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For my mother, 
who made everything possible.







I see no reason why the present administration should not go down as the turning point in our history—as the moment when we won the great prize. I do deeply believe that we may dominate the world, as no nation has dominated it in recent times.… For the first time in my life I feel that for us is the earth and the fulness thereof.

—Brook Adams to Henry Cabot Lodge, October 26, 19011

Time was not passing… it was turning in a circle.

—Gabriel García Márquez, One Hundred Years of Solitude2
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INTRODUCTION

On July 28, 1915, Rear Admiral William B. Caperton stood on the quarterdeck of the USS Washington with a pair of binoculars at his eyes and several questions running through his head. A slender man with a weathered face, a silver mustache, and a penchant for decisive action, Caperton was the recently appointed commander of the U.S. Navy Atlantic Fleet’s Cruiser Squadron. He had been stationed in Haiti’s waters off and on since January, and in that time he had seen many oddities in the war-torn country. Still, this was different. Caperton could not make out exactly what was happening onshore in Port-au-Prince, but through his glasses, it almost appeared as if the Haitians were parading through the capital.1

A parade was one of the last things the admiral had been expecting. For a month, Caperton and the Washington had been patrolling up north, monitoring a flailing insurrection in Cap-Haïtien as well as the French forces lurking nearby. By late July the situation had settled down, and things were quiet enough that the U.S. chief of naval operations could cable Caperton complacently about the end of the Haitian troubles. But this peace had been rudely interrupted the previous morning when frantic reports had begun reaching Caperton about fighting in Port-au-Prince and—more ominously—approaching European warships. Filled with “a natural apprehension,” the admiral had decided to steam south immediately.2

Caperton hoped to arrive in Port-au-Prince before widespread violence broke out, and he must have been greatly relieved to see only a seemingly innocuous procession winding through the capital’s streets. Little did the admiral know that his arrival, far from stabilizing the volatile situation, had effectively sentenced the president of Haiti to death—and the United States to yet another in a long series of interventions in the affairs of its neighbors.

What was about to happen was one small part of a much, much larger story—a century-long and often violent game of keep-away, in which a rising United States had sought to prevent unstable parts of the Western Hemisphere from falling into the hands of its great-power rivals. Events in Haiti would soon remind the world just how seriously the United States took that objective.
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Like most tinpot dictators, Vilbrun Guillaume Sam was constantly afraid. He had seized Haiti’s presidency less than five months earlier, the latest in a line of short-lived revolutionary leaders. In the previous seven years, Haiti had churned through seven presidents—five deposed, one poisoned, and the last blown up in the National Palace with his family. Sam desperately wanted to end this wave of revolutions and bring lasting peace and stability to his troubled country. But in Haiti, heads would roll almost as soon as they were crowned, and the new president knew that it wouldn’t be long before it was his turn.3

Sure enough, only a few months into his term, another revolution had begun brewing in the north. If Sam had followed his predecessors’ example, he would have started packing his bags. But Sam’s dreams had long since outpaced his instinct for self-preservation. He declared martial law and took his political opponents in Port-au-Prince hostage, including many members of the traditionally inviolable upper class. “Such a disgrace!” clucked one appalled observer. “Even [the prisoners] could hardly believe that Sam meant it seriously.”4

Sam was quite serious, and it sealed his doom. On July 27, 1915, an early-morning uprising in the capital forced Sam to flee the presidential palace and seek sanctuary in the French Legation. Earlier, however, Sam had ordered the prison commandant to kill every one of the hostages if revolutionaries ever drove him from the palace. Following Sam’s flight, his order was executed with grim efficiency, and the walls of the capital prison were soon stained with the blood of some 167 detainees, including two former presidents.5

Such unprecedented barbarity broke every rule of Haiti’s informal revolutionary system, and Port-au-Prince exploded in rage. Over the next day, the besieged French Legation beat back several attempts by angry mobs to seize the president cowering inside. With the situation spiraling out of control, the American chargé d’affaires called for help. “French Minister and British Chargé d’Affairs have telegraphed for ships,” he cabled. “Situation very grave.” Suitably alarmed, Caperton and the Washington set course for Port-au-Prince.6
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Caperton’s timing could hardly have been worse. Black smoke pouring from its stacks, the Washington hove into view of the Haitian capital just as a funeral for several of Sam’s slain victims was ending. Convinced that the Americans would soon escort Sam to exile, many of the recently bereaved concluded that this was their last opportunity to exact revenge on the murderous president.7

Some seventy-five young Haitian men poured over the French Legation’s walls and stormed the building. Before anyone could do anything, they had grabbed the terrified President Sam, pulled him out of the house, and dragged him along the long cobblestone driveway to the locked gates. Outside, an angry crowd seethed. Sam, begging for his life, was thrown over the iron gates to the feeding frenzy below, and with a furious howl, the mob tore the president apart. Sam’s head and limbs were impaled onto poles and marched around the city, his torso trailing behind.8

Offshore, Caperton stood on the Washington’s quarterdeck and watched the macabre parade through his binoculars, too far away to know what to make of it. But after his ship anchored and he learned that this was no celebration, the commander sprang into action. Since violating a legation was a severe international offense, Caperton immediately understood it was “necessary for us to land or permit Europeans to do so.” Tactical reasons counseled in favor of holding back. Nightfall was imminent, and it would be dangerous to send Americans ashore into the twilight of a strange and hostile city. But Caperton concluded that “reasons of policy greatly outweighed those of tactics,” and the admiral decided to land at once to leave “as little excuse as possible for the French to disembark.”9

With the Washington’s guns trained on the city, Caperton beached a small company of marines and bluejackets early in the evening. As dusk fell, they fanned out over the darkening city. From the bay, one marine sergeant later recalled, Port-au-Prince appeared “a beautiful romantic prospect,” a “city of past ages whose glory had survived all modern ugliness.” But once inside the capital, he felt instead that he “had been delivered into a land of evil enchantment.” Days after the initial landing, American forces were marching “through walls of human silence and dead-eyed stares.” They would occupy Haiti for the next nineteen years.10

With Remarkable Regularity

For Haitians, the American occupation was a tragedy. For Americans, it was merely a statistic. Over the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the United States went on a regional rampage of staggering scope and scale. There were coups and countercoups, protectorates and annexations. Invasions were followed by occupations, and occupations by insurgencies and counterinsurgencies. Foreign capitals grew used to American marines policing their streets and American warships patrolling their waters. American policy became practically synonymous with intervention, the use or threat of force to coerce a state into exercising its sovereign functions in a particular way. Even where it did not intervene outright, Washington imposed its will through tools like loans, customs receiverships, embedded financial advisors, and the threat of diplomatic nonrecognition. Elsewhere, American diplomats simply made suggestions, knowing full well their advice would often be treated as law.

