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CHAPTER 1

Coping with the Caudillos

Superpower, hegemon, hyperpower, empire. Some of the labels used in
the last years to characterize the U.S. position and its behavior in the
world. Whether it describes the political authority, military preponder-
ance, economic prevalence, or cultural dominance of the United States, it
is clear that it touches many aspects of peoples’ lives around the world—
for better or for worse. But before it was a world power, the United States
had a sphere of influence in the Caribbean and Central America. Even the
leaders of the early Republic thought of that region as a proper space for
U.S. expansion. But this largely remained an empty ambition until the
United States could claim a position of almost exclusive regional hege-
mony after the defeat of Spain and the demise of the Spanish empire in
1898—a position that was confirmed when Europe all but committed
collective suicide in 1914.

Born in revolution itself, the United States became a status quo power
within the confines of its Southern sphere of influence. It opposed extra-
continental threats on the basis of the Monroe doctrine of 1823, which
was expanded, during the early twentieth century to also oppose threats to
the status quo emanating from the region itself: conflicts between the vari-
ous states, civil wars, political and social revolutions, and what U.S. observ-
ers considered to be general misgovernment or financial irresponsibility.
All these occurrences could jeopardize the lives and investments of U.S.
citizens in the region, the safety of the Panama Canal, or the prestige of
the United States as a regional leader.

© The Author(s) 2018 1
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2 J.VAN DEN BERK

In a word, from the nineteenth century onward, the United States
desired and attempted to establish stability in its sphere of influence—
much like it would on a global scale after its rise to superpower status.
Stability, in this case, does not mean the mere absence of war and revolu-
tion. From the point of view of U.S. national interests, it means the pre-
vention, or containment, if you will, of any political, social, military, or
economic development that could threaten U.S. leadership over the
Western Hemisphere or convenient access to its markets. Another way of
describing the U.S. role on the American continent would be to say that
Washington sought control over it. However, “control” might imply a
degree of formalized governance, as one would observe in an incorpo-
rated territory or colony, that did not always exist in practice. U.S. policy-
makers were often content to forego the costs inherent in formal
colonization as long as the basic goal of stability could be safeguarded.
Thus, even while the United States could withdraw its influence from
European affairs in the 1930s, no U.S. leader challenged the basic need
for stability in the Caribbean and Central America. The strategies used to
achieve that goal, however, changed over time.

Except for the cases of Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands, the United
States has declined to take direct control over the nations of the Caribbean
and Central America and to rule them as colonies. In the interest of stabil-
ity, however, Washington did establish formal, treaty-based protectorates
over Cuba, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Nicaragua, and Panama dur-
ing the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Dressed up in a U.S.
version of the civilizing mission, with Theodore Roosevelt asserting that
Latin Americans should “behave themselves” while Woodrow Wilson
wanted them to “learn to elect good men”, U.S. “experts” built schools,
oversaw finances and trained constabularies in its protectorates. That pol-
icy would have tragic consequences when, for reasons that will be dis-
cussed at greater length below, the United States withdrew military forces
from its protectorates during the 1920s and early 1930s and started to
experiment with new tactics to promote stability.!

The withdrawal of troops from Latin America and the termination of
the protectorates marked the beginning of a new era in United States rela-
tions with the hemisphere under a policy known as the Good Neighbor.?
That term was popularized by Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who used it in
his first inaugural address in 1933. Eventually, the administration adopted
it to refer to its Latin American policy. The Good Neighbor became a
multifaceted drive to improve the relationship with Latin American



COPING WITH THE CAUDILLOS 3

nations—a relationship that had suffered severely from the United States’
unilateral interventions of the past. Among others, it included the adop-
tion of a more respectful tone when high policymakers spoke to or about
the southern neighbors; the negotiation of new reciprocal trade agree-
ments; cultural programs to improve the image of the United States
among Latin Americans; and, eventually, a political alliance against the
threats emanating from Nazi Germany and imperial Japan.?

