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Humanitarian Crucible
Introduction

“[T]he year of 1898 brought the one great change for which we looked
with anxiety and solicitude.” Clara Barton, the founder of the American
Red Cross (ARC), thought back thus in her report on the sequence of events
that occurred in the course of that turbulent year. The war in the Caribbean
Sea fueled patriotic fervor among people in the United States, who thence
discovered the “Red Cross” as one of the major outlets for their wartime
aspirations to serve the nation. During the war of 1898, Barton stated, a
variety of Red Cross organizations “sprung up everywhere like magic.”
“From the pine lands of Aroostook, and the sterile soil of New England, to
the orange and palm of the Carolinas and Florida, from California, across
the alkali plains and the teeming prairies of the West, down the valleys of the
great Father of Waters and all its tributaries, alike sprang this marvellous [sic.]
growth.”l

Ironically enough, the increasing popularity of the Red Cross evoked
a heightened sense of “anxiety and solicitude,” as Barton discreetly
remarked in her report, among ARC officials who practically lost control
of a mushrooming number of self-appointed “Red Cross” societies that
emerged at various localities all over the country. Despite their anxiety,
however, the wartime chaos consequently gave a critical momentum to the
rapid development of the ARC machinery that came to be extended beyond
national borders. This essay examines the growth of the American Red
Cross movement by focusing on its close entanglement with the US military
operations in the Caribbean Sea at the turn of the twentieth century.

In the early history of the international Red Cross movement,
humanitarian ideals were inextricably intertwined with modern warfare
and the institution of nation state. The Red Cross movement formally
began in 1863 when Henry Dunant and other Swiss citizens organized the
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) for the rescue of sick
and wounded soldiers regardless of their side on the battlefields.” Unlike
its predecessors in humanitarian ventures such as anti-slavery movements
that had developed through a transnational network of concerned people
across the ocean, advocates of the Red Cross movement elaborated their own
version of humanitarianism with a nation state as a basic unit of action.’ The
founders of the ICRC urged each country to establish a national Red Cross
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society and orchestrated the humanitarian endeavors of national societies
during wars under the guidance of the ICRC. The Geneva Convention in
1864 offered a legal basis for humanitarian relief in war by providing that
treaty countries shall cooperate with each other for “the amelioration of the
condition of the wounded in armies in the field” under the banner of the Red
Cross.* Constructed on a solid network of national societies and endorsed by
the international law, the ICRC created an intergovernmental treaty system
of wartime humanitarian relief based on European institutions of nation and
state.

Since its foundation in the 1880s, the ARC had attempted to widen
the scope of Red Cross humanitarianism beyond the original scheme of
wartime relief set in Europe. Deviating from the major tenets of the Geneva
Convention that had not covered civilian relief until the revision of the treaty
in 1949, the ARC had developed its civilian and other related relief activities
outside battlefields since its formative years.’ At the first meeting of the
“American Association of the Red Cross” on 21 May 1881, the founding
members of the association adopted it as one of their major goals “[t]o
organize a system of National Relief and apply the same in mitigating the
sufferings caused by war pestilence famine and other calamities.” From the
late 1880s to the early 1900s, the ARC invested much effort in natural disaster
relief within the national borders.” In a series of disaster relief operations
in the North American continent, Barton boasted, “the American National
Red Cross has held a prominent place and taken an active part.”8 Through its
continuing commitment in the fields of disaster and civilian relief, the ARC
added a new dimension to the Red Cross movement, which had initially
limited its mission to rescue activities in wartime. Marian Moser Jones points
out that the ARC underwent distinctive growth in its burgeoning period by
“Americanizing the Red Cross.” Deliberately disregarding potential criticism
against the ARC’s deviation from the existing framework of the war-centered
Red Cross movement, Barton herself referred to this expansion of their
activities as an “American amendment,” the ARC’s distinct contribution to
the progress of Red Cross humanitarianism."”

World War I further provided a crucial impetus for the ARC to extend
the “Americanized” version of Red Cross humanitarianism on a global scale.
Focusing on the ARC’s massive relief operations in Europe, historians have
emphasized the World War I era as a watershed in the history of the American
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Red Cross movement. During the world war, membership of the ARC
skyrocketed from about 22,500 in 1915 up to 20,390,173 in 1918, making it
the most powerful Red Cross organ in the world." With its abundant financial
resources, the ARC developed multifaceted aid programs in war-torn Europe.
Julia F. Irwin demonstrates that these aid programs the ARC provided in
Europe during and after the war came to function as a new diplomatic tool
for Americans to commit themselves to international affairs in the name of
humanitarian assistance.” Furthermore, in the postwar period, the League
of Red Cross Societies (LRCS) inherited the American aspiration in civilian
relief.” Created under the leadership of Henry P. Davison, the chairman of
the ARC war council, in 1919, the new international organization expanded
American-style civilian relief in peacetime by advocating “the improvement
of health, the prevention of disease, and the mitigation of suffering throughout
the world.”"* In parallel with the rising tide of Wilsonian internationalism in
the early 1920s, the LRCS helped enlarge the unique path the ARC had trod
since its inception toward the global trend in the Red Cross movement.