So by the time the marines fanned out over Port-au-Prince’s darkening streets, Washington had already intervened in the affairs of Cuba (1898–1901, 1906–1909, 1912), Panama (1903, 1908), the Dominican Republic (1905, 1912, 1914), Nicaragua (1909, 1910, 1912), Honduras (1911), and Mexico (1914), to name only the most prominent interventions. Soon, the United States would also be intervening in the Dominican Republic (1916), Mexico (1916), the Danish West Indies (1917), Cuba (1917, 1933), Panama (1918), Honduras (1924), and Nicaragua (1927). By 1940, this interventionist record had become so glaring that the U.S. Marine Corps began its Small Wars Manual with the observation that “in spite of the varying trend of the foreign policy of succeeding administrations, this Government has interposed or intervened in the affairs of other states with remarkable regularity.” Somewhat unnecessarily, the Manual then hazarded: “It may be anticipated that the same general procedure will be followed in the future.”11

Against that history, what made the Haitian intervention remarkable is just how unremarkable it was.
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States have, of course, been intervening in their neighbors’ affairs since time immemorial. But these particular interventions stand out because of how much they foreshadowed the future of American foreign policy. Before American soldiers ever stormed the beaches of Normandy, they were landing in the surf of the Dominican Republic. Before the United States ever engaged in nuclear brinksmanship over Cuba, it was going toe to toe with European forces in Mexico and Venezuela. And before the nation ever became mired in the “forever wars” of Vietnam and Afghanistan, it was slogging through counterinsurgencies in Haiti, Nicaragua, and elsewhere. In short, before the United States ever turned into a global power, it became a regional one.
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Major U.S. Interventions in the Caribbean Region, 1860–1945





The parallels are no coincidence. By the end of its interventionist streak, the United States had accomplished something remarkable and, in the modern era, unprecedented, something that would allow it to claim the mantle of world power like no other nation before it. It had become a regional hegemon.12

Only a few countries are considered “great powers,” those states that can hold their own in a war against any other state. But above even the great powers are what political scientists call “regional hegemons,” those great powers that have grown so overwhelmingly strong that no other state, anywhere in the world, can put up a serious fight against them in their own region. In essence, a state becomes a regional hegemon only after it has eliminated or neutralized every other great power in its neighborhood.13

Such supremacy renders a state practically invulnerable, and strategists accordingly consider regional hegemony the holy grail of international power politics. Much like the search for the grail, however, pursuing this kind of power is a quest fraught with danger and moral compromise. Over the centuries, great powers like Napoleonic France, Imperial Japan, and Nazi Germany have all made runs at regional hegemony. But in the modern era, no state has ever managed to achieve it—no state, that is, except the United States.14

Perhaps no inflection point has been as critical to the republic’s trajectory. Securing regional hegemony came at great cost, both to the United States and to those whom it encountered and often subdued. But it also freed the United States to leave the hemisphere behind and to become a global superpower invested in the security and stability of the world at large. Without enemies at its gates, the United States could venture further afield. And so it did. For better or worse, the results have been far-reaching, ranging from involvement in dozens of foreign conflicts to the creation of an international order that endures to this day.

Surprisingly, however, the story of the United States’s rise to regional hegemony has not received anywhere near the attention it deserves. Most Americans take their country’s unassailable position for granted, having lived with its effects all their lives. They likewise ignore the trail of broken states and mangled nations the United States left behind on its way to the top. Few know the full story of how the United States consolidated hegemony over the Western Hemisphere; fewer still dwell on why it did so.

Contemporary historians also often gloss over this missing chapter of American foreign policy, and even those who don’t have tended to explain it away—with important exceptions—as an anachronism limited to a particular time and place.

Recently, some historians have begun revisiting this missing chapter from a new perspective. Concentrating on its consequences, these scholars have continued revising the sometimes too-sunny view of how the republic’s interventions affected both itself and those it interacted with. Simultaneously, these scholars have embraced comparative and transnational research to bring to light the stories of marginalized groups—including indigenous peoples, women, and minorities—and to expose some of the ugly prejudices, ignorance, and greed that often characterized American involvement on the ground.15

Commendable and long overdue as this new research is, it remains incomplete. As important as it surely is to understand the effects and course of American interventionism, it’s also important to understand what led senior officials in Washington to decide—again and again—to threaten or use force against their neighbors in the first place. By understanding the former, policymakers can better appreciate and redress historical injustices; by understanding the latter, policymakers can hopefully prevent new injustices from arising at all.

Dangerous to Our Peace and Safety

We May Dominate the World tells the story of a century of American statesmen, the constraints they faced, and the choices they made that together powered the United States to the pinnacle of international relations while leaving behind a string of shattered peoples and principles. From 1860 to 1945, the United States found itself intervening time and again in its neighbors’ affairs primarily for one overriding and paradoxically defensive reason—to forestall the threat of intervention by hostile great powers.16

Concerns about hostile powers have, of course, been driving American foreign policy since the republic’s founding. American leaders understood then that the greatest threat to their country’s security came from Europe’s great powers, the only nation-states with the economic, political, and military might to seriously harm the young republic. Geography, however, had blessed the United States with one major advantage: distance. Europe was far away, and its colonies could never compete in importance with its metropoles. Thomas Jefferson thus prayed that Europe’s internal squabbles would keep the continent’s bayonets at home, allowing “the new world [to] fatten on the follies of the old.” George Washington crystallized the country’s resulting grand strategy in his famous Farewell Address, in which he urged the United States to maintain “as little political connection as possible” with European powers while taking advantage of its “detached and distant situation” to grow stronger.17

Opportunistic isolation was the essence of Washington’s counsel, and early American statesmen practiced it as best they could. By following the first president’s guidance, the United States successfully drove Spain out of Florida and secured the vast territory of the Louisiana Purchase from a France distracted and impoverished by the Napoleonic Wars. But Washington’s strategy also proved potentially unsustainable. Despite its best efforts, the United States was embroiled in costly conflicts with first France and then Great Britain. Even worse, the republic was rocked by a series of secession scares linked to foreign policy crises, including in the west and north. As long as Europe’s great powers had major interests in the Western Hemisphere, it seemed like events on one side of the Atlantic would invariably provoke crises on the other.18

Emperor Napoleon Bonaparte, however, gave the United States an unparalleled strategic opening in 1807 when he marched his forces into the Iberian Peninsula and severed the ties that bound Spain and Portugal to their colonies on the far side of the ocean. Royalists and revolutionaries would battle across the Americas for the next decade and a half, but by the early 1820s, the tide had decisively shifted toward Latin American independence. Save for Canada and a handful of tiny European colonies in and around the Caribbean, the hemisphere was now essentially free.19

The collapse of the old colonial order—and the rise of new nations from its ashes—revolutionized American strategic thinking. Europe’s great powers had always seemed like permanent fixtures of the Americas, but it was now possible to imagine a new world without them. If the United States could pull up the great powers’ remaining stakes in the Western Hemisphere while preventing them from driving in new ones, then the United States would be able to rely on its oceanic moats for lasting security against the only real threat it faced. Jefferson was one of the first to appreciate what all of this meant for the United States and Latin America alike. “The object of both,” he realized, “must be to exclude all European influence from this hemisphere.”20