For the purpose of this book, however, the United States’ renounce-
ment of intervention in the affairs of its sister republics is the most impor-
tant pillar of the Good Neighbor.* It is important to acknowledge, with
regard to the adoption of the non-intervention principle, that it did not
originate with the Franklin Roosevelt administration. Neither was its
adherence to that principle without fault. The adoption of the non-
intervention principle was a process that started with President Herbert
Hoover, who announced that he would adhere to it and set in motion the
withdrawal of U.S. troops, and was not complete until 1936, when
Roosevelt’s secretary of state, Cordell Hull, definitely renounced the
“right” that the United States had claimed for itself to protect its nationals
against war and unrest in Latin America.®

While some historians have given the United States, the Roosevelt
administration in particular, high marks for the wisdom of the non-
intervention policy, others have criticized the Good Neighbor for its cozy
relationship with a new generation of dictatorships, particularly in the
Caribbean and Central America. Beginning with the Dominican Republic,
where U.S. withdrawal was first completed, local strongmen used their
control over U.S.-trained constabularies to establish long-lasting military
dictatorships. Thus, Rafael Trujillo came to power in the Dominican
Republic, Fulgencio Batista became the king-maker of Cuba, and Anastasio
Somoza Garcia established an authoritarian dynasty in Nicaragua. Since
the historiography of U.S. relations to Central American and Caribbean
dictators focuses mostly on the former protectorates, and the relationship
with men like Trujillo and Somoza, it is easy to forget that many nations
in the region were not U.S. protectorates, even if they were undeniably
part of a more informal U.S. sphere of influence. Remarkably, considering
their lack of modern, U.S. trained constabularies, few of these nations
escaped the regional trend toward military dictatorship. In Central
America, Jorge Ubico assumed the presidency of Guatemala in 1931,
Maximiliano Hernindez Martinez did so in El Salvador in 1931, and
Tiburcio Carfas Andino in Honduras in 1933. Only Costa Rica maintained
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a relatively liberal government while neighboring states were ruled by dic-
tators until the end of World War 11, with a legacy of violence and milita-
rism that haunted Central America for the remainder of the century.

An important argument that historians have made about the Good
Neighbor is that U.S. policymakers resolved the conflict between its
emphasis on non-intervention on the one hand and the long-term desire
to promote stability on the other, through their reliance on the peace and
order provided by the new generation of dictatorships. Thus, Alan
McPherson recently defined a symbiotic relationship between Washington
and the dictators as one of the important pillars of the Good Neighbor:
“... Roosevelt deepened what would be Washington’s acquiescence to
dictatorship in Latin America, also a crucial element of the Good Neighbor
Policy. Support for strongmen such as Anastasio Somoza of Nicaragua,
Rafael Trujillo of the Dominican Republic, and Fulgencio Batista of Cuba
outsourced the dirty work of keeping peace and order in the Caribbean
area after the marines withdrew.”®

The more general idea that a mutually beneficial relationship existed
between Good Neighbor diplomats and Central American and Caribbean
dictators is almost as old as the policy itself.” However, it became more
widely accepted among U.S. scholars during the Central American Crisis
of the 1980s, when the Reagan administration supported right-wing
governments and groups against the perceived danger of communist
aggression. Historians sought to explain this policy, together with U.S.
responsibility for the Crisis, in the context of a long tradition of U.S.
resistance against social revolution and support for right-wing and
authoritarian forces. Thus, with regard to the Good Neighbor, Walter
LaFeber argues that support for dictators in Central America, including
those beyond the former protectorates, became an important strategy to
contain social revolutions in the region. A later generation of scholars
explains U.S. tolerance of, and even support for, dictatorships during
the Good Neighbor era in the context of a long tradition of North
American racism and cultural arrogance toward its neighbors in the
Western Hemisphere. Lars Schoultz argues that after the abandonment
of intervention, the United States supported “friendly dictators”,
because it was “unwilling to grant complete freedom to the people of
the Caribbean”. David Schmitz argues that: “The quest for order ...
without American intervention would lead the United States to support
brutal dictatorships”, initially in Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Cuba, but
later across the region.®
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One of the reasons why the idea of U.S. acquiescence in the establish-
ment and continuation of dictatorial rule throughout the Good Neighbor
policy is attractive, is because it can explain important historical continu-
ities. While military intervention was renounced under the Good
Neighbor policy, Washington policymakers came to appreciate the ability
of pro-American military dictators to provide the political and social sta-
bility that the United States had traditionally sought to establish in the
region. In turn, the tactic of supporting dictatorships during the Good
Neighbor era is argued to have informed U.S. policies during the Cold
War. In that sense, this interpretation of the Good Neighbor establishes a
tradition of U.S. foreign policy—support for pro-American dictators—
that ties the interventionist or imperial era of the early twentieth century
to the Cold War.