Overlooked in these previous scholarly discussions on the history of
the ARC is the critical impacts the war in the Caribbean Sea exerted on the
development of the Red Cross movement in the United States at the turn
of the twentieth century. Until the war of 1898, the ARC had remained
a minor organization managed by Clara Barton and her followers with a
philanthropic mind. It was not until June 1900 that the federal government
formally recognized the ARC as a national semi-public organ endorsed by the
congressional charter.” The nationwide publicity the flag of the “Red Cross”
gained in the war of 1898 led to federal recognition of the as-yet small
society that had formerly worked on a voluntary basis. Departing from the
previous historiography that has highlighted the heroic relief endeavors by
ARC workers in Europe during World War I, this essay explores the ways in
which the American Red Cross movement achieved a striking growth through
the chaos that prevailed during the war in the Caribbean Islands.

The wartime relief in the Caribbean Islands illuminates an imperial
origin of the American humanitarian movement at the turn of the twentieth
century. The wide spread of infectious diseases in the US army fighting in
the tropical environment necessitated large-scale mobilization of nurses and
other medical workers for the care of sick soldiers at the reserve hospitals in
the US mainland." The US army ventured to employ women who graduated
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from training schools for nurses at various localities by direct contract and
dispatched female nurses to the military camps overseas for the first time
in its history.”Along with the domestic development of female nursing
education since the 1870s, wartime emergencies provided the thrust to propel
the advancement of American women in the field of military nursing.'sA
substantial number of these female nurses participated in the military service
under the auspices of the Red Cross branches and auxiliaries. The war
consequently facilitated overseas ventures of Red Cross nurses, who worked
initially in the Caribbean islands and later in the Philippines and other newly
acquired territories in the Pacific. The ARC thus came to extend its field of
service overseas as an integral part of the military in tandem with the imperial
expansion of the United States during and after the war."”

In close entanglement with the US imperial expansion overseas, the
rapid growth of the ARC during the war of 1898 illustrates an ideological
contradiction that loomed in the Red Cross movement. By the turn of the
twentieth century, ICRC officials had gradually elaborated the guiding ideals
of their humanitarian mission, such as impartiality and neutrality in relief
and protection.zo Yet, driven by patriotic fervor that spread over the country
during the war, the Red Cross movement in the United States came to deviate
from these basic ideals of humanitarianism. John Hutchinson points out that,
at the turn of the twentieth century, the national Red Cross societies tended to
prioritize providing patriotic support for their armies as an efficient medical
auxiliary over implementing their ideals of humanitarianism in war as a
neutral organization.21 By tracing the ARC’s relief activities during the war in
the Caribbean islands, this essay argues that it was the imperial intervention
overseas that triggered the uneasy amalgamation of patriotic service and
humanitarian dedication in the Red Cross movement in the United States. A
detailed analysis of wartime relief in the colonial islands unveils the hidden
process in which the humanitarian organization evolved into a patriotic
institution along with the international expansion of US influence in the age
of imperialism.



Humanitarian Crucible
I. War and Relief in the Caribbean Sea

In early 1898, the ARC swiftly jumped into Cuban affairs once the
destitution of reconcentrados, native civilians forcibly relocated under
Spanish military rule, came to the attention of the American people. On
1 January, the Department of State appointed the Central Cuban Relief
Committee (CCRC) for “the speedy relief of the distressing destitution and

suffering which exists among the people of Cuba.””

