

INTRODUCTION

Latin America in the first half of the 20th century was a region largely ignored by the European powers, with only the USA taking an active interest in its politics. Any conflict that took place in Latin America got few “column inches” in the world press, who were more concerned with their own wars – overwhelmingly, of course, with World War I, and the many conflicts that immediately preceded and followed it.

During the 19th century, the newly independent nations that emerged from Spanish and Portuguese colonial rule struggled to establish stable governments within mutually agreed borders. Military influence in most Latin American countries, usually in alliance with land-owning oligarchies, meant that democratic government was hard to achieve, always under threat, and usually short-lived. Weak or divisive governance led to civil and border conflicts that continued into the 20th century. During the period 1900–1941 there was a wide diversity of such clashes, which ranged from conventional operations by thousands of men to low-level guerrilla warfare involving a few hundred.
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        General Miguel Angel Ortez, a Nicaraguan Sandinista officer, posing for a studio photograph in 1930; he is armed with a Krag-Jorgensen M1898 rifle and a revolver, and note the method of carrying ammunition on his left leg. Eyewitnesses also described Ortez as wearing “puttees, black trousers, khaki shirt and a broad brimmed hat rolled up at the sides,” and of being “perfumed and powdered, and rather well groomed.” (Cody Images)

    

This book is intended simply to introduce the reader to the armies and wars of Mexico, Central America, and South America in this period. Although many countries were in a state of almost constant conflict in the first half of the century, others, such as Argentina, Uruguay, and Chile, were relatively stable. That being said, there was a military coup in Argentina in 1930, and a long-term political crisis in Chile in the early 1930s which almost sparked off a full-scale civil war. At the other extreme, the Central American state of Honduras suffered no fewer than 17 attempted uprisings, military coups, and revolutions between 1920 and 1923 alone.

Although to the wider world many of these Latin American conflicts seemed trivial, they were often of vital importance to the combatants. The conduct of warfare and the size of the armies involved were usually governed by a lack of available resources. Most countries in Latin America were poor, and economic realities limited the size, quality, and effectiveness of their armed forces. In a period of border conflicts, revolutions, and civil wars, the various governments and factions naturally wished to raise larger armies, but simply could not afford them. It was often hard enough to provide their troops with modern rifles, artillery, armored vehicles, and other modern equipment were always at a premium.





CENTRAL AMERICA, 1900–1911

The many wars fought in Central America between 1900 and 1911 are sometimes confusingly known as the “Banana Wars” – a derogatory term coined because the Central American states were often referred to as the “Banana Republics.” (They were the main suppliers of that fruit to the USA, whose United Fruit Company was heavily involved in their internal affairs.) While some use “Banana Wars” to refer to the Central American wars in their entirety, others apply it only to US interventions in Central America and the Caribbean between 1900 and the early 1930s. Due to the strong US influence over the region in the early 20th century, the line between separate inter-state conflicts and US-led “Banana Wars” was often blurred. These civil and border conflicts mainly involved the three neighboring countries of Nicaragua, Honduras, and El Salvador.
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        These guerrillas pictured in the early 1900s are Venezuelans, but could as easily belong to almost any Latin American army of the period. Their straw hats, rudimentary cotton uniforms, sandals, and elderly weapons and pouches are typical of the more impoverished nations of the region. The only visible insignia are sleeve patches displayed by the central man, and the officer (left) is little better clothed than his men. (US National Archives)

    

In 1906, Guatemala also fought a war against El Salvador, which opened with an invasion of Guatemala led by El Salvador’s Minister of War, Tomas Regalado. Regalado was reported to have been drunk during the initial invasion, and his death at El Jicaro on July 11, 1906 ended the first phase of the war, which petered out in a stalemate. Regalado had been confused by the appearance of Guatemalan reinforcements wearing navy-blue service uniforms similar to those of his own soldiers. The enemy troops he had faced earlier had been wearing khaki, leading him to believe that these new arrivals were his own reinforcements.

While some described the whole war as merely a “skirmish,” the fighting at El Jicaro cost the Guatemalans an estimated 2,800 dead while El Salvador suffered 700 killed and 1,100 wounded. In the primitive conditions of Central American warfare, a high proportion of the wounded would also have died within a few days. Both armies’ losses should be seen in context: at that time the average Central American army had a strength of only between 3,000 and 6,000 men.

