

the New York Journal, ran cartoons showing some of the 

atrocities. They also sensationalized their reports – even 

made things up – to sell more papers. Americans who read 

the stories began calling for the government to do 

something to protect Americans in Cuba. 

 President McKinley finally sent the USS Maine, 

one of the most modern American battleships, to Havana Harbor. He wanted to show the 

Spanish that the United States was concerned and interested in what Weyler was doing. 

At 9:40 PM, February 15, 1898, an explosion racked the Maine. The battleship sank, 

killing 260 American sailors. Though Spain denied any involvement, United States Navy 

investigators insisted a Spanish mine was responsible for the disaster. Fueled by 



 5 

sensationalized news stories, the American people demanded action. REMEMBER 

THE MAINE! The headlines screamed. Avenge our sailors! The United States and 

Spain were on the brink of war. 
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 In 1898 Pennsylvania was the second largest 

manufacturing state in the USA. She was producing 60% 

of the steel and 80% of the raw iron used in the country. 

In addition, Pennsylvania miners were generating over 

130 million tons of coal each year. Eighty percent of the 

coke used to turn iron into steel came from the Keystone 

State. In addition, the Pennsylvania Railroad was the 

largest and fastest growing rail system in the country! So, 

though no one industry could be called “King” in Pennsylvania, both iron and coal were a 
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major part of her economy. 

 Now, on to the good stuff! What was life like in 1898 in the Keystone State? On 

the average, you could expect to live to the ripe old age of ...47. Most children were born 

at home and about 14 of every 100 died at birth. Three of every four families used coal to 

heat their homes and cook their meals. Only the truly wealthy had electricity and they 

only had it for lights. In fact, electric lights were the only electric appliance available.        

 Philadelphia was the largest city in the state, ninth largest in the world! It was 

followed by Pittsburgh, Harrisburg, Johnstown, and Altoona. Philadelphia boasted a 

major league baseball team, but the most popular sport was college football. The first 

official college game had been played in 1869, between Rutgers and Princeton. 

Pennsylvania, however, hosted the first pro game in 

1895. The game was played in Latrobe, still the home of 

the Steeler training camp.  

 The average worker made $9.70 a week. On 

average, he worked about 52 hours to get that check - 

about 10.5 hours each day. Coal miners worked even 

longer hours - 12 hour shifts 6 days a week. Conditions 

in both mines and mills were terrible, leading to the 

Connellsville Coal Strike in 1890 and the Homestead Steel Strike in 1892. In both cases, 

miners and private police (strike-breakers) were killed and wounded. In both cases the 

miners and millers lost and conditions remained the same. It would not be until the end of 

World War II that conditions would improve significantly. 

 What more should we know about PA in 1898? One home out of every seven had 

a bathtub - it was usually used once a week - for the Saturday night bath. One home out 

of every 13 had a phone. Very few had indoor plumbing or flush toilets. These were 

considered luxury items. The old “two-holer” was good enough. In the cities, sewage was 
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often dumped into the streets to wait for the next rain to wash it into ... well, you get the 

idea. 

 Sometime the garbage and sewage thrown from upper stories splashed on those 

walking below. Carriages also threw this slop on 

pedestrians as they walked on the sidewalks. So, in 

order to protect his lady from this disgusting mire, the 

man always walked on the outside of the sidewalk. 

That’s how the custom of couples walking with the 

woman next to the building started. 

 Remember your $9.70 paycheck? What could 

you buy and what did it cost? A pound of sugar cost 4 

cents; a pound of butter was 24 cents; a dozen eggs cost 14 cents; and you could buy one 

of the new-fangled Brownie cameras for $1.00. Unless you were fairly wealthy, you got a 

new set of clothes or a new dress twice each year - Easter and Christmas. You wardrobe 

consisted of a suit of everyday or work clothes and a suit of “Sunday” clothes. Sunday 

clothes became everyday clothes when you got new Sunday clothes. Guess this solved 

the dilemma of what to wear every day. 

 On the average, Pennsylvanians seemed unconcerned with world events. Most 

were busy just trying to survive. However, when the call came for volunteers, 

Pennsylvanians would respond as they always had, providing a large portion of the 

soldiers for this first modern war. 
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 As you can see on the timeline, the USS Maine arrived in Havana Harbor near the 

end of January. Completed in September of 1895, she was one of the most modern 

warships in the American fleet. Her main gun battery consisted of four 10-inch breech 

loading rifled guns, mounted in two modern steam-powered turrets. The Maine also 

carried six 6-inch rifled guns as secondary weapons.   