Under the supervision
of the Secretary of State, the CCRC functioned practically as an external
organ of the ARC with the Red Cross insignia. Stephen E. Barton, the second
vice-president of the ARC, worked as the chairman of the committee. The
duties originally assigned to the CCRC were limited to collecting donations
and supplies in the US mainland and delivering them to the US Consulate
General in Havana, Cuba. Amid the deepening turmoil in the island,
however, the CCRC soon came to assume more extensive roles. In late
March, Secretary of State John Sherman extended the authority of the CCRC
to “the supervision of distribution of relief supplies and the carrying out of
all necessary relief measures” in liaison with the ARC as its actual executive
body.23 Although the distribution of relief materials decreased sharply after
the belated declaration of war in April, the CCRC-ARC shipped a total of
4,442 tons of supplies at various ports in Cuba by January 1899 (Fig. .
From the outset, the ARC’s relief activities in Cuba proceeded outside of
the conventional scope of Red Cross relief for sick and wounded soldiers on
the battlefield as originally specified in the first Geneva Convention of 1864.
In parallel with the CCRC-ARC efforts in the distribution of relief supplies,
ARC President Clara Barton herself traveled to the forefront of relief in the
Caribbean island. On 6 February, Barton left Washington, DC, for Cuba with
a small group of doctors, nurses, and clerical staff. Although Barton alleged
that she visited Cuba “simply in the capacity of an individual helper,”25 people
perceived her every action in the island as representing the ARC. American
newspapers constantly reported in minute detail the activities of “Clara
Barton and her fair Red Cross aids” who were “laboring nobly and wisely
to alleviate the misery of the destitute, ill and helpless reconcentrados.””*
Yet, the relief endeavors of Barton’s party in alleviating the distress of non-
combatant Cuban civilians before the belated declaration of war in April
deviated practically from the ordinary manner of Red Cross relief protocol
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that limited its field of operations to wartime aid and protection for debilitated
former combatants.

In the early months of 1898, until the formal declaration of war, Barton
and her staff worked out their aid programs mainly in the area of civilian
relief. In Havana, Barton’s party soon encountered the extreme destitution
of Cuban civilians relocated forcibly to several designated locations by
the Spanish army. At Los Fosos, an internment site where over 400 Cuban
women and children were crowded, their misery deeply shocked Barton and
her staff. “Some of the inmates could walk, as many could not, —lying on the
floors in their filth—some mere skeletons; others swollen out of all human
shape,” Barton observed. “Death-pallid mothers, lying with glazing eyes,
and a famishing babe clutching at a milkless breast.”” In order to ameliorate
the terrible conditions prevailing among Cuban civilians, Barton rented a
house near their “Red Cross residence” in Cerro, a suburb of Havana, and
refurbished it into an orphanage with a capacity for seventy-five inmates.”
At the orphanage commonly called “Asilo de Ninds,” Red Cross medical
workers also instituted outpatient clinics and provided medical and other
treatment for destitute civilians in cooperation with the Cuban doctors and
nurses.”

While starting these relief programs in Havana, Barton also made
inspection tours to Jaruco, Matanzas, Artemisa, Sagua La Grande,
and Cienfuegos, and discussed with local officials in these cities to set
arrangements for the distribution of supplies from the US mainland. Yet, the
actual efficacy of these relief efforts remained ambiguous. Albert LeGendre,
who worked as a local aide to Barton while she stayed in Cuba, later looked
back on his impression of the legendary ARC president. “She looked a very
tired old lady, but she kept going,” observed LeGendre. “To most folks it
appeared she was just sight seeing [sic.],” he stated, implying his doubts
about the nature of Barton’s work in the island, adding somewhat satirically
that “to me it was noticeable how the organization of the Red Cross would
always pop up on her conversation.”’

During the war, the ARC’s relief programs in the Caribbean islands
continued to be unstable and sometimes haphazard. On 11 April, Barton’s
party left Cuba temporarily for the US mainland. After a short stay in
Washington, DC, Barton soon decided to return to Cuba by the State of Texas,

a steamer chartered by a New York group of humanitarians, with a cargo of
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1,400 tons of relief supplies. The State of Texas departed from New York on
23 April and arrived at Key West five days later. Due to the start of military
campaigns after the declaration of war on 25 April, however, the US navy did
not permit the steamer to break into the Caribbean Sea. Consequently, Barton
and other Red Cross workers had to wait at Tampa, Florida, for the next fifty
days.3l The State of Texas was finally allowed to depart from Key West for
Cuba on 20 June and subsequently started relief and distribution in the island.
But it took nearly another month for the steamer to finally unload its supplies
with the permission of the military authorities at the port of Santiago on 18
July.32

After the fierce battles were over, Red Cross workers gradually expanded
their field of activities at the outer edge of the military medical system. A.
Monae Lesser, the executive surgeon of the Red Cross Hospital in New York
City, came to work at the Reserve Divisional Hospital of the Fifth Corps
in Siboney, Cuba. In early July, Lesser was busy taking care of sick and
wounded soldiers flooding the hospital. “The work was performed almost
without intermission, every surgeon employing all his energies,” Lesser
reported. The hospital facilities were not adequate for the massive number
of invalid soldiers sent back from the battlefield in Santiago. “No food had
been prepared for the large number of wounded lying on the cots or on the
ground on blankets or canvas, a great many of them were too helpless even to
turn.” Once the number of patients started to decline at the military hospital
in late August, however, Lesser turned to the medical treatment of Spanish
prisoners while resuming the care of Cuban civilians as he did under Clara
Barton during their first expedition to Havana before the declaration of war.
“ ... I was called to the camp where the Spanish prisoners were located. I
prescribed for their ailments, while the Sisters supplied their food. In addition
I answered the calls which came from Cuban families in Siboney.”33