Jefferson’s vision was intoxicating, but it had its challenges. Following Napoleon’s final defeat, the three great monarchies of Europe—Russia, Austria, and Prussia—had banded together to form the Holy Alliance, a coalition dedicated to banishing the specter of republicanism and secularism from Europe. Once the Alliance had achieved that objective, American leaders feared, it might next try to recolonize the Latin American republics, whose weaknesses and divisions would make them easy targets. Americans grew even more concerned when Russia claimed a vast swath of Pacific waters as its exclusive preserve. All at once, Europe seemed set to roll back republicanism’s gains in the New World.21

On December 2, 1823, President James Monroe responded with what would become known as the Monroe Doctrine. The United States would not interfere with Europe’s “existing colonies or dependencies,” he pledged to Congress, but Americans would consider it “dangerous to our peace and safety” if the Holy Alliance ever tried “to extend [its] system to any portion of this hemisphere.” Accordingly, the United States would oppose any attempt to oppress or otherwise control the destinies of the new republics of the Western Hemisphere. “By the free and independent condition which they have assumed,” Monroe proclaimed, “the American continents… are henceforth not to be considered as subjects for future colonization by any European powers.”22

The Monroe Doctrine was revolutionary. Taken to its logical conclusion, it promised the total expulsion of Europe’s great powers from the Americas, and a complete political separation between the Old World and the New. Once finished, that project would presumably leave the United States as the only truly powerful state in the whole hemisphere—a regional hegemon, secure against the entire world.

But in 1823, that objective remained a distant dream. European leaders scoffed at Monroe’s pretensions, and most powers considered it beneath their dignity to even respond to his Doctrine. The Holy Alliance never did send its fleets west, but that was mostly to avoid irritating Great Britain, not the United States. Russia, too, withdrew its claims for reasons other than Monroe’s warning.23

For forty years, Washington did little to enforce the Monroe Doctrine despite regular violations by Europe’s powers. Partly, that reflected the republic’s weakness; what few resources the federal government had were consumed by internal matters, including western expansion. But Americans also failed to enforce the Doctrine because, like every other issue, it became bound up in the nation’s sectional conflict. Shortly before Monroe’s message, the debates over the Missouri Compromise had revealed the widening gulf between the North and the South over slavery. As the divide grew, each section championed a distinct foreign policy aimed primarily at keeping the other section in check. Determined to keep an eye on each other, the North and South turned inward, even as the threat from Europe began to mount.24

Only in the aftermath of the Civil War would the United States have the strength and focus to make good on the Monroe Doctrine’s promise. It is there that the story of the republic’s rise to regional hegemony—and this book—begins.

The Problem of Order

Over the next century, the United States would strive to achieve Monroe’s vision in several different ways. But throughout this period, American policy was consistently shaped by one central, overarching challenge, what might be called “the problem of order.” That problem reflected the fact that it would be dangerous for the United States to let strategically important areas of the world—including most of its neighborhood—fall prey to internal instability and weakness in the face of serious foreign threats.

Officials in Washington generally believed they could attain their ultimate objective of regional hegemony simply by waiting Europe’s powers out, letting time, distance, and the natural course of events fray the continent’s remaining links to the hemisphere while the United States continued to grow. But that plan would only work if the republic held the line in the meantime, preventing its European rivals from reversing their natural decline by acquiring new regional footholds or by significantly expanding their regional influence. For the sake of its own security, then, the United States recommitted itself at the end of the Civil War to defending not only its own shores, but also the shores of its neighbors.

Defending its neighbors was easier said than done, however, because those neighbors were often consumed by internal chaos. Since independence, many countries in the region had succumbed to dictators, civil wars, and foreign influence; others strained under the yoke of Europe’s colonial legacy, the region’s challenging geography, or invasions from nearby countries. Though not necessarily through any fault of their own, several of the United States’s neighbors were extremely economically and politically unstable—failed or failing states, in today’s terms.

Such instability complicated the United States’s defense of the region. Instability can offer hostile foreign powers both the opportunity and the motivation to intervene: opportunity, because unstable states are internally divided and cannot effectively defend themselves; and motivation, because unstable states often fail to repay their debts or protect foreign property and persons, offering tailor-made justifications for foreign involvement. If left to fester, instability in the New World thus threatened to invite intervention by the Old.

Americans could perhaps have safely ignored the instability around them if they had been living in a more peaceful and enlightened time. But the end of the Civil War coincided with the start of the second Age of Imperialism in the 1870s, during which Eurasia’s great powers aggressively expanded across the rest of the world. From the west coast of Africa to the islands of the Pacific, the powers scrambled to colonize what land they could while subjecting the remainder to their control, a vicious competition that eventually turned inward and helped lead to two devastating world wars. For Americans, this escalating imperial rivalry threatened to bring Europe’s powers rushing back into the Western Hemisphere, and it turned the region’s chronic instability from a minor annoyance into a major strategic liability.

Officials in Washington thus faced a serious problem, the problem of order, whenever one of their neighbors met three conditions: it was strategically important, it was threatened by foreign powers, and it was too unstable or otherwise weak to defend itself. Some of the United States’s neighbors did not match that description. Canada, for instance, occupied a strategically important position as the republic’s next-door neighbor, but throughout this period it presented few opportunities for European expansion and was primarily a vulnerability for the British Empire. But the problem of order unfortunately described much of the rest of the Western Hemisphere, especially in the Caribbean basin.25

Officials in Washington couldn’t make their neighborhood less strategically important, and they couldn’t usually control how much of a foreign threat it faced. But American officials thought they could do something about the problem of order’s third prong: instability. If Americans could just stabilize and strengthen the weak states of the Western Hemisphere, the thinking went, they could remove tempting opportunities for European expansion and thereby safeguard their country’s own security.

Less obvious was exactly how the United States should go about stabilizing and strengthening its weak neighbors. Several approaches were possible, ranging from hands-off measures like trade to more direct, invasive, and potentially coercive steps like protectorates, interventions, and annexations. Over the next century, American thinking on this issue would go through three phases.

From 1860 to 1898, the United States tried its first strategy. Europe’s great powers had exploited American weakness and distraction during the Civil War to try to expand into the hemisphere, most notably in war-torn Mexico. In response to these near-misses, American leaders began trying to stabilize the region indirectly, through commercial and diplomatic engagement. By trading and staying on friendly terms with its neighbors, the United States hoped to strengthen them to the point where they could resist European incursions on their own. But where necessary, the United States would also lend a helping hand and confront Europe’s powers directly; in extreme cases, it would even preempt foreign intervention through annexation.

European imperialism continued to surge, however, and from 1898 to 1918, the United States shifted to a second, more drastic approach. After occupying Cuba during the Spanish-American War, Americans had the opportunity to directly meddle in the internal affairs of a nearby state in order to ensure its long-term stability. Once they did, there was no going back.

Over the next two decades, the United States launched wave after wave of increasingly invasive interventions against its neighbors. Washington wanted to exclude rival great powers from the region, but as its neighbors kept imploding, they continuously re-created power vacuums that encouraged foreign intervention. To stop that from happening, the United States began filling those vacuums with its own power. Over time, the defensive strategy of European exclusion turned into the reality of aggressive American expansion, as expansion proved the most effective and often the only way of excluding the country’s European rivals.