 So far, Americans were only demanding protection for fellow citizens still in 

Cuba. Then, on February 8, public opinion began to sizzle. The New York Journal 

received a letter written by the Spanish ambassador, Dupuy de Lome. In the letter de 
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Lome had been very critical of President McKinley. He 

said the president was weak, wishy-washy, and trying to 

please everyone. The Journal published the letter. De 

Lome resigned, but Americans were very angry at his 

criticism of their president. 

 Everything might have cooled down if the Maine 

had not exploded on February 15. By April 11, 

McKinley was under serious pressure to avenge the 

deaths of so many sailors. On the 15th of April, 

McKinley activated the army. America was going to war with Spain, though neither 

McKinley nor the Spanish really wanted war. The press and the American people, 

however, would settle for nothing less. 

 Let’s look at how well the army was prepared for this war. In 1898 there were less 

than 30,000 men and officers in the entire army. Many of these men had been stationed in 

the American West, “pacifying” Native Americans. Few of them had ever faced a 

modern army in battle. In addition, none of their officers had ever mobilized for a war 

outside the United States. 

  As you may imagine, everyone became 

confused and massive problems arose. In one instance, 

army officers in Florida could not find uniforms for the 

men. Yet, less than 25 miles away, fifteen railroad cars 

full of uniforms sat on a railroad sidetrack for weeks! In 

another amazing situation, the army transported cavalry 

troops to Cuba, but, due to poor planning, had no room 

aboard the transport ships for their horses. 

 The navy was in better shape for the war. Thanks to men such as Captain Alfred 

Mahan and Naval Secretary Theodore Roosevelt, they had 4 modern battleships, as well 
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as 49 other war ships. By the time the war began, 

construction of three additional battleships, 6 destroyers, 

and 6 torpedo boats had begun. The United States was 

developing a modern, two-ocean navy. Admiral 

Dewey’s victory over the Spanish fleet in the 

Philippines would be an important event in bringing the 

war to a swift end.  
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When President McKinley activated the military on April 15, 1898, what 

happened? Earlier we learned that there were fewer than 30,000 men in the entire Army. 

McKinley was calling for 130,000. Where would these 100,000 men come from? How 

would they be equipped, housed, and fed?  

 Perhaps we should start by examining the way the US military was organized in 

the 19th century. Many people, both in and out of the government, were afraid of big 

armies. Armies were expensive. Armies could be misused. Remember, they’d had a bad 

experience with England’s army - twice! On the other hand, an army was needed to 
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defend the United States. So, how do we have an army without having an army? 

(WHAT)?  

 The answer was called the militia system. Men in a certain age bracket, usually 

between 18 and 60, were encouraged, though not required, to enlist in the state militia. 

Many men considered military service a patriotic duty. Enlisting in the militia let them 

fulfill this duty without leaving home.  

  In Pennsylvania, as in most states, the militia had been reorganized many times 

since its formation in 1747. By 1898 it was called the National Guard of Pennsylvania 

(indicating its purpose). Members were required to report for drill and training at least 

once each year. The state provided uniforms, weapons, tents, and other equipment. 

Guardsmen were under the command of officers appointed by the governor. 

 When President McKinley called for troops to fight the war in Cuba and the 

Philippines, Pennsylvania was in better shape than most other states. She had about 8500 

men enlisted in the Guard and could provide three artillery batteries. Over 99% of the 

Pennsylvania Guard faithfully reported for training each year. The men were provided 

with tents and clothing. The weapon of choice for the National Guard of Pennsylvania 

was the single-shot Springfield rifle, developed in 1874 at the Springfield National 

Armory in Springfield, Massachusetts.  

Pennsylvania’s militia was organized into regiments. Each regiment contained 

about 1000 men and officers. Regiments were broken into twelve companies (81 to 101 

men), which were divided into platoons, sections and squads (8 men). The Keystone State 

also boasted three companies of naval militia and one independent company of African-

American militia - the Gray Invincibles from Philadelphia. 