Hastily set up in wartime emergency, the actual relief practices by Red
Cross workers in the Caribbean islands lacked uniformity in standards and
varied widely by location. Maud Cromelien, a Red Cross nurse, visited
camps and hospitals in the islands as a field inspector and reported on the
different conditions that existed at these medical facilities. In San Juan,
Puerto Rico, Cromelien inspected a house called “Officers Hospital,” where
Anna Bouligny and Margaret Chanler, both Red Cross nurses, offered
private nursing care only to sick officers who paid $1.00 per day. In contrast,
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Red Cross medical workers were more fully incorporated into the military
organization at Arecibo, a town about seventy kilometers east of San Juan,
where seven nurses worked at the general military hospital under the charge
of Major F. B. Robertson.™ According to Cromelien’s observation, the
standards of nursing service deteriorated due to the mixture of different
types of nurses at military hospitals. In Ponce, Puerto Rico, the general
military hospital accommodated about 130 patients. These inpatients “were
divided, half being in charge of the Sisters, the other half being cared for by
trained nurses.” Yet the superintendent of nurses “did not have good control
of her nurses and did not have any special regime for them to follow.” In
the absence of discipline and order, “[t]wo of the s-called[sic.] immune
nurses (untrained) had been sent back to New York by General Henry for
drinking and disorderly conduct in the town,” which, Cromelien lamented,
did “not bring credit upon the trained nurses who are unfortunately obliged

35 . . . .. .
" Cromelien found similar frictions between trained and

to work with them.
untrained nurses at the military hospital in Santiago, Cuba, where 22 “so-called
nurses” cared for 235 patients. “[O]nly a third of the nurses were trained; the

. . . . . 36
remainder were untidy, disorderly and unattractive in every way.”

II. The Growth of the American Red Crosses

Whatever the actual service the ARC rendered in the Caribbean islands
might have been, the name of “Red Cross” soon attracted the patriotic
enthusiasm of various people and groups in the US mainland.”’ The ARC
headquarters received a massive number of letters of inquiry from all over
the country. Lelia Cummingham, a resident of Crichton, Alabama, personally
sent a letter of self-recommendation to the ARC president: “I am very
anxious to become a member of the Red Cross Society. . . . I am twenty-
four years of age—a graduate of Barton Academy in Mobile am used to
the climate and know I could be of some use to the Society.”38 Some people
considered that the ARC would provide an option to serve the US military
other than by fighting as a soldier. J. H. Hicks of Wrightsville, Georgia, wrote
to Representative William Brantley that “he and others in his vicinity are
desirous of connecting themselves with the Red Cross Society for the purpose
of going with the U.S. Army to Cuba and other places.”” Others endeavored
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to raise funds and collect supplies for the military by creating a local Red
Cross association in their community. J. B. Tuttle, an attorney in Detroit,
Michigan, wrote to the ARC national secretary “for the purpose of inquiring
the mode in which the work ought to be done. Do we establish branch relief
associations at different points in the state? How ought we to organize in
the state?”"’ As the Cleveland Leader accurately pointed out, “Auxiliaries of
the American National Red Cross Society are the fad of the day. . . . Every
city has women who are Red Cross workers or who are willing to be such;
every town has its group of workers; every village has its circle.” According
to a feature article “How to Form a Red Cross Auxiliary” in the newspaper,
“[t]o become an auxiliary of the American National Red Cross Society it
is only necessary to write to Miss Clara Barton, Red Cross headquarters,
Washington, D.C. In reply you will get a very nice letter of advice and you
will secure recognition from headquarters.”“

The explosive popularity of the “Red Cross” did not necessarily mean
the growth of the ARC as a national organ. In the course of the “splendid
little war,” local “Red Cross” societies and associations sprang up like
mushrooms throughout the country. In order to coordinate these local groups
for the unified relief efforts, the American National Red Cross (ARC) Relief
Committee was formed by a New York group of philanthropists as a wartime
governing body with de facto endorsement of the ARC headquarters on
3 May 1898. The ARC Relief Committee reorganized local “Red Cross”
groups, mostly on the East Coast, into 92 official “auxiliaries” working in
connection with the national society.42 Meanwhile, the ARC headquarters
dispatched field representatives to California and other western states to
consolidate relief endeavors in these localities under the banner of the
Red Cross. Yet, the local groups practically continued to maintain relative
autonomy from the national society. A North Dakota group, for instance,
refused to hand over the control of funds they raised to the national society.
Mrs. F. C. Gardner of Fargo, North Dakota, wrote to the ARC headquarters,
inquiring whether they “will be at liberty to use the funds raised in this state
to send and maintain a Red Cross nurse to Manila to look after the needs of
the North Dakota troops at that place.” “It is the desire of the people here to
do this,” emphasized Mrs. Gardner, “and they are not willing to contribute
to any extent unless the funds will be used in this way.”43 In response to the
demand for local autonomy from its auxiliaries, the ARC Relief Committee