However, several historians have pointed out particular instances where
the relationship between Washington and the dictatorships was problem-
atic and at times even conflictual.” Thus, Paul Coe Clark and Andrew
Crawley, two authors who wrote detailed studies of U.S. relations with the
Somoza regime during the Good Neighbor era, empathically reject the
idea that the U.S. consistently supported the Nicaraguan regime.!?
Additionally, Eric Paul Roorda shows, in his study of the Good Neighbor
and the Trujillo regime, that it is difficult to identify a single U.S. policy
toward the Dominican dictator. U.S. military representatives, for example,
tended to appreciate the military-style order and discipline that the regime
provided, while U.S. diplomats regretted the liberties that were lost under
the Trujillo government. Additionally, he demonstrates how, due to the
frictions and contradictions within U.S. policy, Rafael Trujillo himself
played an important role in shaping the impact of U.S. policy on his gov-
ernment and his country.!!

This book seeks to enhance our understanding of the process whereby
the dictators of Central America and the Caribbean were integrated into
the Good Neighbor policy. Interpretations that emphasize long-term con-
tinuities—U.S. acceptance of regimes that promoted stability under the
Good Neighbor—tend to exaggerate the ease with which Washington
reached an accommodation with the dictators, while they downplay the
significance of real frictions and conflict. On the other hand, the excellent
case studies of U.S. relations with Trujillo and Somoza need to account
for the unique legacies—both historic and historiographic—of the U.S.
occupations of the Dominican Republic and Nicaragua. Historically, U.S.
policymakers showed a special concern for the elimination of all outward
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signs of interference in the former protectorates, while the shared military
culture that followed from the occupations enabled Trujillo in particular
to forge strong bonds with U.S. navy representatives, as Roorda shows.
Clark and Crawley are especially concerned with the common perception
that Somoza was a pliant client of Washington and, understandably,
emphasize periods of conflict in the relationship.

The current study shifts the focus from the military regimes in the
former protectorates to the dictatorships of Ubico, Martinez, and
Carfas, all of whom are regularly mentioned in the same breath with
Somoza and Trujillo, but have not received the same amount of atten-
tion in the literature.!? By doing so, it secks to reveal patterns and pro-
cesses in the Good Neighbor’s relationship to Central American
dictators that cannot easily be deduced from a single case. The time-
frame covered in this book, the years 1930-1952, goes slightly beyond
the period that is traditionally regarded as the Good Neighbor era and
also beyond the end of the regimes. In doing so, this study will engage
the origins of the non-intervention principle, as well as the long process
of its decline, thus connecting the so-called imperial era to the begin-
nings of the Cold War.

Finally, the focus of this study will be on the middle levels of the U.S.
foreign policy establishment, specifically, the Foreign Service, which man-
aged U.S. relations with the dictators—often from the specific perspective
of them being dictators, as we shall see—on a day-to-day basis. As such,
this is not a book that seeks to explain how policies were conceived in
Washington. It is, rather, about what those policies came to mean in local
contexts through the words and actions of U.S. Foreign Service officers.
There are good reasons to choose this approach. Firstly, while high policy-
makers set the parameters of the relationship—the policy of non-
intervention or the alliance against European fascism, for example—there
is little evidence that they put much conscious thought in the problem of
U.S. relations with the dictators (with the exception of Assistant Secretary
of State Spruille Braden). In and of itself, this does not mean that the
problem did not exist. Both historians and Foreign Service officers cer-
tainly struggled with it, as did Central Americans, especially by the end of
World War II.