Another conflict broke out in February 1907, which saw Nicaraguan Liberal rebels allying themselves with the El Salvadorian and Honduran regular armies in order to oust the Nicaraguan President Zelaya. In the event, Zelaya’s forces were successful in a particularly bloody three-day battle fought in March at Los Portillos de Namasique, which cost the lives of between 2,000 and 3,000 El Salvadorians, Hondurans, and Nicaraguan rebels; in terms of the proportion of casualties to the total numbers of troops involved, it was claimed to be the most costly in modern military history. The allied troops were killed mainly by the Maxim machine guns and Gatling guns of the Nicaraguan government forces. Over 1,000 allied troops were killed on the final day of the battle when they tried to rush entrenched Nicaraguan regulars, who also employed with devastating effect an 1872 Hotchkiss 37mm five-barrel revolving quick-firer, which could fire 68x 1lb explosive or canister rounds per minute into the tightly packed allied ranks.
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        April 1931: Honduran government soldiers parade for their commander, Gen Aguilar, before going into battle against the rebels of Gen Diaz, who had just taken the northern town of Progresso. These Central American troops are still wearing a mixture of clothing and are armed with obsolete weapons. (Cody Images)

    

Another battle decided by machine guns occurred during a civil war in Honduras in 1909–11, between the forces of President Miguel Danila and rebels led by his predecessor, Manuel Bonilla. The battle of La Ceiba on January 25, 1911 was fought between Davila’s 5,000–7,000 government troops and a similar number of Bonilla’s rebels under the command of an American soldier of fortune, Lee Christmas, who also had the services of two expert US machine-gunners, Joe Reed and Guy Molony (see below). Molony enabled the capture of the government army’s only Krupp cannon by using a Colt-Browning M1895 “potato-digger”; other rebel machine guns were sited for interlocking fire, creating killing zones in which the attacking government troops suffered some 600 casualties (including their commander, Gen Guerrero, who was shot off his horse while trying to rally his men). An armistice was agreed on February 8, 1911; in October, Bonilla was once again elected president, but unrest persisted, and in January 1912 US Marines were landed to protect American property.
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        Photographed in 1903, Colombian boy soldiers pose with their adult comrades before operations against the rebellious province of Panama in Central America. They wear kepi-like shakos bearing the national coat-of-arms badge, and mixed civilian and military clothing – note the central figure’s rayadillo jacket, and the NCO stripes worn by the boy at the far left. The rifles in the foreground seem to be French M1874 Gras single-shot, bolt-action breech-loaders. (US National Archives)

    


The armies

The Central American armies that fought these wars were often ad hoc forces raised for a particular campaign. In 1906, the Guatemalan Army was one of the strongest in the region, with 7,000 troops, but an estimated 57,000 potential reserves constituted the whole eligible male population of the country aged between 18 and 50. At the same time, El Salvador had a strength of only 500 regulars and a further 2,000 militia in reserve. Military service in these forces was not popular, but extreme poverty meant that there was no shortage of volunteers.

Weapons were usually old and often poorly maintained, and some men were armed only with machetes. The single-shot Remington “rolling-block” rifle was the most common type, seeing service with every Central American army. Others included Springfield percussion rifle-muskets dating from the 1860s, Winchester repeaters from the 1870s, and Krag-Jorgensen, Winchester, and Lee Navy rifles of the 1890s. Mauser rifles were a rarity due to their relatively high cost compared to surplus US weapons. Machine guns were usually old Gatling or Nordenfelt revolving types, or modern Maxim water-cooled, but the air-cooled Colt-Browning M1895 was the most popular; it was available in reasonable numbers following the 1898 Spanish-American War and the Philippines Insurrection.
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        Unarmed Nicaraguan troops on parade in 1902, wearing typically motley cotton clothing, and a mixture of kepis with shallower, broader-topped visored caps. (US National Archives)

    

Artillery was made up of light guns such as the German Krupp 75mm M1889 field gun and the 75mm L/24, which could easily be manhandled by the crew. Krupp had cornered the market in Central America since the 1870s, selling their guns to El Salvador, Guatemala, and Nicaragua. Between 1875 and 1903, Honduras also bought 38 Krupp guns of various field and mountain types. Another piece of light ordnance in widespread use was the Hotchkiss M1875 42mm breech-loading rifled mountain gun, which had served the US Army since the later Indian Wars and was sold off as surplus after the Spanish-American War. (Those sold to Central American armies were often wrongly identified by journalists as Krupp guns.)
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        Soldiers from the Central American state of Costa Rica parade outside a government building in 1910, with a pair of typical light, easily transported mountain guns. The troops wear kepis and a mixture of white and light khaki uniforms, the officers stiffened shakos and black or dark blue uniforms with bullion-braid rank rings round the cuffs. (Cody Images)

    


Foreign soldiers of fortune

The early 20th century Central American Wars saw the emergence into public notice of a number of foreign military adventurers, mainly Americans. These often larger-than-life characters included Lee Christmas, “Machine Gun” Molony, Tracy Richardson (see Plate A2), and Emil Holmdahl.