Some in Washington welcomed this aggressive expansion, but most opposed it. Either way, however, the problem of order consistently channeled American foreign policy in a certain direction and made it difficult for policymakers to chart a different course. Of course, no decision to intervene was ever motivated exclusively by the problem. But while other factors were always relevant, they often played a distinctly secondary role. And even where other factors predominated, the problem of order still lurked in the background, continuously framing and limiting the choices that officials in Washington made.

Furthermore, the problem itself was self-perpetuating. Time and again, the United States would intervene to stabilize and strengthen its troubled neighbors; time and again, those interventions would miscarry, leading to greater instability that required new and more intrusive interventions. And even when the United States wasn’t intervening, it was often destabilizing the region inadvertently, through the warping effects of its sheer size and rise alone. The result was a region gripped by ever-widening and ever-deepening power vacuums that kept drawing the United States further in as long as the foreign threat remained present.

From 1918 to 1945, the United States finally pulled back from this second strategy. By the end of World War I, the republic had found itself in an unsustainable position: having tipped from a great power into a full-blown regional hegemon, it no longer faced any meaningful foreign threat, but it was still enmeshed in a series of costly, inconclusive, and open-ended interventions across half the world. Americans decided they had had enough, and Washington drew back its regional military commitments while aspiring to a new, more neighborly strategy.

Once again, this new approach proved sustainable only in the short term. As long as the hemisphere faced no serious threat from abroad, the problem of order disappeared and the republic could live up to its ideals, ushering in a golden age in regional relations. But as soon as the great-power threat returned during the 1930s, so did the United States’s ultimate willingness to intervene to preempt hostile foreign influence. Try as they might, officials in Washington could not escape the problem of order’s basic logic. That logic would drag the country back into its expansionist ways, first at a regional level and then—as the Cold War heated up—on a global scale.

Full Circle

Today, the Western Hemisphere can sometimes seem like an afterthought in American policy. It can therefore be easy to dismiss the United States’s history there as an artifact of its time, a relic with few lessons for the modern world. That would be a mistake.

Admiral Caperton and his colleagues would quickly recognize most of the challenges facing the United States today. They were used to revanchist great powers, ailing democratization efforts, and ominous war games. For them, there was nothing unusual about fleets jostling for supremacy, foreign occupations turning into quagmires, and the fates of entire empires being decided by banknotes and bullets. They lived in a time when the United States wrestled with failing states, counterinsurgency campaigns, and foreign assassinations. So do we.

The Western Hemisphere may have faded in geopolitical prominence, but the issues the United States confronted there a century ago remain startlingly contemporary. Today’s American grand strategists remain as concerned as ever about the prospect of instability abroad and the national security threats that follow in its train. The United States first cut its teeth on that problem in its neighborhood, and modern American policymakers would do well to heed the lessons the country learned there at immense cost to itself and to others.

One of those lessons is an insight into what makes rising powers act the way they do. Historians often observe that rising powers tend to pursue aggressive and expansionist foreign policies on their way to the top. That is true, but what’s less clear is why. One answer is the problem of order, which influences rising powers in a uniquely powerful way. Rising powers are especially likely to confront the three factors that create the problem; rising powers are also especially likely to have the capability to do something about it. The result is often aggression and expansion, as the United States learned firsthand.26

By understanding how the problem of order drove the United States’s behavior, We May Dominate the World offers a window into the trajectory that other regional powers—including China, Russia, and Iran—may take in the coming decades. And the stakes could scarcely be higher. At a time when some claim that a declining United States is “destined for war” with a rising China, and when Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has sparked fresh concerns about nuclear war, understanding the factors that led a rising United States to conduct a muscular foreign policy in its neighborhood can shed valuable light on how to prevent Armageddon in our own century.27
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CHAPTER 1

WEAKNESS OFFERS TEMPTATION

The Civil War and Aftermath, 1860–1867

General Philip H. Sheridan sat motionless atop his horse as the summer sun beat down upon him. At his feet swirled the murky brown waters of the Rio Grande; just across it lay war-torn Mexico. Behind him, spread out all along the river, were thirty thousand soldiers in blue coats, veterans of the recently ended American Civil War.1

Sheridan and the North had won, but victory had not come cheaply. Seven hundred fifty thousand Americans were dead. Half a million more were wounded, including fifty thousand who had left limbs on battlefields and stacked beside surgeons’ tents. By war’s end, the North had lost more than 6 percent of its white male military-age population; in the South, it was over 13 percent. And less than a week after Confederate General Robert E. Lee raised the white flag, the nation had lost its president as well. By any metric, the Civil War had been the most brutal war the country had ever fought.2

Sheridan, however, had little time to dwell on the past; it was the wars of the future that concerned him. Only days after Sheridan had witnessed Lee’s surrender at Appomattox, General Ulysses S. Grant had sent him deep into the recently subdued South on a mission so secret that Grant had refused to commit it to paper. Even in the midst of the Civil War, Grant had been watching events south of the border, including a civil war being fought in parallel in Mexico. Mexico was no stranger to domestic turmoil, but this was different: Mexicans were fighting not only each other, but also the French Empire. France had exploited the distractions of the American Civil War to invade Mexico with overwhelming force, and now the country was occupied territory, its republic reduced to ruins and a puppet emperor seated on the throne of Montezuma.3

Grant and Sheridan believed that France’s occupation of Mexico was the last act in the drama the South had started with its rebellion. One of Europe’s great powers was directly threatening the heart of American national security. Until the French were expelled from Mexico, Grant had told Sheridan, “our success in putting down secession would never be complete.”4

Sheridan’s eyes flicked over the Rio Grande, but his mind was focused on the pockmarked territory beyond it. Only two months after the end of the Civil War, Sheridan and the Union army were once again preparing to go to war.

The Gathering of the Vultures

Sheridan’s mission—and the astounding willingness of many Americans to go to war with one of Europe’s great powers months after the end of the most devastating conflict in American history—would become a defining moment in American foreign policy. Over the next century, the episode would come to symbolize just how far the country was willing to go to protect its neighborhood. Even more significant, however, were the events that had led up to Sheridan’s mission, which would remind officials in Washington of what they saw as a harsh and enduring truth: Europe’s great powers had not reconciled themselves to the United States’s rise, and they would take advantage of any weakness—on the part of either the United States or its neighbors—if given the chance.