Secondly, there is not always a one-on-one relationship between the
intentions behind central policy directives and the ways in which those
policies were executed by the “men on the spot”, even in cases where the
State Department kept a fairly tight rein on its officers in the field. This is
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most obvious in those cases where a U.S. chief of mission misunderstood
his orders, which happened, or where he had enough leeway to obscure or
redirect policy, which also happened. So the intentions and conscious
actions of Foreign Service officers can be important, but this point should
not be overstated. Washington’s policies could also acquire unintended
meanings in local contexts because of the culture of the Foreign Service,
which tended to regard Central Americans as too immature for real
democracy; its position in local networks of allies and informants, which
tended to be limited and biased to the status quo; and the expansion of its
functions and duties, which rapidly increased during World War II.

Thus, the main focus of this study is on 22 individual ministers and
ambassadors spread over 3 countries and a period of 20 years. Most of
them were not famous diplomats. Most have only been mentioned in pass-
ing, if at all, in any work of history. Yet, they represent the rank-and-file of
the U.S. Foreign Service: not the flashy ambassadors who served in
London or Paris and who received acknowledgement for their work, but
the men who worked in what they considered thoroughly unglamorous
cities. An investigation of the daily interaction between U.S. diplomats
and the local regimes will reveal the complexities, procedures, intrigues,
and shifting alliances that characterized U.S. relations with the dictators of
Central America. Foreign Service officers had to translate broad policy
guidelines to local realities while local actors competed to translate local
realities to them. The U.S. legations and embassies often found them-
selves squarely in the middle of these, at times, contending forces. As the
official channel of information between the State Department and the
Central American capitals, the Foreign Service negotiated between and at
times gave practical meaning to information coming from different direc-
tions under conditions that were also shaped by its structure and its posi-
tion in local society.

This is, then, explicitly and self-consciously a study of U.S. actors and
their roles in creating the relationship with Central American nations. The
current text will employ the research of specialists in the history of Central
American politics and societies to contextualize and integrate sources pro-
duced by Central American actors and available through the archives of
the U.S. Foreign Service. As such, the research presented here should be
understood as a contribution to our understanding of U.S. diplomacy, not
of Central American history, even while it seeks to emphasize the fact that
Central American actors were equal partners in shaping the events
described.
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With its focus on the Foreign Service, this book will show that the pro-
cess whereby the United States created a mutually satisfactory relation
with the dictators is much longer and more complicated than might be
expected. It did not follow automatically, or even very quickly, from the
adoption of the non-intervention policy, as has been argued by several
historians. A much more important context is the crisis produced by World
War II. However, the argument presented here leaves no doubt that the
fate of the Good Neighbor became entangled with the fate of the dictator-
ships by the end of the war, despite the many conflicts and even U.S.
attempts to promote stability through democratic change.

While this text will mainly follow a chronological pattern, Chap. 2 sets
the stage with an analysis of the ministers and ambassadors who served in
Central America over the course of 20 years. Service to Central America is
not an organizing principle and the 22 chiefs of mission discussed here did
not regard themselves as a group distinct from the Foreign Service at
large. However, several variables converged to shape the Foreign Service
in Central America between roughly 1930 and 1952. Such factors include
the developing culture and professionalization of the Foreign Service; pat-
terns of appointment as determined by politicians and bureaucrats in
Washington; and broad changes in foreign policy and the geopolitical
position of the United States. Some of these factors were unique to Central
America. Foreign Service officers who served in Central America during
the early 1930s, for example, shared an aristocratic distaste for local soci-
ety. Other factors, such as the growth and specialization of the U.S. Foreign
Service, affected its diplomats everywhere, though some of its effects were
noticeable in Central America and other Latin American posts some time
before they affected the European missions.

Chapters 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 9 follow a chronological structure and
can be divided into three periods. Chapters 3 and 4 deal with the
1930-1936 years, which witnessed two major developments: the adop-
tion of the non-intervention principle as the backbone to Washington’s
Latin American policy and the establishment of several long-lived dicta-
torships in Central America. Some historians attach special significance to
these parallel developments, arguing that Washington “propped up” or
at least sought some special relationship with the dictators to ensure
Central American stability without the “aid” of the Marine Corps. In
fact, Foreign Service officers struggled to make sense of the new policy
and to apply it to a Central American political scene that was quickly
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becoming unrecognizable. U.S. diplomats in Central America initially
sought local partners against perceived misgovernment and tyranny, but
after some significant shifts in alliances and sympathies, the Foreign
Service had to come to terms with the fact that it was those local partners
that would set the standards and define the meaning of good government
and good neighborliness in Central America.