 After being activated, Pennsylvania companies were given the option of enlisting 

in the regular army. If they did this, they were, in effect, volunteering to fight in the war. 

Over 70% said “yes.” Several Pennsylvania companies saw action in Cuba or Puerto 

Rico. These included the 2nd Regiment from Philadelphia, the 16th From Erie, Venango 
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Elk and Warren counties and cavalry troops from Tyrone and Harrisburg. 

One regiment, the 10th, drawn from Beaver, Washington, Greene, Fayette, and 

Westmoreland Counties, was sent to San Francisco for transportation the Philippines! It 

was the only eastern unit to be sent there.  

 Many Pennsylvania troops who didn’t see action (remember, the war lasted only 

10 months) died of other causes.  Conditions in the training camps were horrible. Food 

was bad - men often complained that they got more maggots than meat. There was also a 

problem with fresh drinking water, which came from streams near the camps. 

Unfortunately, the men also used these streams as latrines (that’s the military word for 

toilet) and bathtubs. So, the water you put into your mouth may have come from ... OK, 

you get it. 

 The soldiers got it, too. What they got was typhoid fever, dysentery, and other 

diseases that come from unsanitary conditions. Over 400 

men died of typhoid at Camp Thomas in Georgia alone. 

That is more than all American troops killed in combat 

during the entire war!  Hospitals lacked proper 

medicine. Army doctors were poorly trained, if they 

were trained at all, so going to the hospital usually 

didn’t help much. 

 Though the war itself lasted only a short time, 

Pennsylvania proved more than willing to play her part. As we will learn in the next 

section, this part went far beyond supplying troops for the army. Pennsylvania industry 

also played a vital role in this “splendid little war.”  
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What was happening on the homefront while the war raged in Cuba, Puerto Rico, 

and the Philippines? Remember that this was, in 

general terms, a short war. Less than 200,000 men were 

involved. Because the war was so short homefront 

activity was also limited. Still, there are some things we 

need to discuss. 

 Remember earlier, we mentioned that the navy 

began building new ships just before the war began? 

Pennsylvania had a large part in those ships, as well as 

supplying other vital war material. In 1898, 
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Pennsylvania was supplying 80% of the steel in the United States. So, 8 of every 10 ships 

built were built of Keystone steel. The ships that Dewy commanded, the rifles the Rough 

Riders carried, the steel spades used to dig graves for the dead, and the thousand of other 

items needed to field an army, owed their existence to Pennsylvania steel. 

 But steel wouldn’t be possible without another Pennsylvania product - coal. 

Again, Keystone coalmines were supplying the bulk of the coal used in the United States. 

Pennsylvania soft coal was baked in airtight ovens to produce coke, the 

fuel needed in making steel. Coke burns hotter and cleaner than raw 

coal, making better quality steel. In addition, Pennsylvania supplied 

100% of the anthracite, or hard, coal used by industry. Like coke, hard 

coal burns cleaner and longer than the more common soft coal. Unlike coke, however, 

anthracite coal is ready for use as it comes from the ground – no processing needed.  

 By the way - what powered those huge warships? What made a locomotive run? 

You guessed it - steam. What fuel was preferred to heat the water and create steam? 

Right again - coal, most of it from Pennsylvania! So, whether it was leading ships into 

battle or transporting troops to harbor, Pennsylvania coal was there.  

  
Another major resource the Keystone State 

had plenty of was lumber. In 1898 Pennsylvania was 

the 4th largest lumber state in the country.  Lumber 

was needed to make all kinds of war materials, from 

gunstocks and cannon carriages to deck planks for 

ships.  Lumber was even used to make some of the 

finer grades of steel because – that’s right! – burning 

wood in a special way makes charcoal.  

 Pennsylvania trains and locomotives were also vital to the war effort. By 1898 the 
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Altoona locomotive shops were the largest in the country. (By 1920, they would be the 

largest in the world!) The car shops in Hollidaysburg were also a major producer of rail 

cars. The Pennsylvania Railroad was the second largest rail system in the country. Many 

of the soldiers who traveled to Tampa for transportation to Cuba would have ridden PRR 

trains. So, too, would their horses, food, equipment, love letters, liquor and tobacco. 

