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In this selection from The Rough Riders, the 1899 postwar account byTheodore
Roosevelt (1858-1919) of his involvement in the Spanish-American War (1898),
Roosevelt describes the Batt le of Kett le Hil l  on July 1, 1898. The charge up
Kett le Hil l  by Lieutenant Colonel Roosevelt second in command, and the Rough
Riders (the First U.S. Volunteer Cavalry Regiment) became the most famous
military action of the war in Cuba. American units had to conduct a two-stage
battle to win control of the outskirts of the harbor of Santiago de Cuba to win
the land campaign. First, they had to take the fortified position of El Caney, de-
fended by well-trained Spanish troops using accurate Mauser r i f les. Second,
they had to seize the San Juan Heights, including Kett le Hil l  and San Juan Hil l .
(fhe battle is commonly referred to by this latter name.)

In this account, Roosevelt provided his colorful version of the battle, in which
he criticized the role of the Ninth Cavalry Regiment, one of the four Regular
Army regiments of black troopers, also called Buffalo Soldiers, all of which had
extensive battle experience on the western frontier. Note that Roosevelt empha-
sized his own role in heroic terms that gave most of the credit to the soldiers
under his command. By 1899, Roosevelt wanted to advance his poli t ical ambi-
t ions for the election of 1900, so this account should not be taken at face value.
This popular account became a classic example not only of a postwar mil i tary
memoir by a famous leader but also of the genre of election-time books of
many later American poli t icians.

PRIMARY SOURCE DOCUMENT

Excerpt of American History Press
Speech by Teddy Roosevelt Boasting of his Rough Rider's at San Juan Hill
(1898),  1899

The instant I received the order I sprang on my horse and then my
"crowded hou/'began. The guerillas had been shooting at us from the edges
of the jungle and from their perches in the leafy trees, and as they used
smokeless powder, it was almost impossible to see them, though a few of
my men had from time to time responded. We had also suffered from the

I



r43 EXCERPT FROM THE ROUGH zuDERS

hill on our right front, which was held chiefly by guerillas, although there
were also some Spanish regulars with them, for we found their dead. I
formed my men in column of troops, each troop extended in open skir-
mishing order, the right resting on the wire fences which bordered the
sunken lane. Captain Jenkins led the first squadron, his eyes literally danc-
ing with joyous excitement.

I started in the rear of the regiment, the position in which the colonel
should theoretically stay. Captain Mills and Captain McCormick were both
with me as aides; but I speedily had to send them off on special duty in get-
ting the different bodies of men forward. I had intended to go into action
on foot as at Las Guasimas, but the heat was so oppressive that I found I
should be quite unable to run up and down the line and superintend mat-
ters unless I was mounted; and, moreover, when on horseback, I could see
the men better and they could see me better.

A curious incident happened as I was getting the men started forward. Al-
ways when men have been lying down under cover for some time, and are
required to advance, there is a little hesitation, each looking to see whether
the others are going forward. As I rode down the line, calling to the troop-
ers to go forward, and rasping brief directions to the captains and lieuten-
ants, I came upon a man lying behind a little bush, and I ordered him to

iump up. I do not think he understood that we were making a forward
move, and he looked up at me for a moment with hesitation, and I again
bade him rise, ieering him and saying: "Are you afraid to stand up when I
am on horseback?" As I spoke, he suddenly fell forward on his face, a bullet
having struck him and gone through him lengthwise. I suppose the bullet
had been aimed at me; at any rate, I, who was on horseback in the open,
was unhurt, and the man lying flat on the ground in the cover beside me
was killed. There were several pairs of brothers with us; of the two Nortons
one was killed; of the two McCurdys one was wounded.

I soon found that I could get that line, behind which I personally was,
faster forward than the one immediately in front of it, with the result that
the two rearmost lines of the regiment began to crowd together; so I rode
through them both, the better to move on the one in front. This happened
with every line in succession, until I found myself at the head of the regi-
ment.

Both lieutenants of B Troop from Arizona had been exerting themselves
greatly, and both were overcome by the heat; but Sergeants Campbell and
Davidson took it forward in splendid shape. Some of the men from this
troop and from the other Arizona troop (Bucky O'Neill's) joined me as a
kind of fighting tail.

The Ninth Regiment was immediately in front of me, and the First on my
left, and these went up Kettle Hill with my regiment. The Third, Sixth, and
Tenth went partly up Kettle Hill (following the Rough Riders and the Ninth
and First), and partly between that and the blockhouse hill, which the in-
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fantry were assailing. General Sumner in person gave the Tenth the order to
charge the hills; and it went forward at a rapid gait. The three regiments
went forward more or less intermingled, advancing steadily and keeping up
a heavy fire. Up Kettle Hill Sergeant George Berry, of the Tenth, bore not
only his own regimental colors but those of the Third, the color-sergeant of
the Third having been shot down; he kept shouting, "Dress on the colors,
boys, dress on the colors!" as he followed Captain Ayres, who was running
in advance of his men, shouting and waving his hat. The Tenth Cavalry
lost a greater proportion of its officers than any other regiment in the
battle-eleven out of twenty-two.