Chapters 5, 6, and 7 deal with the years 1936 to 1944: the rise and fall
of'a U.S.—Central American alliance against fascism. While policymakers in
Washington set the parameters of that alliance, which would come to span
the entire globe, the archives of the U.S. Foreign Service show how politi-
cal factions in Central America and local representatives of the U.S. gov-
ernment competed to determine what it would come to mean in the
political context of the American isthmus. Honduran Liberals painted the
regime of Tiburcio Carfas as a fascist dictatorship; Jorge Ubico of
Guatemala posed as staunch ally against extra-continental threats;
Salvadorans of the middle classes debated the moral obligations of the
United States to further the cause of democracy in their country. In the
meantime, U.S. diplomats had to deal with the paradoxes inherent in a
nominally pro-democratic alliance that included brutal dictatorships. By
1944, the result was that Central America was divided into a “democratic”
and a “dictatorial” camp and a U.S. Foreign Service that was likewise
divided—though the events of the war hampered the formation of con-
nections that could bridge national differences.

Finally, Chaps. 8 and 9 show how Washington and its Foreign Service
struggled with postwar divisions for years before settling for a new alliance
with new Central American actors—one that would characterize much of
U.S. Cold War policy. Though it is possible to identify continuities in U.S.
policy between the “first” Cold War of the 1930s and the Cold War
proper, as some historians have shown, these chapters will argue that the
intervening World War II years had also changed U.S. diplomacy in spe-
cific and profound ways.

Based on the detailed investigation of the role that individual diplomats
played in shaping U.S.—Central American relations throughout the 1930s
and 1940s, a closing chapter will seek to draw wider conclusions about the
patterns and structures of U.S. diplomacy. In doing so, it will move beyond
reductionist images of the U.S. ambassador as a rational statesman or an
agent of empire, while avoiding equally empty claims to historicism and
uniqueness. Instead, the conclusion will demonstrate how elements that
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are specific to time and place—individuals’ predilections, shifting alliances,
and the historic experience of World War II—collided with more long-
term and structural features—the political culture within the Foreign
Service, an embassy’s position between Washington policymakers and
local actors, and asymmetries of power—to shape U.S. diplomacy.

NoOTES
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Herbert Hoover’s administration in establishing the non-intervention
principle is: Alan McPherson, “Herbert Hoover, Occupation Withdrawal,
and the Good Neighbor policy”, Presidentinl Studies Quarterly 44:4
(December 2014), 623-639. DOI 10.1111/psq.12153. Wood explains
how it developed during the early years of the Roosevelt administration and
takes Hull’s declaration at the Buenos Aires conference as the end-point of
that development: Wood, The Making, passim, especially 118-122.

6. McPherson, “Herbert Hoover”, par. 1.

7. William Krehm, a Canadian journalist and Time correspondent in Central
America and the Caribbean during World War II, wrote several articles
during the 1940s in which he provided colorful portraits of both the dicta-
tors of the region as well as several U.S. ambassadors of the time. He also
criticized the non-intervention policy as a fraud because it permitted the
persistence of the dictatorial regimes. A collection of his articles was pub-
lished in Spanish in 1948 and in English in 1984. William Krehm,
Democracies and Tyrannies of the Caribbean (Westport, CT: Lawrence Hill
and Company, 1984).