 Finally, remember that only New York supplied more men as volunteers for the 

war effort than Pennsylvania. Patriotic spirit ran high in the Keystone State. When 

Governor Hastings asked for 10,600 volunteers, Pennsylvania responded. In a second 

call, Keystone men supplied an additional 6000+ soldiers. Not all of these men went to 

war, however. The 2nd Pennsylvania Infantry, from Philadelphia, was divided and sent to 

both New Jersey and Delaware to guard gunpowder factories against Spanish sabotage. 

The 18th, from Pittsburgh, guarded an iron company in Ohio and a canal in Michigan. 

Both of Pennsylvania’s artillery batteries  (Philadelphia and Chester County) went to 

Virginia to guard shipyards. At home or abroad, Keystone soldiers played their part in the 

war. 
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 When we think of war, most of us think first of death, destruction, and violence. 

No doubt about it, these are all part of warfare. However, war often provides a market for 

the more mundane (common) items that have become part 

of our everyday lives.  

 Take, for example, the first aid bandage. All 

armies need them, as do civilians. Think about it. Ever 

had a bandage stick to a wound? It HURTS! In the late 

1870s a Pennsylvania pharmacist, Robert Johnson, 

combined a patch of silk, coated with gelatin to prevent 

sticking, with a piece of sticking plaster. The world’s first 

band-aid was born. By the time of the Spanish American 
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War, Johnson was producing modern anti-septic bandages for both military and civilian 

use.  

 Another useful invention, which came out just in time for the war, was Vaseline. 

Discovered by Robert Chesebrough in 1870, it was originally marketed as petroleum jelly 

(which is the generic name today). At that time, however, people worried that it might be 

dangerous because it came from oil. Chesebrough changed the name and marketed 

Vaseline as a remedy for burns and cuts. It was marketed as a cure for burns, but it was 

later discovered that petroleum jelly causes greater damage when applied to burns. 

  

Other inventions influenced the fashion industry. Did you know that, when 

America first went to war in 1898, the soldiers were clothed in wool uniforms, just as 

they had been in all other American wars? Try standing in the summer sun for about four 

hours wearing wool pants, shirt, socks, and longjohns! 

Odds are you’ll pass out from heat exhaustion - which is 

just what the soldiers in Cuba did. Eventually, the army 

decided that heat exhaustion was a bad thing and put out 

bids for a lighter tropical material. The result was cotton 

Khaki, which had been used by the British Army in the 

tropics since the 1857 India Mutiny.  

 Of course, we can’t have a discussion about war 

without considering military innovations. During the Spanish American War the regular 

army carried the Krag-Jorgensen rifle. It was the first repeating rifle issued to regular US 

Army units. The “30-40 Krag” replaced the older, single shot .45-70 Springfield, which 

was still being used by the militia. Unfortunately, the army insisted on using black 

powder in the new rifle. Black powder creates a cloud of gray-white smoke, which gives 

away the rifleman’s position. 

 The Spanish, on the other hand, were armed with German-designed Mauser rifles, 
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using a new smokeless powder. Reports from the 

battlefield convinced the US Army to switch to the 

newer powder. For some American soldiers, killed when 

their positions was revealed by smoke, it was too little, 

too late. It also marked the last use of black powder by a 

modern army. 

 Another first for the United States was the use of 

the first machine gun. From the Civil War to the Spanish 

American War, soldiers had relied on John Gatling’s 

hand-cranked multi-barreled weapon for heavy firepower. In 1895 John Browning 

developed the first American machine gun. A soldier 

no longer needed to turn a crank or stand exposed to 

enemy fire. Called the “potato digger’ because of its 

peculiar firing action, the Browning saw service at 

Guantanamo Bay in Cuba.  

Finally, a rather strange first - the first American 

aircraft to be shot down in combat. It seems that 

during the Santiago campaign in Cuba the US Army 

was using observation balloons to spot enemy 

movements. On July 1, 1898, a balloon piloted by 

Colonel George Derby was moved too close to the front 

lines and came under heavy fire from the Spanish. The 

balloon was destroyed, but Derby escaped with his life. 