Europe’s largely monarchical powers had always distrusted the virulent republicanism of the United States, but by the late 1840s they had come to fear its growing material power too. Earlier that decade, the republic had annexed Texas and then swallowed an additional five hundred thousand square miles from its southern neighbor after a stunning victory in the Mexican-American War. In 1855, a French diplomat concluded that what remained of Mexico would soon disappear down the gullet of its land-hungry neighbor. “Mexico has become the avowed object of the conquering ambition of the United States,” he warned. “If it finishes by falling into their hands, it would be difficult to arrest the march of their domination in the New World.”5

Europe’s powers were also unsettled by other aspects of the republic’s self-assigned manifest destiny. In the 1850s, Americans known as “filibusters” had launched waves of private military expeditions against their southern neighbors, seeking to liberate European colonies, spread slavery, and gain gold and glory. Sometimes Washington supported the filibusters, but even when it did not, it messed with European imperial interests in other ways, like blunting Great Britain’s influence in Central America or threatening to seize Cuba from Spain. It became conventional wisdom in Europe’s capitals that a rising United States had to be stopped—and soon.6

So it was a welcome development when Americans began tearing themselves apart over the issue of slavery. With the republic divided and distracted, Europe’s powers could recalibrate the balance of power in the New World as they saw fit. It was not long before they seized the opportunity.
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Spain struck first. Spanish politicians still pined for the glory days of the Spanish Empire, even as they feared that the United States might take away what few Caribbean colonies Madrid had left. Over the 1850s, this concern led Spain to start intriguing in the Dominican Republic, a nation strategically sandwiched between Cuba and Puerto Rico on the island of Hispaniola. Conveniently enough, Dominican leaders were simultaneously searching for a foreign power to protect them from their neighbor Haiti’s repeated invasions. It seemed like a match made in heaven: Spain would restore control over its former colony, securing its flanks and burnishing its prestige, and in exchange the Dominican Republic would gain lasting security.7

The South’s secession gave both sides the opening they needed to consummate the deal. On March 18, 1861, the Dominican president announced that the island nation was ready to be reannexed by Spain; two months later, after the Civil War had begun, Queen Isabel II officially accepted the offer and reincorporated the Dominican Republic by royal decree.8

One panicked American newspaper headlined “The Gathering of the Vultures.” “Our domestic dissensions are producing their natural fruits,” agreed the New York Times. “We are just beginning to suffer the penalties of being a weak and despised Power.” Barring “decisive measures,” the paper predicted gloomily, “we may speedily look for the advent of fresh fleets from Europe—and the intervention of other Powers in the affairs of this Continent.”9
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Imperial France was the next power to exploit the United States and its neighbors’ weakness.

Charles Louis Napoléon Bonaparte had been fascinated by Latin America long before he was crowned Emperor Napoleon III. He dreamed of reshaping the hemisphere in accordance with a “Grand Design for the Americas,” which would see France leading a regional confederation of monarchies. The Grand Design was a breathtakingly ambitious scheme, one worthy, he hoped, of the Bonaparte name. But Napoleon III also justified it in the cold language of balance-of-power politics. He explained to one subordinate that if Americans “should take possession of the whole of the Gulf of Mexico, thence command the Antilles as well as South America,” they would dictate terms to Europe as “the only dispenser of the products of the New World.”10

Napoleon III believed that Mexico had both made such a catastrophe possible and also become the key to preventing it. Since independence, Mexico had been plagued by nearly constant civil war and revolution. By one count, the country had endured thirty-six governments and seventy-three presidents in less than forty years. Most recently, the country’s two political factions—the Liberals and the Conservatives—had fought the especially bloody La Guerra de Reforma, or War of Reform. Liberals wanted to modernize their nation along Enlightenment-era lines, whereas Conservatives sought a dominant—some would say domineering—role for the institutions and privileges of precolonial Mexico. The Liberals had won the war but not the argument, and Mexico was left less prepared than ever to withstand outside influences.11
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Emperor Napoleon III of France: “A pallid face, its bony emaciated angles thrown into bold relief by the shaded lamps, a nose large and long, moustaches, a curled lock of hair above a narrow forehead, eyes small and dull, and with a timid and uneasy manner.”





Napoleon III thought that Mexico’s weakness gave him an unprecedented opportunity to implement his Grand Design and thereby stop the United States. Europe, he believed, had a “common interest… in seeing Mexico pacified and endowed with a stable”—that is, monarchic—“government.” Not only would a monarchized Mexico offer commercial advantages, but it would also “form an impassable barrier to the encroachments of North America.” Once “regenerated” as a monarchy, moreover, Mexico would become a beachhead for the gradual regeneration of its neighbors, until the entire hemisphere was once again made safe for monarchy.12

The French emperor had hesitated to realize this plan during the 1850s because, as he told the British, he did not want to risk a “falling out with the United States.” By late 1861, though, he knew that the Civil War had “made it impossible for the United States to interfere.” So when a Mexican monarchist informed the French emperor that a military expedition was now feasible, Napoleon III finished his cigarette and cautiously agreed. “If [Mexico] declares that it desires to organize itself with the support of the European powers, I will lend a hand,” he said. “For the rest, as you justly say, the state of affairs in the United States is very propitious.”13

Equally propitious was the pretext for intervention that Mexico had provided. During the War of Reform, a succession of Mexican presidents had raided the treasury and, after it was bankrupted, turned to foreign loans for support. The war had also racked up individual claims against the Mexican government as bands of guerrillas and highwaymen took the property—and often the lives—of those foreigners unlucky enough to fall under their control. By 1861, Mexico allegedly owed more than $80 million to European creditors. With no way to pay off that sum, the new Liberal president, Pablo Benito Juárez, declared a two-year moratorium on Mexico’s debt repayments.14

Napoleon III was overjoyed. Juárez’s moratorium gave him (and Europe) the “legitimate motive for interference” that he had been waiting for. It was scandalous, really, that Mexico would repudiate its debts unilaterally, and the French emperor successfully persuaded British and Spanish leaders that the upstart nation needed some imperial discipline. On October 31, 1861, the three powers agreed to dispatch a joint military expedition to force Juárez’s government to pay the money it owed and to better protect their subjects. Over the winter of 1861–1862, the three powers overran the Mexican port city of Veracruz with almost fourteen thousand soldiers.15

Great Britain and Spain soon resolved their claims and withdrew their forces, but Napoleon III was far from done. French forces advanced toward Mexico City, and after being reinforced by tens of thousands of veterans, they defeated Juárez’s army, forced the Mexican president to flee north, and took the capital in early summer 1863. Over the next year, the French rolled over the devastated country like a tidal wave, sweeping up city after city. From the sidelines, Europe’s other great powers cheered France’s invasion and the challenge it posed to the United States. British Prime Minister Lord Palmerston said he could not imagine a “more advantageous” arrangement than the Confederacy winning the Civil War and Mexico simultaneously turning into “a prosperous monarchy.” British statesman Lord Clarendon agreed, snickering at the thought of Napoleon III “cocking up his leg against [the United States’s] Monroe Doctrine which ought long ago to have been arrosé [watered] in that manner.”16

By 1864, Napoleon III was ready to crown his conquest of Mexico with the final touch—a foreign-born emperor who would nominally rule an independent Mexico, but who would really be bound to the French emperor’s wishes. For Napoleon III, there were few better candidates for this role than Austrian Archduke Ferdinand Maximilian von Habsburg.

Charming, amiable, and kind, Maximilian was a true romantic. Born in 1832, he had stagnated in his older brother Franz Joseph’s shadow, especially after Franz Joseph became emperor of Austria. Seeking an outlet, Maximilian traveled widely, first within Italy, then elsewhere in Europe, and eventually all the way to Brazil. It was there, on “the sun-lit wave-washed shore of the new continent,” that the restless archduke got his first taste of what the New World could offer: “an admirable asylum,” he confided to his journal, the chance “to break with the stormy past and to work [one’s] way to a blameless future.”17
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Emperor Maximilian I of Mexico: “What a lot of cannon-shots it will take to set up an emperor in Mexico, and what a lot to maintain him there!”