8. Walter LaFeber, Inevitable Revolutions. The United States in Central
America (New York: Norton, 1983), 19-83; Lars Schoultz, Beneath the
United States: A History of U.S. Policy toward Latin America (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1998), 271; David F. Schmitz, “Thank God
they’ve on our side.” The United States and Right-Wing Dictatorships, 1921
1965 (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1999), 47.
Additionally, Max Paul Friedman discusses U.S. cooperation with Latin
American and Central American dictators during World War II, especially
Ubico, but assumes that close ties dated to the 1930s, stating that “Support
for dictatorship and military rule made it possible for the United States to
behave in a more ‘neighborly’ fashion”: Max Paul Friedman, Nazis and
Good Neighbors: The United States Campaign against Germans of Latin
America in World War II (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003),
75. Brian Loveman argues that after the era of intervention, “some U.S.
objectives could be secured, especially ‘stability’ and a commitment by
Latin American governments to meet ‘international obligations’, by install-
ing ‘elected” dictatorships...”. Brian Loveman, No Higher Law. American
Foreign Policy and the Western Hemisphere since 1776 (Chapel Hill, NC:
University of North Carolina Press, 2010), 242.

9. Thomas Leonard argues that U.S. policymakers scorned the illegal prac-
tices by which the dictators of Central America remained in power. In his
interpretation, the way in which the dictators came to power could be
considered a test of U.S. devotion to the non-intervention principle:
Thomas M. Leonard, Central America and the United States: The Search
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for Stability (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1991), 99-101.
Alternatively, John Findling finds that while the U.S. was quite satisfied to
accept dictatorial rule in Central America during the 1930s, the State
Department never got along with Jorge Ubico or Maximiliano Herndndez
Martinez and did not shed a tear when those leaders were toppled in 1944:
John Findling, Close Neighbors Distant Friends: United States-Central
American Relations (New York: Greenwood Press, 1987), Chap. 5.

10. Paul C. Clark, Jr., The United States and Somozn, 1933—1956. A Revisionist
Look (Westport, CT: Praeger, 1992) and Andrew Crawley, Somoza and
Roosevelt. Good Neighbour Diplomacy in Nicaragua, 1933-1945 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2007). References to specific findings from these
works can be found throughout this book.

11. Eric Paul Roorda, The Good Neighbor Policy and the Trujillo Regime in the
Dominican Republic, 1930-1945 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
1998), 1-2, Chap. 6, and 242-243.

12. Kenneth Grieb has published several articles on U.S. involvement in the
regimes of Jorge Ubico and Maximiliano Herndndez Martinez at crucial
moments in their rise to power. See especially: Kenneth J. Grieb, “American
Involvement in the Rise of Jorge Ubico”, Caribbean Studies, 10:1 (April
1970), 5-21; ibid., “The United States and General Jorge Ubico’s
Retention of Power”, Revista de Historia de América 71 (January to June
1971), 119-135; ibid., “The United States and the Rise of General
Maximiliano Hernandez Martinez”, Journal of Latin American Studies 3:2
(November 1971), 151-172. His major monograph on the regime of
Jorge Ubico contains many insights into the caudillo’s relationship with
the United States: Kenneth J. Grieb, Guatemalan Candillo. The Regime of
Jorge Ubico: Guatemaln 1931-1944 (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press,
1979). Several other studies that deal with the governments of Ubico,
Martinez, and Carfas from a domestic angle, but which do offer insights in
their relationship with the United States will be quoted throughout this
book. Studies that focus specifically on U.S. relations with these govern-
ments are scarce. One recent exception is: Adam Fenner, “Puppet Dictator
in the Banana Republic? Re-examining Honduran-American Relations in
the Era of Tiburcio Carfas Andino, 1933-1938”, Diplomacy & Statecraft
25:4 (2014), 613-629.
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CHAPTER 2