Lee Christmas was the forerunner of these soldiers of fortune, having served in Central America since the late 1890s. Born in Louisiana in 1863, he had been a railroad engineer amongst other jobs. He moved to Honduras in 1893 and worked on its railroad until 1897, when his train was captured by rebel troops. Looking for adventure, he willingly joined the rebel army and fought with them for two years before they became, in their turn, the government forces. His services were in high demand, and by 1902 he had achieved the rank of colonel in the Honduran Army. The following year he took the gamble of joining the rebel Gen Bonilla; this paid off when Bonilla became president and promoted Christmas to general’s rank. Things went wrong for both of them in 1907 when Bonilla launched an ill-conceived invasion of neighboring Nicaragua. This failed dismally, and while Bonilla was absent at the front, he was overthrown.
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        The famous American soldier of fortune Lee Christmas, who fought in several of the Central American Wars in the first decades of the 20th century, poses for a studio portrait. He wore this gray corduroy uniform during his early service with the Honduran Army; later he was photographed wearing the ornate black dress uniform of a Honduran general. Note his plumed “Montana peak” campaign hat, riding boots, gauntlets, holstered semi-automatic pistol, and cutlass-like machete. Christmas and Guy “Machine-Gun” Molony were both originally hired by a Russian-born entrepreneur, Sam Zemurray, who was an ambitious competitor of the United Fruit Company, and worked to overthrow the Honduran government which it sponsored. (US National Archives)

    

“General” Christmas went into exile in Guatemala, but the two men kept in touch, and in 1910 they joined up again to launch a counter-revolution. Although this failed, a year later a better-organized rebellion succeeded, as already described. President Bonilla again rewarded Christmas with senior rank in his army, but the American was now beginning to suffer the effects of years of jungle warfare. When Bonilla was once again overthrown in 1913, the 50-year-old Christmas was too ill to continue his military career; he retired to the USA, where he died of tuberculosis in 1924.

Tracy Richardson (1892–1949) was perhaps an epitome of these adventurers, being hailed by some as “The Greatest Machine-Gunner in the World.” Born in Nebraska, he arrived in Central America in 1909 and reached the rank of major in the Nicaraguan Army while still in his early 20s, mainly because of his machine-gun skills. He formed a close bond with Lee Christmas, but unlike his mentor he went north to fight in the Mexican Revolution from 1910. Richardson claimed to have served in the Venezuelan, Brazilian, Guatemalan, Mexican, Cuban, and Nicaraguan armies. A magazine article also stated that he had been wounded 16 times during his colorful military career. By 1915 he was serving on the Western Front, with Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry (49th Bn, CEF).

Emil Lewis Holmdahl (1883–1963) was born in Iowa, and lied about his age to join the US Army during the Spanish-American War. He went on to serve in the Philippines in 1899, and then in China during the Boxer Rebellion in 1900. When he was 22, he left the US Army and fought for Lee Christmas as a machine-gunner in the pro-Bonilla army of Honduras in 1907. Holmdahl continued to serve in Central American armies until the fall of 1909, when the odds appeared to have turned against the mercenaries (see below).

Sam Dreben (1878–1925), known as the “Fighting Jew,” had also served during the Spanish-American War and the Philippines Insurrection. He joined Tracy Richardson with the US-financed rebels in Nicaragua, where he was taught to handle and maintain machine guns; keeping such a weapon operating in the humid climate of Central America was an art in itself. He was later given command of a rebel unit.
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        Benjamin Zeledon (1879–1912) was one of the leaders of a revolution in 1912 against Nicaraguan President Adolfo Diaz, who was despised by many of his countrymen for being an American puppet supported by US Marines. Zeledon attacked US personnel on September 19, and four days later assumed leadership of the rising. He was killed at the battle of Coyotepe Hill on October 4, when his 350-strong force was defeated by 950 US Marines and sailors who recaptured Fort Coyotepe at the city of Masaya. In this photograph he is wearing civilian clothing with buttoned canvas gaiters, and armed with a machete and revolver; his only insignia is a blue-and-white hat ribbon. (US National Archives)

    

Guy “Machine Gun” Molony (1884–1972) was born in New Orleans, and
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