Amazing! Poor Derby, even the American troops were 

glad to see the balloon destroyed because it was drawing 

Spanish artillery fire on them!
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On August 12, 1898, the United States and Spain signed a peace agreement. The 

next day fighting in Puerto Rico stopped. As far as the warring nations were concerned, 

the war was over. Spain agreed to turn Cuba, Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines 

over to the United States. With a loss of only 345 officers and men in combat, the United 

States had acquired an empire. Keeping it would cost far more. 

 There was no clear plan for dealing with the new territory. Some wanted to make 

Cuba and Puerto Rico states. Others wanted to hold them as colonies. Still another group 

favored granting them independence. In the end, that’s what happened. Both islands were 

granted independent rule and the protection of the United States if attacked. 

 Today Guam is still a  “dependency” of the United States. It is under the 
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protection of the United States, but has an independent government. Puerto Rico is a 

Commonwealth whose citizens are also given United States citizenship at birth. Puerto 

Ricans may travel freely the States without a passport. The island also enjoys American 

military protection. 

Hearing of the Cuban decision, Filipinos expected the same treatment. After all, 

rebels led by Emilio Aquinaldo had held Spain at bay until United States regulars arrived 

in the islands. They had fought for freedom from Spain, now they expected it. 

 When the United States decided to keep the Philippines as a territorial possession, 

Aquinaldo and his rebels were enraged. At first the Americans had appeared kinder and 

more benevolent than the Spanish. Soon, though, they began acting as masters, treating 

the Filipinos as inferiors. The islanders had simply exchanged one colonial master for 

another. America had joined France, Germany, and the other nations of Europe as a 

colonial power. 

 In 1899 the Filipino rebels began guerilla attacks 

on American soldiers. What followed has been called 

America’s first Vietnam. From 1899 to 1902 the United 

States lost 4,200 soldiers killed in the Philippines. The 

Filipinos fought ferociously, especially the Moro 

(Filipino Muslims) on the island of Mindanao. Worked 

up into a religious frenzy, some Moro would charge into 

the teeth of .30 caliber rifle fire. One eyewitness reported 

seeing a Moro hit 14 times in five minutes – three of the 

wounds were to the brain!- yet the man fought on. 

 In May of 1902 the Philippine Insurrection ended. The United States promised a 

gradual easing of control. Full Filipino independence was promised on July 4, 1942. 

World events 40 years later would prevent this from taking place. 
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 There is another issue to consider. Some historians argue that if the United States 

had not controlled Hawaii, Guam, and the Philippines in 1941, the Japanese would have 

had no reason to attack the United States. It is true that, as the United States expanded 

further and further into the Pacific, she would come into more contact – and conflict – 

with Japan.  

With the conclusion of the Spanish American War, the United States had entered 

its infancy as a world power. It was the dawn of what would be called the “American 

Century.
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What do You think? 

Questions for further discussion 

1. Some current research suggests that exploding coal gases were responsible for the 

explosion aboard the Maine. How do you think this information may have 

affected events in 1898? Could the war have been prevented? 

2. What inventions would have been most important to the soldiers in Cuba? What 

medicines could have prevented so many deaths? 

3. What part did the new European imperialism play in the Spanish American War?  

4. Discuss options the United States may have explored which would have 

prevented the Philippine Insurrection. 
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Suggested classroom activities 

1. Soldiers often kept diaries while on active duty. Research a particular 

Pennsylvania Infantry Regiment, then, based on the information you gather, write 

several diary entries for the period March through September 1898. Include 

comments on things like food, weather conditions, camp duties, and hospitals. 

2. Electricity, aviation, and automobiles were in their infancy in 1898. Using the 

technology available at the time, invent a useful product. Depending on your 

interests, the product could be a household appliance, an industrial machine, or a 

piece of military equipment. Include a detailed description of your invention, as 

well as an illustration. (“Working” models often bring extra credit!) Present your 

product to the class as a sales campaign. (Convince them to buy your product!) 

3. Pick a specific battle from the Spanish American War. Construct a detailed map 

of the area, showing troop positions, movements, geographic features, and towns 

or villages. Explain how the battle progressed. Discuss the advantages and 

disadvantages for both the Spanish and the Americans. 

4. Political cartoons played an important part in stirring public opinion for the war. 

Study the political cartoons in your local newspaper to learn the images and 

symbols often used, and then create a political cartoon depicting one event from 

the Spanish American War. As an extra challenge, try drawing the cartoon from 

the Spanish perspective. 
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