Napoleon III had the power to turn these escapist fantasies into reality. He fired the young Habsburg’s imagination with the demands of ancestral honor and visions of a rising empire across the sea. No responsibility could “produce greater results” than ruling Mexico, the French emperor promised, “for it is a question of rescuing a whole continent from anarchy and misery” and “raising the monarchist flag… in the face of dangerous Utopias and bloody disorders.” It was an illusion Maximilian could not refuse.18

In March 1864, the archduke negotiated the terms of France’s future support for his new empire. Napoleon III pledged to keep twenty thousand French troops in Mexico through 1867 and eight thousand foreign legionnaires for six years thereafter. Additionally, Napoleon III would help fund the beginning of Maximilian’s reign. Beholden to French troops and money, Maximilian would effectively be a puppet emperor. If that bothered the archduke, however, he gave no sign.19

On June 12, 1864, to the celebratory boom of bells and cannons, Maximilian triumphantly entered Mexico City in a gilded coach led by four splendidly decorated white horses. Roars of “¡Viva el Emperador!” greeted him from the crowds thronging his path, many of whom had turned out at the strong “suggestion” of French troops. As he surveyed his new subjects, Emperor Maximilian I of Mexico felt his heart thrill. At last, he was home.20
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Maximilian’s coronation struck many Americans as just the beginning of Europe’s return to the hemisphere. If Europe’s powers could impose a monarchy on Mexico, the New York Times had opined, they would surely “repeat the operation in the other Spanish-American Republics.” After all, why not? “Those Republics have been all offenders, in the same way, if not to the same extent, as their more Northern sister; like her, they are debtors to European capitalists; like her, they are turbulent and anarchical. Hence there will be just as valid ground for intervention in their case, as in Mexico.” If Europe’s past conduct had proven anything, it was that Europe’s great powers were unlikely to stop of their own volition. “Ambition grows by what it feeds on,” the Times warned darkly.21

The Very Most Glorious Original

Combatting these European ambitions was the unenviable job of William Henry Seward, who had become the new American secretary of state on March 6, 1861.

Just turning sixty, Seward could easily have passed for a disheveled scarecrow rather than an elder statesman. One observer commented on “his big nose and his wire hair and grizzly eyebrows and miserable dress”; another thought Seward’s head resembled “a straw sack in shape and color.” Despite his age and appearance, however, Seward still had a restless “school-boy elasticity” about him. Henry Adams, one of the age’s sharpest political commentators, laughed at how “hopelessly lawless” Seward could be in social situations—snorting, belching, sprawling across chairs, and patting ladies on the head whenever the mood struck him. Seward often kept “all the talking to himself,” but listeners usually failed to notice, for the garrulous secretary rolled out “grand, broad ideas” so effortlessly he could “inspire a cow with statesmanship.” All in all, Adams decided, Seward was “the very most glorious original.”22

Seward’s appointment as secretary of state had been a bittersweet moment for the New Yorker. He had spent his entire adult life striving for the presidency, rising to become a preeminent voice against slavery as well as the undisputed leader of the new Republican party. Going into the 1860 nominating convention, Seward was the surefire nominee. At the last minute, however, the nomination had been yanked out of his hands and awarded to some political unknown born in the backwoods and distinguished primarily by his almost total lack of distinction. Anyone would have been crushed, but for someone of Seward’s ambition and accomplishment, it was an especially devastating blow.23
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Secretary of State William Henry Seward: “A subtle, quick man, rejoicing in power, given to perorate and to oracular utterances, fond of badinage, bursting with the importance of state mysteries.”





Seward initially envisioned himself as the power behind the new throne; whoever this Abraham Lincoln was, he would surely be putty in the secretary’s dexterous grip. In time, however, Seward’s wounded ego gave way to admiration for his new boss, and the two formed a partnership that would steer the nation through civil war and international peril alike.24
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Secretary Seward crafted the Union’s foreign policy during the Civil War with two constraints in mind. First, the Union could not allow Europe to flout the Monroe Doctrine by permanently expanding its military presence in the New World. Even more importantly, however, the Union also had to win its war against the Confederacy, which meant preventing foreign powers from getting involved in the conflict. These often-competing constraints drove Seward to try several different solutions to Europe’s schemes in the hemisphere.

First, he tried to drive Europe back with menacing diplomatic notes and even threats of war. But these warnings were never realistic, and as the republic descended into civil war, Europe’s powers began ignoring Seward’s warnings.25

Seward next tried to combat Europe’s interest in Mexico through an intergovernmental loan that Juárez could use to satisfy his country’s seething creditors and thereby eliminate any pretense for further intervention. Such a loan was unprecedented; never before had the United States loaned money directly to a foreign government, and critics like the attorney general fulminated against the folly of aiding “the crippled and insane nations round us” when “we are ourselves torn by civil dissensions.” But Mexico was too important a battleground to cede to Europe, and Lincoln ultimately agreed to roll the dice on Seward’s loan plan.26

Their luck ran out in the Senate, however. At a time when the Union was pinching pennies for the widening war effort, senators were in no mood to consider large cash outlays, even ones of “momentous interest to the two Governments” involved. They shot down Seward’s proposed loan, twenty-eight to eight.27

Seward looked for other ways to rescue the hemisphere from European plots, but he found himself increasingly hamstrung by the Civil War’s course. The Confederacy was stonewalling the Union’s armies, and the volleys of even one conflict threatened to overwhelm the North. Given the precarious military situation, Seward realized that his first priority had to be preventing Europe’s great powers from recognizing the Confederacy or, worse, allying with it against the Union.28

Seward was playing a dangerous game. Deliverance lay in walking the thin line between being belligerent enough to scare Europe away from recognition or an alliance with the South, but not being so belligerent as to actually provoke a conflict. Balancing those two imperatives became the touchstone of the Union’s foreign relations for the rest of the war, and Seward soon proved himself a master.29

This balancing act, however, left little room for picking a fight with European powers elsewhere in the hemisphere. Even helping Latin Americans resist foreign encroachment was dangerous, as it could become a precedent for foreign aid to the Confederacy. Before the United States could do anything for the hemisphere, it had to put its own house in order.30

Seward therefore settled on a foreign policy later dubbed “masterly inactivity.” The secretary would concede as little as possible to the covetous grasp of the European powers. At the same time, however, Seward would do little to oppose them directly as long as the Civil War raged. Instead, Washington would simply lie low, biding its time, waiting until someday it was powerful enough to act.31
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Seward believed that day would not arrive until “time and events” had cured the United States’s “suicidal division.” Other Americans were less patient, however, and the secretary of state’s policy of masterly inactivity became harder to sustain as the tide of public opinion turned steadily against Europe’s intrusions.32

Seward responded acidly in 1864 when one of his diplomats dared question his wait-and-see policy. “I regret that you think my course towards the French Government is too conciliatory and courteous,” the secretary noted sarcastically, but it was hardly “the most suitable time… for offering idle menaces to the Emperor of France.” Confederate forces were still in the field; until they were beaten, little else mattered. In the meantime, Seward snapped, he had “compromised nothing, surrendered nothing, and [did] not propose to surrender anything.” “Why,” he pressed, “should we gasconade about Mexico when we are in a struggle for our own life?”33