13



Humanitarian Crucible

Table 1. Supplies Sent to Camps by the American National Red Cross Relief

Committee

Camp Amount ($)
Santiago 62,536
Puerto Rico 35,985
Camp Wikoff 71,226
Camp Thomas 30,870
Camp Algar 10,123
Florida Camps 28,586
State Camps 11,756
Naval Vessels 3,516
Hospital Ships 20,835
Emergency Hospital, Long Island City 6,255
Post Hospital 18,767
Local Hospitals and Armories 21,274
Convalescent Homes 6,677
Soldiers’ Comfort Committees 965
Distribution to Soldiers at Supply Depot

and YMCA 18,543
Spanish Prisoners, Seavey’s Island 1,137
Manila 17,544
Total $366,595

*Amount in US Dollar equivalent

Source: American National Red Cross Relief Committee, Reports of the American
National Red Cross Relief Committee, May 1898-March 1899 (New York:
Knickerbocker Press, 1899), foldout facing 278.
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had to carry a resolution that “each Auxiliary was given the right to raise
money for special purposes.”44

The nationwide increase of local “Red Cross” societies and associations
did not automatically lead to the spread of the Red Cross ideals of
humanitarianism in the United States. The ARC Relief Committee issued a
public appeal for donations with a brief explanation on the mission of the
Red Cross movement: “The Red Cross here, and throughout the civilized
world, by a wide and varied experience in recent wars, recognizing by
international treaty, the sacred obligations of helpfulness for the suffering,
wherever found, has so perfected its organization,” and therefore “it becomes
the recognized and legitimate channel for contributions from all classes
of individuals and every variety of auxiliary association.”” Insisting on its
international legitimacy as a wartime relief organization, the ARC Relief
Committee collected a large amount of contributions from across the country
and sent a massive volume of supplies to camps and hospitals in and outside
of the US mainland (Table 1). But those driven by patriotic fervor rarely
understood the Red Cross philosophy of rescuing sick and wounded soldiers
regardless of their side on the battlefield. A. Monae Lesser lamented an
overall lack of understanding about Red Cross humanitarianism on the part
of local societies and auxiliaries. “Bettina and I are teaching Red Cross at the
various Committees and auxiliaries and you may be sure it is as hard as A B
C to the boy on entering school.” Lesser encountered a similar indifference to
the Red Cross principle of neutrality in relief when he joined a governmental
committee, where officials of the War, Navy, and State Departments
“announced the fact that they only desired to work for the American solider,
although their charity may extend to the foreigners.”* The massive wave
of wartime patriotism gave national prominence to the Red Cross while
practically swallowing its original ideals of humanitarianism.

III. Patriotic Service at Home and Abroad

Among the myriad of local auxiliary societies coordinated under the
ARC Relief Committee, the Society for the Maintenance of Trained Nurses
in New York, commonly known as the Auxiliary No. 3, played a pivotal role
in extending American humanitarian relief beyond national borders. With
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wealthy New York philanthropists in its administrative board, the Auxiliary
No. 3 specialized in providing support for nurses working at army hospitals
and camps. In addition to collecting donations for the maintenance of nurses
in the army service, the auxiliary set up the Committee on Nurses in order
“to select nurses and arrange for their transportation, and to make all final
decisions as to the relations of the Society with the Government in respect
to nurses.”” Under the leadership of Mrs. Whitelaw Reid, wife of a well-
known Republican politician who also exercised public influence as the chief
owner of the New York Tribune, the committee launched a campaign for the
recruitment of Red Cross nurses for the army service. When the awaited call
for nurses came from the military authorities on 30 June 1898, the committee
was ready to send out its first party of nurses, consisting of twelve trained
nurses, one immune nurse, and one assistant, to Tampa immediately.48
The second and third detachments soon followed, and the auxiliary nurses
gradually increased their presence at army medical facilities.