The Envoys: The Foreign Service in Central
America, 1930-1952

The word “diplomat” probably has different connotations for different
people. Some may believe that the diplomatic service is an elitist club
made up of the scions of old families who—adorned in their striped pants
and silk hats—mingle with the refined and governing classes of distant
lands to engage in endless intrigues. Others may think that an ambassador
is just another dreary bureaucrat who spends his days with the painstaking
editing of political and economic reports—his only distraction being the
malaria mosquitoes that infest his tropical post. As far as the U.S. Foreign
Service in Central America was concerned, both images have some truth
to them. At these subtropical posts we do find the flashy striped-pants
diplomat, the dull administrator, and any manner of person in between.
The next seven chapters will feature 22 U.S. ministers and ambassadors
who worked in Central America between 1930 and 1952. As representa-
tives of U.S. foreign policy, their work was shaped by international condi-
tions, State Department instructions, and developments in local politics.
However, over the course of 20 years, the Foreign Service itself went
through important changes as well. The social background of Foreign
Service officers, patterns of appointment to the Service, and its expanding
tasks, especially during World War II, would form its activity in Central
America. But despite these changing conditions, some characteristics of
the U.S. Foreign Service in Central America remained remarkably con-
stant. Chiefs of mission in Central America were overwhelmingly newly
appointed to that rank; their networks of informants rarely reached beyond
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the local establishment; and their confidence in the benign role that
United States policy played in local politics was generally high. To under-
stand what form policies made in Washington actually took in different
Central American countries, we need to understand the intermediate role
of'its Foreign Service. Crucially, this chapter sets the stage by showing that
it was not just the worldviews and intentions of U.S. diplomats which
determined who they talked to and what they did, but also the way in
which the function of the Foreign Service and its position in local societies
changed over time.

Hoover’s FOREIGN SErVICE, 1930-1935

The first generation of diplomats to be discussed here managed the diffi-
cult transition, during the early 1930s, from an interventionist policy to a
non-interventionist policy, as will also be shown in Chaps. 3 and 4.
Throughout the early twentieth century, Central American treaties that
were backed up by U.S. support provided grounds for interference if not
outright intervention in isthmian affairs. In 1923, the State Department
brokered the so-called Treaty of Peace and Amity between the Central
American states. The Treaty itself was supposed to be an improvement on
a similar Treaty that dated to 1907 and had also received enthusiastic sup-
port from Washington. One of the most important objectives of the Treaty
was to prevent coups and uprisings by denying would-be rebels the fruits
of their victory. Article 2 of the Treaty stipulated that any government that
came to power through unconstitutional means would be denied diplo-
matic recognition by the signatories of the Treaty. The threat of non-
recognition alone was intended to deter any coup attempt from getting
started. Even though Washington declined to be a signatory to the Treaty,
the State Department did make it the backbone of its policy on the
grounds that it was in concert with the region’s own desire for peace and
stability. Commenting on the perceived importance of the Treaty, Secretary
of State Henry Stimson noted in 1932 that: “As a result of the 1907 and
1923 Treaties revolutions have decreased and not a single case of a general
Central American war has occurred since 1907. The positive gain for
Central America in the way of progress toward stability and orderly
Government has thus been indisputable.”!

Throughout the 1920s, however, Washington also started to distance
itself from its old interventionist policy and to treat its Southern neighbors
with more respect. Already in 1928, then president-elect Herbert Hoover
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promised to halt the deployment of U.S. troops to Latin America. It was
not until 1936, however, that Secretary of State Cordell Hull made a defi-
nite promise to end all forms of intervention and interference, even if the
lives of U.S. citizens were endangered.? Between 1928 and 1936, the evo-
lution of an unconditional non-intervention policy made slow and some-
times halting progress. State Department instructions on the
non-intervention issue to its diplomatic representatives in Central America
were not always clear and could even be contradictory (especially when
one considers that U.S. Marines occupied Nicaragua several times
throughout the 1920s and early 1930s).

While the Hoover administration moved away from intervention in
Latin America, the State Department’s support for the 1923 Treaty and
Stimson’s insistence that the Treaty should be used as a deterrent to—
rather than a punishment for—any unconstitutional seizure of power pro-
vided a justification for interference in the internal affairs of Central
America. Much like the U.S. Marines, who had served as the guarantors of
free and fair elections in Nicaragua in 1932, the Treaty of 1923 made the
U.S. legations in the northern Central American republics the self-
proclaimed arbiters of free elections and the protectors of constitutional
governments, even if they were expected to accomplish their tasks without
the benefits of armed assistance.?