Seward’s in-house critics, however, were the least of his problems. Despite the war, Americans were flocking to new political clubs dedicated to defending the Monroe Doctrine and expelling the French from Mexico. France’s actions had excited “a popular impulse which is as strong as it is universal,” Seward admitted, and “I am now appealed to, to declare war, to drive the French out of Mexico.” Sometimes he dreamed of agreeing. “The Union is a serpent of thirty-five long joints,” he told his wife wearily. “One-third are trying to disengage themselves, and the other two-thirds languish of the pain. How I wish for the power to compel them to reunite, so as to be able to coil and spring in their own defense.”34

On April 4, 1864, the House of Representatives heeded popular opinion and unanimously passed a resolution denouncing “any monarchical Government erected on the ruins of any republican Government in America under the auspices of any European Power.” Seward’s allies buried the resolution in the Senate, but the damage was done. On an American diplomat’s next visit to the Tuileries, the French foreign minister demanded: “Do you bring us peace, or bring us war?” At that moment, the answer was still peace, but the disjointed American serpent was getting closer and closer to a striking position.35

On April 9, 1865, General Grant accepted Confederate General Lee’s surrender at Appomattox. The next day, Grant took a special train back to his headquarters at City Point, arriving early the following morning. Everyone else was celebrating or sleeping, and Grant himself should have been thrilled to have finally accomplished what he had spent years striving for. Instead, he was restless; he knew the Union still had other unfinished business. So in his dimly lit office, the victorious commanding general of the U.S. Army suddenly paused and looked up at his yawning staff. “Now for Mexico,” he announced.36

Our Faces Turned Towards the City of Mexico

For four long years, Americans had gritted their teeth as Europe’s powers flouted the Monroe Doctrine. But by mid-April 1865, the strategic balance had seesawed, and officials at the highest levels of government began debating how the United States should revenge itself on those who had exploited its weakness.

Some European powers didn’t wait around to see what Washington might do. Spain’s attempt to reannex the Dominican Republic had devolved into a bloody and expensive counterinsurgency. Facing a massive deficit, 7,500 dead troops, and a resurgent United States, Spain unilaterally decided to vacate the island only weeks after Lee’s surrender.37

Mexico was another matter, and Napoleon III showed few signs of wanting to leave. But Washington was now in a much stronger bargaining position. Most obviously, Lee’s surrender had sealed the Confederacy’s fate, freeing up hundreds of thousands of Union veterans for new undertakings. But there were also changes in leadership. Five days after Appomattox, John Wilkes Booth had shot Lincoln in the head while one of Booth’s confederates attacked Seward with a Bowie knife. Both men had opposed escalating the conflict with Europe, but with Lincoln dead, Seward struggling to survive, and the Civil War over, the path was now clear for a more aggressive course.38

General Grant took full advantage of the opportunity. He had objected to marching into Mexico while the Confederacy remained a going concern. But he had always regarded the French occupation “as a direct act of war against the United States,” and he had supposed that Americans “would treat it as such when their hands were free to strike.” In his view, that moment had arrived. He wanted to demand Maximilian’s abdication and Napoleon III’s withdrawal from Mexico. If either refused—as seemed likely—then the United States would invade.39

On May 17, 1865, Grant set his plan in motion. He assigned General Philip H. Sheridan to command west of the Mississippi. Ostensibly, Sheridan was to subdue the Confederate rump; in reality, Grant explained, Sheridan was being sent south to compel the French “to quit the territory of our sister republic.”40

At first glance, Sheridan seemed an odd choice for the mission. He was, one observer noted, “a stumpy, quadrangular little man, with a forehead of no promise and hair so short that it looks like a coat of black paint.” But by the time Sheridan stood with Grant at Appomattox, he was the fourth-ranking officer in the Union army and a living legend. Outside of battle, Sheridan could be withdrawn and sphinxlike. But “with the first smell of powder,” a change came over him; “he became a blazing meteor, a pillar of fire,” one war correspondent recalled. “Little Phil” would gallop along the front with demonic energy, spurring men on with a steady stream of curses from his foaming mouth. As bullets flew, he “was more than magnetic,” another war correspondent marveled; “he was electric.” Grant agreed. “As a soldier, as a commander,” he assessed, “there is no man living greater than Sheridan.”41

Sheridan took to his new assignment with characteristic pit-bull enthusiasm. He informed Grant’s chief of staff in early June that he planned to move “a strong force” of more than fifty thousand soldiers into Texas, stationing thirty thousand of them along the Rio Grande. “This may seem like the employment of a large force to you,” Sheridan shrugged, “but it is always best to go strong-handed.” By concentrating in Texas, Sheridan planned to build “an army strong enough to move against the invaders of Mexico if occasion demanded.” Exemplifying the best of military humor, his force would be called the “Army of Observation.”42
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General Philip Sheridan: “Sheridan is like Grant, a persevering terrier dog [who] won’t be shaken off.”





Sheridan’s arrival turned the Rio Grande into a powder keg. In response to the American buildup, Maximilian reinforced the border city of Matamoros with thousands of French soldiers, led by officers who were (in Sheridan’s view) “very saucy and insulting.” But rather than trying to defuse the situation, Sheridan hoped to spark an explosion. “Affairs on the Rio Grande frontier are getting beautifully mixed up,” he crowed. He encouraged his subordinates to “annoy the French authorities as much as you can,” explaining that their “assistance to the rebels is and has been infamous.”43

On June 29, 1865—less than three months after the end of the most devastating war in American history—Sheridan was panting for permission to let slip the dogs of war. “There is no use to beat around the bush in this Mexican matter,” he wrote Grant, arguing that “the advent of Maximilian was a portion of the rebellion and his fall should belong to its history.” With his cavalry columns in “magnificent trim,” Sheridan hoped to soon “have the pleasure of crossing the Rio Grande with them with our faces turned towards the city of Mexico.”44
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Grant, too, was itching to cross the border. On July 12, 1865, he passed Sheridan’s call for war on to the new president, Andrew Johnson, saying, “Sheridan here expresses exactly the sentiments which I believe in, and have often expressed.”45

Johnson, however, was conflicted, and he decided to present the letter to his cabinet two days later for debate.46

Sheridan’s letter hit the cabinet like a bombshell. Grant had successfully snuck Sheridan and his army down to the border while Seward was still convalescing from the attempted assassination, but by mid-June the secretary was tottering back into cabinet meetings and expressing his “emphatic… opposition” to Grant’s call for more “decisive measures” against Maximilian. If Washington demanded that Napoleon III withdraw, Seward argued, it would only “wound French pride and produce a war.” Instead, the secretary thought Americans should wait for Maximilian’s empire to collapse under its own weight.47

Seward was thus “astounded” by Sheridan’s letter, and he took to the ramparts immediately. “If we got in [a] war and drove out the French,” he warned crossly, “we could not get out ourselves.” The treasury secretary agreed, adding that nation and purse were both exhausted. The interior and navy secretaries backed Seward as well, but other cabinet members—as well as much of the army—supported Grant and Sheridan.48

