
Sinking of the USS Maine  PLEASE DO NOT WRITE ON THIS PAPER  
 
Background: 
After a small, armed uprising in Cuba against Spanish authority in 1895, Valeriano Wyler 
was made the Spanish military commander on the island.  He attempted to end the 
rebellion by herding hundreds of thousands of Cubans into concentration camps.  Many 
Americans sympathy for the Cuban cause was increased by newspaper coverage of the 
“The Butcher”, as Wyler was called by the “yellow journalists”.  Many of these papers 
agitated for American intervention on the island. 
 
After more riots in January 1898, the United States sent the battleship USS Maine to 
Havana to demonstrate America’s interest in the situation and protect American interests 
and citizens on the island. 
 
The Maine’s stay in Havana harbor was quiet until 9:40 in the evening on February 15, 
1898.  That evening the USS Maine mysteriously exploded, resulting in the deaths of 266 
men. 
 
A Spanish inquiry determined that the explosion that destroyed the Maine was caused by 
an internal source, a fire in the coal storage area, which was adjacent to the gunpowder 
storage area.  However, an American inquiry determined that an external source, a 
Spanish mine caused the explosion. 
 
American papers ignored the results of the Spanish inquiry and drummed up public 
support for going to war against Spain with deadlines like “Remember the Maine, To 
Hell With Spain!”  These newspapers began selling many more papers because of their 
coverage of the situation in Cuba-- coverage that was often inaccurate and exaggerated. 
 
The rush to war was supported by many Americans for a variety of reasons, including a 
belief that a war could bring the country together and help heal the wounds of the 
American Civil War, while others believed war could help increase international prestige 
of the U.S. by acquiring Spanish colonies.  Many think war with Spain would allow the 
U.S. to acquire important Spanish colonies in the Pacific and Asia (at that time the United 
States was the only major world power without a naval base in the region). 
 
Some were still hesitant to commit the United States to war with Spain.  Some believed 
that it is wrong for a nation that preaches democracy and self-determination to assert its 
control over others.  Many labor leaders opposed the war because it may lead to the U.S. 
acquiring colonies that could be the source of cheap labor that replace American workers. 
 
 
 
 

After Reading Please: 
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	b) Underline 3-4 main points
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2) Answer the questions on the board in your “Activities & Homework” Section. 