At first, the military medical authorities strictly restricted, and practically
inhibited, the overseas activities of these auxiliary nurses, the bulk of whom
were women. Laura D. Gill, the head of the first Red Cross party of nurses,
frankly confessed that “[t]here has been such great objection to allowing
women upon transports” to Cuba.” On 19 July 1898, the US transport
Lampasas sailed into the harbor of Santiago de Cuba with twenty-nine female
nurses under the auspices of the American Red Cross. But army officers
ordered the nurses not to go ashore on account of the outbreak of yellow
fever in the city. Barred from landing on the Cuban island, consequently
“having failed to meet Miss Barton or Dr. & Mrs. Lesser, and receiving no
communication of any kind from the Red Cross Authorities,” the band of
auxiliary nurses thereupon proceeded to Puerto Rico, where army officers
again ordered the steamship to anchor off the harbor of the island. Not
allowed to work at camps and field hospitals in the islands, on 7 August, the
Lampasas party had to go back to Fort Monroe in the US mainland with sick
and wounded soldiers transferred from the battlefields.™ Surgeon General
Sternberg was “quite willing to employ female nurses” but initially did
“not approve of sending female nurses with troops in the field or to camps
of instruction” in the Caribbean islands.”’ Medical officers were more or
less skeptical about the efficacy of the Red Cross nursing service at army
facilities. Charles Smart, Deputy Surgeon General of the Army, stated rather
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candidly, “Evidently it will be a long time before our American National Red
Cross will be enabled by existing conditions to be of value. . . 7 It was only
after early 1899 that the military authorities changed their former restrictive
policy and encouraged Red Cross nurses to work under the US military
administration in Cuba.”

In the US mainland, Red Cross nurses had to work in chaos at army
medical facilities to which military transports brought debilitated soldiers
from the Caribbean islands in a steady stream. Alice M. Wykoff, a Red
Cross nurse dispatched to the steamship Concho that had just come back
from Santiago and had been anchored in New York Harbor, observed the
extreme conditions of the “pest ship.” “On a mattress on the floor lay a man
with a drawn, emancipated face. The eyes were rolled up and fixed and the
character of the breathing told us trained nurses plainly enough that the
flame of life was flickering and would soon go out. . . . A little farther on lay
another man, a great, gaunt Texan, yellow as gold from the Dengue fever.”™
The incessant transfer of infected soldiers worsened the working conditions
of nurses at army hospitals and camps. At Camp Wikoff, Montauk Point,
“[o]ften one hundred would go out and three hundred would come in on
the same day. Orders would be left over night to have, say fifty men ready
to start by 7 A.M.”>
Black, described “a most deplorable condition” caused by a massive influx

Irene H. Sutliffe, a Red Cross nurse working at Camp

of infected soldiers. “There were about one hundred and fifty patients at that
time, all suffering with Typhoid or Malarial fever, being cared for by men
who knew nothing of nursing, many of them much afraid of the disease, and
working very reluctantly.”56

The formal status of Red Cross nurses in the US military system
remained ambiguous and practically fluctuated throughout the war. At
military hospitals and camps, the US army hired directly the bulk of army
contract nurses who worked under the supervision of the Acting Assistant
Surgeon General of the Army. In contrast, Red Cross nurses initially joined
the army nursing service without government contracts. Detailed mostly
by the Auxiliary No. 3, these Red Cross nurses started to work at military
facilities by the special permission of the Surgeon General of the Army.
In order to incorporate Red Cross nurses more fully into the army nursing
service, Auxiliary officials and the Acting Assistant Surgeon General
discussed the matter after the armistice with Spain in August 1898 and
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reached an agreement that “the Society [Auxiliary No. 3] would allow the [Red
Cross] nurses to sign Government contracts when so required.”57 Yet, those
Red Cross nurses who consequently signed contracts with the government
still maintained their ties and identity with the Auxiliary No. 3. “I might
become, for the time being, a contract nurse,” stated Effie Bruce Freer, a nurse
working at West Tampa Hospital, Florida, “and be none the less a Red Cross
nurse.”” The Auxiliary No. 3 continued to assume financial responsibility
for the maintenance of Red Cross nurses regardless of their government
contracts. But the Auxiliary’s financial assistance was often haphazard and
erratic, paying “maintenance and transportation in some cases, in others only
transportation,” which sometimes caused rumblings of discontent among
nurses.” Maud Cromelien complained of poor remuneration for her service.
“T would be willing to go on with my work at the hospital if T was paid $1.50
per day. That is at the rate of 50 cents an hour. . . . If my services are not

2500

worth that much I shall be perfectly willing to resign my position then.