Johnson remained torn. In 1864, he had campaigned on this very issue, promising one roaring crowd that Union soldiers could use “Mexico [as] a sort of recreation” after putting down the rebellion. “The French concern,” Johnson had blustered, “would quickly be wiped out.” One year and one significant political promotion later, however, Johnson was having second thoughts.49

Grant, however, was not deterred, and he presented a compromise plan. General John M. Schofield, another Union war hero, could resign his commission and lead Union troops into Mexico. Officially, Schofield would fight Maximilian as a private citizen—albeit one leading thousands of other Union veterans, all ostensibly on leaves of absence, and all armed out of the Union’s postwar surplus.50

Johnson was intrigued by Grant’s compromise plan and put it to the cabinet. This time, Seward was decisively outmaneuvered, and on July 18, 1865, the cabinet sent the plan to the secretary of war “to be worked out as he might see fit.” Grant left the capital for an eleven-week tour of the country, confident that the United States was irrevocably headed for war against France.51
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Seward, however, was not ready to give up. Once Grant left Washington, the secretary invited Schofield on a one-week outing to Cape May. Away from Grant’s influence, the guileless general was easy pickings. Seward persuaded Schofield to postpone his foray into Mexico and instead go on a special diplomatic mission to Paris. “I want you to get your legs under Napoleon’s mahogany,” Seward urged, “and tell him he must get out of Mexico.”52

Schofield’s diplomatic “mission” was a stalling tactic, designed (as Seward later confessed) to “squelch [Grant’s] wild scheme.” Seward delayed Schofield’s departure until late fall, and then he organized a stream of distracting soirées once the general arrived in Paris to keep him just out of range of Napoleon’s mahogany.53

With Schofield safely preoccupied, Seward worked on the president, arguing behind closed doors for diplomacy over military action. Johnson began losing interest in Grant’s plan, and by the time Grant finished his tour of the country in early October, the Schofield expedition was dead in the water.54

Grant and Sheridan were furious. But in their eyes, the debate was far from over.

Dangers of Collision

Seward had deprived Sheridan of a hot war, but the secretary could not stop him from starting a cold one. Grant had given Sheridan a long leash and Sheridan, as expected, strained his authority even further. He believed the government of Maximilian, “the imperial buccaneer,” was “a farce” that could be toppled by Juárez and his hardscrabble rebel forces with a little help from their northern neighbor. “For it is not their quarrel alone but ours too,” Sheridan wrote a friend. “Not their safety but ours also in time to come.” Far from the capital’s prying eyes, Little Phil thus launched one of the biggest, most audacious, and most unauthorized covert wars in American history.55

Sheridan, a former bookkeeper, began losing track of his army’s supplies. His men would leave large piles of guns unguarded near Juarista camps, only to find them missing the next morning. Munitions were listed as destroyed, but no one could quite remember if they had been. Sheridan later admitted that thirty thousand muskets from the Baton Rouge arsenal alone made their way into Juarista hands.56

Despite being called the Army of Observation, Sheridan’s troops meanwhile proved blind to the flow of men and supplies across the Rio Grande. Juaristas crossed the border regularly to escape their imperialist pursuers. Union soldiers, in turn, chased adventure and the Monroe Doctrine into Mexico. Many joined Juárez’s forces; others just drunkenly raided the camps of Maximilian’s troops. But the border was only selectively permeable, as Sheridan bottled up Juárez’s political rivals and anti-Juarista Confederates inside the United States.57

Sheridan further strained Maximilian’s nerves by rattling his saber up and down the border. He ostentatiously reviewed troops, positioned a pontoon bridge in Brownsville, Texas, and inquired loudly about “the quantity of forage we could depend upon getting in Mexico.” Sheridan also communicated with Juárez, “taking care not to do this in the dark.” “Like wildfire,” Sheridan later remembered, word spread that the squat general would shortly cross the border.58

Such rumors helped reverse the conflict’s momentum. Imperialist forces had been spread thin in Mexico even at the occupation’s height, with approximately sixty thousand French and allied Mexican troops garrisoning a territory almost three times the size of France. Once the Army of Observation appeared on the border, however, Napoleon III had to concentrate the scattered French forces to parry a possible attack from the United States. As French detachments evacuated lightly held towns across the north, vengeful Juaristas replaced them, celebrating their newfound control with public executions of imperial supporters. Once it became clear that the Mexican Empire could not protect its own, Mexicans began rallying to Juárez’s banner and defecting from the imperial army en masse.59
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Sheridan fussed about needing “the patience of Job to abide the slow and poky methods of our State Department,” but Seward was taking a harder line with France too.60

Seward began firing warning shots across the Atlantic in September 1865. In messages to Paris, he acknowledged how the Civil War had distracted Washington from tending to its neighborhood. But now Americans were turning back to foreign policy, and chief among their concerns was going to be how Napoleon III’s “injurious and menacing” actions in Mexico had thrust Franco-American relations into “imminent jeopardy.” Seward therefore repeatedly advised France to withdraw from Mexico.61

Seward also repurposed Sheridan’s belligerence to great effect, sending snippets from the general’s fiery reports to the Tuileries as a reminder of the combustible “condition of irritability existing on that remote frontier.” As long as French troops stayed in place, Seward warned darkly, there existed serious “dangers of collision.”62

Other factors reinforced Seward’s mafioso warnings. Since Appomattox, Maximilian’s position had deteriorated dramatically. Imperialist forces nominally controlled three-quarters of the country, but Mexicans seemed loyal to the Empire only within range of French guns. Guerrillas appeared on the horizon more frequently, armed to the teeth with state-of-the-art weapons from Sheridan’s stockpiles. Maximilian, meanwhile, had done little to consolidate either his position on the throne or his empire’s tottering finances, instead remaining addicted to French loans in increasingly short supply. Napoleon III also worried about the deteriorating situation in Europe, where he confronted criticism of his Mexican policy at home and a rising Prussia next door.63

France put out diplomatic feelers in late 1865 to see if Washington might consider recognizing Maximilian’s government in exchange for France’s withdrawal. Seward flatly refused. Instead, he had a fierce critic of the French expedition appointed minister to Juárez’s government—a move that, Seward cheerfully learned, had scared the French representative in Washington “out of his wits.”64
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For months, Maximilian had refused to even contemplate the possibility that the French might abandon him. His regime depended almost entirely on foreign support, and Napoleon III had given his word that France would provide it. Even so, Maximilian knew his empire was in trouble. “I tell Your Majesty frankly,” he wrote nervously to Napoleon III in the waning days of 1865, “this situation is difficult for me.”65

But Napoleon III had already made his decision. On January 15, 1866, he wrote Maximilian that despite his previous promises, “all the difficulties caused me by the Mexican question” had forced him “to fix a definitive limit to the French occupation.” Struggling to put a positive spin on the betrayal, Napoleon III added feebly that “the departure of our troops may be a temporary weakness, but it will have the advantage of removing all pretext for intervention on the part of the United States.”66

Cold comfort, thought Maximilian, who would undoubtedly have preferred facing down American forces with France’s help than confronting the Juaristas alone. The young emperor put on
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