By the time I had come to the head of the regiment we ran into the left
wing of the Ninth Regulars, and some of the First Regulars, who were lying
down; that is, the troopers were lying down, while the officers were walking
to and fro. The officers of the white and colored regiments alike took the
greatest pride in seeing that the men more than did their duty; and the
mortality among them was great.

I spoke to the captain in command of the rear platoons, saying that I had
been ordered to support the regulars in the attack upon the hills, and that
in my judgment we could not take these hills by firing at them, and that
we must rush them. He answered that his orders were to keep his men ly-
ing where they were, and that he could not charge without orders. I askec
where the colonel was, and as he was not in sight, said, "Then I am the
ranking officer here and I give the order to charge"-for I did not want to
keep the men longer in the open suffering under a fire which they could
not effectively return. Naturally the captain hesitated to obey this order
when no word had been received from his own colonel. So I said, "Then let
my men through, sir," and rode on through the lines, followed by the grin-
ning Rough Riders, whose attention had been completely taken off the
Spanish bullets, partly by my dialogue with the regulars, and partly by the
language I had been using to themselves as I got the lines forward, for I had
been joking with some and swearing at others, as the exigencies of the case
seemed to demand. When we started to go through, however, it proved too
much for the regulars, and they fumped up and came along, their officers
and troops mingling with mine, all being delighted at the chance. When I
got to where the head of the left wing of the Ninth was lying, through the
courtesy of Lieutenant Hartwick, two of whose colored troopers threw down
the fence, I was enabled to get back into the lane, at the same time wavino
my hat, and giving the order to charge the hill on our right front. Out of
my sight, over on the right, Captains McBlain and Taylor, of the Ninth,
made up their minds independently to charge at just about this time; and
at almost the same moment Colonels Carroll and Hamilton, who were off, I
believe, to my left, where we could see neither them nor their men, gave
the order to advance. But of all this I knew nothing at the time. The whole
Iine, tired of waiting, and eager to close with the enemy, was straining to
go forward; and it seems that different parts slipped the leash at almost the
same moment. The First Cavalry came up the hill just behind, and partly
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mixed with my regiment and the Ninth. As already said, portions of the
Third, Sixth, and Tenth followed, while the rest of the members of these
three regiments kept more in touch with the infantry on our left.

By this time we were all in the spirit of the thing and greatly excited by the
charge, the men cheering and running forward between shots, while the
delighted faces of the foremost officers, like Captain C. J. Stevens, of the
Ninth, as they ran at the heads of their troops, will always stay in my
mind. As soon as I was in the line I galloped forward a few yards until I saw
that the men were well started, and then galloped back to help Goodrich,
who was in command of his troop, get his men across the road so as to at-
tack the hill from that side. Captain Mills had already thrown three of the
other troops of the regiment across this road for the same purpose. Wheel-
ing around, I then again galloped toward the hill, passing the shouting,
cheering, firing men, and went up the lane, splashing through a small
stream; when I got abreast of the ranch buildings on the top of Kettle Hill, I
turned and went up the slope. Being on horseback I was, of course, able to
get ahead of the men on foot, excepting my orderly, Henry Bardshar, who
had run ahead very fast in order to get better shots at the Spaniards, who
were now running out of the ranch buildings. Sergeant Campbell and a
number of the Arizona men, and Dudley Dean, among others, were very
close behind. Stevens, with his platoon of the Ninth, was abreast of us; so
were McNamee and Hartwick. Some forty yards from the top I ran into a
wire fence and iumped off little Texas, turning him loose. He had been
scraped by a couple of bullets, one of which nicked my elbow, and I never
expected to see him again. As I ran up to the hill, Bardshar stopped to
shoot, and two Spaniards fell as he emptied his magazine. These were the
only Spaniards I actually saw fall to aimed shots by any one of my men,
with the exception of two guerillas in trees.

Almost immediately afterward the hill was covered by the troops, both
Rough Riders and the colored troopers of the Ninth, and some men of the
First. There was the usual confusion, and afterward there was much discus-
sion as to exactly who had been on the hill first. The first guidons planted
there were those of the three New Mexican troops, G, E, and F, of my regi-
ment, under their captains, Llewellen, Luna, and Muller, but on the ex-
treme right of the hill, at the opposite end from where we struck it, Cap-
tains Taylor and McBlain and their men of the Ninth were first up. Each of
the five captains was firm in the belief that his troop was first up. As for the
individual men, each of whom honestly thought he was first on the sum-
mit, their name was legion. One Spaniard was captured in the buildings,
another was shot as he tried to hide himself, and a few others were killed as
they ran.

Among the many deeds of conspicuous gallantry here performed, two, both
to the credit of the First Cavahy, may be mentioned as examples of the oth-
ers, not as exceptions. Sergeant Charles Karsten, while close beside Captain
Tutherly, the squadron commander, was hit by a shrapnel bullet. He contin-
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ued on the line, firing until his arm grew numb; and he then refused to go

to the rear, and devoted himself to taking care of the wounded, utterly un-
moved by the heavy fire. Trooper Hugo Brittain, when wounded, brought
the regimental standard forward, waving it to and fro, to cheer the men.
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