IV. Humanitarian Connections Beyond Borders

Driven by wartime patriotism and working within the US military
system, Red Cross nurses devoted themselves chiefly to the relief of
American soldiers at hospitals and camps in East Coast states. Yet, although
intertwined inextricably with patriotic war efforts, the relief activities
under the banner of the American Red Cross barely remained a part of an
international movement that advocated the impartiality of humanitarian aid
in wartime. Working in the international network of Red Cross societies, the
ARC managed to uphold the ideal of humanitarian devotion that coexisted
with the reality of patriotic service in a fragile balance during the war.

While almost losing control over patriotic pursuits by self-appointed
“Red Cross” societies that suddenly emerged across the country, Clara
Barton and her national headquarters continued to act as an American
champion of Red Cross humanitarianism in international settings. The US
government practically endorsed the ARC as a “national civil society” that
represented the nation in international negotiations with foreign Red Cross
societies under the Geneva Convention.” Since the outbreak of the war, the
ARC headquarters had indeed maintained constant communication with the
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International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC).62 In early June 1898, Clara
Barton proudly reported to Gustave Moynier, the president of the ICRC,
that “. . . the flag of American National Red Cross will soon be placed on

99

the ocean. Our first vessel will be named the Moynier.”” Under the guidance
and coordination of the ICRC, Red Cross societies in European countries
offered support and assistance to their fellow humanitarians in the United
States and Spain.64 The French Red Cross Society, for instance, collected
a body of subscriptions for the support of relief activities by the American
and Spanish Red Cross societies.” By the middle of August, the ARC had
received a total donation of 45,000 francs from the French society.” Working
in this international milieu, ARC officials developed a clear awareness
of their humanitarian mission in the Red Cross movement. When Chung
Par Hei, the Chinese consul in New York, requested the ARC to extend its
emergency relief to the Chinese population in Cuba, Barton immediately
pledged “the same care and attention” for these Asian residents in the island.
Barton ostentatiously declared to Chung that the “Red Cross as a benevolent
organization knows no nationality, no creed, no sex, no sect.””

The humanitarian ideals as advocated in the international Red Cross
movement influenced the otherwise only patriotic activities of local branches
and auxiliaries as well. During the war of 1898, the Red Cross ideal of
impartiality became manifestly illustrated in the care for Spanish prisoners
of war in the US mainland. In July 1898, the Auxiliary No. 3 dispatched
six relief workers to Portsmouth Harbor for the relief of Spanish prisoners
of war. At Seavey’s Island in the harbor, the US navy constructed barracks
and other buildings for the accommodation of approximately 1,600 Spanish
prisoners who were captured in the naval battle of Santiago on 3 July.(’8 The
navy authorities assigned Red Cross relief workers two pavilions where they
cared for 107 Spanish prisoners. James M. Dalziel, a Red Cross relief worker,
described the grave condition of prisoners at the camp. “Without exception,
they were full of malaria, half of them were jaundiced and the other half
had mumps. Nearly all of them developed abcesses [sic.] from their low
condition (one lad had fourteen cut). We had one ‘idiot’ and one case had the
‘black vomit’ just before he died.”” Through the nursing service at the camp,
Red Cross relief workers built a cordial relationship with the debilitated
prisoners. Dalziel observed that “the patients were a decent lot of fellows,
had not wished to fight us and were glad it was over and grateful for the
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Figure 3. Spanish Prisoners of War with Red Cross Brassards. Seavey’s Island,

Navy Yard in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, 1898.
Source: NH121096, Naval History and Heritage Command, Washington, DC.

. 70
kindness shown them.”

With the help of six Spanish prisoners who worked
as assistants for the nursing service, Red Cross relief workers endeavored
to systematize the nursing service at their pavilions, where “idle hands and
empty beds were not in our line.”"

During the war, the multinational network of Red Cross societies
on both sides of the Atlantic facilitated a new development in the
humanitarian protection of war prisoners. Immediately after the outbreak

of the war in April, the Portuguese Red Cross Society proposed to
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act as an “intermediate agent” between the American and Spanish
Red Cross societies for the exchange of correspondences between war
prisoners detained abroad and their families and friends at home.” On 20
May, Clara Barton accepted this offer and sent the first twelve letters of
Spanish prisoners from Key West, Florida, to the Portuguese society for
their transmission to Spain.” The Portuguese society played a pivotal role in
facilitating the communication between Spanish prisoners interned in the US
mainland and their families left in the Iberian Peninsula. After the transfer
of war prisoners from Cuba to Seavey’s Island started in mid-July, the
number of letters the Portuguese society carried from Spain to these prisoners
skyrocketed up to the end of the month. From late June to mid-August, the
Portuguese society forwarded a total of 727 letters to the prisoners across the
Atlantic in close coordination with the American and Spanish societies.”

Since the Brussels Declaration of 1874, the treatment of war
prisoners had continued to be a focal point of discussion among European
humanitarians.” Yet, at the time of the 1898 war, Euro-American states
still lacked international consensus on the practical details of war-prisoner
questions. When the correspondence service came to an end in October, the
Duke of Palmella, the president of the Portuguese society, looked back on
their activities as a venture “quite new in the annals of War” and confessed
a vague sense of fear he had initially felt “that the Red Cross would find
itself hopelessly out of place in the unusual position it was about to fill.”’
The Hague Conventions of 1899 and 1907 subsequently promulgated
international standards for the protection of war prisoners, whereas the ICRC
thence turned these standards into practice by creating the International
Prisoners-of-War Agency during World War I. Ahead of these later
developments, the correspondence service during the war of 1898 opened up
a new multinational platform for the humanitarian support of war prisoners
through the extensive network of the Red Cross societies.

In the aftermath of the ceasefire, ARC nurses further supported the
repatriation of Spanish prisoners by accompanying them on their homeward
voyage across the Atlantic. On 12 September, Red Cross relief workers
boarded the US-chartered transport City of Rome for the care of Spanish
prisoners on their way back to Spain. After eight days of Atlantic crossing,
the transport arrived at Santander in Spain, where US officials turned over the
prisoners to the Spanish authorities.” In Spain, American Red Cross workers
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received a series of warm welcomes from local Red Cross organizations.
Once their repatriation work was over, the “Red Cross Society of Santander”
entertained American nurses at the northern port city. M. E. Brayman, the
head of the American Red Cross party, reported the courteous hospitality
they received. “We were most cordially welcomed by them and enjoyed
" At Bilbao, the central city of
Biscay Province, Spanish Red Cross officials welcomed the American party.

two days in their company most pleasantly.

Before the American party departed from the city, the American and Spanish
representatives exchanged their brassards inscribed ‘“Neutrality, Humanity.”79
While entangled inseparably with the domestic groundswell of patriotism, the
ARC’s wartime activities remained barely tied to the broader circle of Red
Cross humanitarians beyond national borders.

Conclusion

The war of 1898 in the tropical islands was a critical ordeal for the
growth of the Red Cross movement in the United States. The first major war
the ARC had ever experienced since its foundation brought utter chaos to its
relief operations. During the war, haphazard actions of local societies and
auxiliaries newly established across the country became almost beyond the
control of ARC officials at the national headquarters. At military hospitals
and camps, Red Cross workers faced a series of frictions and conflicts in their
relationships with military officials and other medical workers. Swallowed
by the massive wave of wartime patriotism, the ARC’s relief activities often
deviated from the Red Cross principles of impartiality and neutrality.

With all these troubles and embroilments, the “splendid little war”
nevertheless facilitated the organizational development of the ARC. Until
the war broke out in 1898, “[t]he Red Cross was a name to most known
only in an indefinite way” in the United States.” During the war, the ARC
gained nationwide publicity. Now, even those Americans who lived in rural
and remote areas recognized the Red Cross as a legitimate organ through
which all the people were to contribute to the nation in times of emergency.
The war of 1898 paved the path to the nationalization of the American Red
Cross movement, which later culminated in the ARC’s massive drives and
campaigns during World War I.
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The war in the Caribbean islands produced the precarious combination
of patriotism and humanitarianism in the ARC’s relief efforts, which came
to characterize the Red Cross movement in the United States throughout
the twentieth century. During the war of 1898, Red Cross workers ardently
provided patriotic service for their own soldiers while extending their relief
and aid activities outside of the US mainland in close contact with various
groups of people with different nationalities such as Cuban reconcentrados
and Spanish prisoners of war. The armed conflicts in the tropical islands
offered an initial testing ground for the ARC to pursue the two different goals
of patriotism and humanitarianism in the single name of the Red Cross.

The wartime relief in 1898 epitomizes the advent of a new era in the
history of the Red Cross movement. In the aftermath of the war, the territorial
expansion of the United States overseas accelerated the transnational
movement of people with various backgrounds.SI Through their wartime
relief efforts in the Caribbean Sea, American Red Cross workers spearheaded
this larger trend in human flows across the oceans in an era which Michael
Barnett calls “the age of imperial humanitarianism.”” After the war, the ARC
endeavored to institutionalize their overseas activities in the newly acquired
US territories. In 1912, the ARC declared that “the authority cited by the [War]
Department for the organization of [the ARC’s] State Boards and Chapters
has been construed by the Red Cross to extend to the exterior possessions
of the United States.”
scope to include colonial enterprises for their mission. Closely intertwined

Red Cross humanitarians now came to broaden their

with wartime patriotism, the American Red Cross movement opened up a
new field of humanitarian mission in the age of imperialism.
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