Between 1929 and 1935 the U.S. legations in the northern republics of
Central America were led by Sheldon Whitehouse in Guatemala, Warren
Delano Robbins in El Salvador, and Julius Gareche Lay in Honduras. Lay
served throughout the period, but in El Salvador, Robbins was replaced in
1931 by Charles Boyd Curtis who was himself effectively replaced by
Jefferson Caffery in that same year. Matthew Hanna took over from
Whitehouse in 1933 and remained in Guatemala until 1936. While this
generation formed a link between the Hoover and Roosevelt administra-
tions, it was in the first place a product of many years of Republican gov-
ernment in the United States.

By the late 1920s and early 1930s, all six officers were apparently con-
sidered experienced enough to be promoted to the rank of minister.
Interestingly, all six of them served their first tour as chief of mission in
Central America and the Caribbean. For Caffery it was El Salvador in 1926;
for Curtis the Dominican Republic in 1930; for Lay Honduras in 1930; for
Robbins El Salvador in 1929; for Hanna it was Nicaragua in 1929; and for
Whitehouse Guatemala in 1930. It is likely, therefore, that the State
Department wanted to test its young ministers in these small posts before
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sending them to more important ones. In fact, during the late 1920s many
Foreign Service officers still looked upon Central American tours as a
demotion or as punishment duty. Hoover’s under-secretary for Latin
American Affairs, Francis White, was determined to change this mentality.
In the context of a broader push to improve U.S.—Latin American rela-
tions, White made sure that experienced career men were appointed to the
Latin American posts.* For the new chiefs themselves, while their new
posts represented a promotion, life there was not always easy and it is safe
to assume that most of them did their best to prove themselves and be
transferred to more desirable posts. This sentiment is implicit, at least, in
a letter from Matthew Hanna, then U.S. minister to Nicaragua, to
Whitehouse. Wishing Whitehouse a good vacation, Hanna noted that: “if
something better comes your way and you do not return, I will rejoice
with you.”®

These men had led active social lives at the major metropolises of
Europe, South America, and the United States so their transfer to cities
like Tegucigalpa presented a significant change of pace. In a letter to
Whitehouse, Lay complained that “as you can imagine there is no life in
this place [Tegucigalpa], no congenial people ....” He asked Whitehouse
if any of the European or Mexican diplomatic representatives in Guatemala
would visit the inauguration of the new Honduran president so he could
throw them a “stag diner” and have some “congenial people” to talk to.°
As for Whitehouse himself, T7me magazine aptly described his promotion
from counselor of embassy in Madrid to minister in Guatemala City as “a
step up professionally, down socially.”” The only comfort was that
Guatemala City was relatively close to Whitehouse’s native Newport, NY,
where the minister owned a mansion “with castle like turrets and sur-
rounded by a high wall” where he would entertain up to fifty dinner guests
at a time during the summers of his three year tenure in Guatemala.®
Likewise, Robbins was named the “social mentor” (later Chief of Protocol)
of the Hoover administration during his tour to El Salvador. He regularly
left the legation in the care of his chargé for extended periods, while he
returned to Washington “for the season.”’

The ministers were concurrently selective in establishing social contacts
at their new posts. It is difficult to reconstruct a complete picture of these
ministers’ social and professional network in Central America, since they
did not leave any personal papers and diplomatic correspondence regularly
omits the names of contacts and informants (probably for reasons of dis-
cretion and security, since the political reports were sent to Washington by
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airmail in plain text). Such information as there is does suggest, however,
that as far as their political reporting was concerned, the U.S. ministers
relied on a fairly small circle of acquaintances and contacts.!® First of all,
legation reports regularly mention conversations with “prominent
American businessmen” as a source of information. And whenever the
ministers discussed political matters with Central Americans, those tended
to be their social or professional equals. The members of the government
and military elite largely originated from the small local aristocracy and
these were the people that U.S. diplomats met on an almost daily basis.
The minister regularly mentioned these “better elements” or the local
“society” in their reports and invariably sympathized with them.

Coming mostly from socially high-standing families and having mostly
attended prestigious private schools and universities, these were men who
were very much aware of their social eminence. They were accustomed to
seek out their social peers and deal with diplomatic problems “forcefully”
and “effectively”: by direct negotiations with the people who they felt
mattered. A legation secretary of Caffery later recalled the latter worked
on the assumption that “in any given community ... in any government,
there are only a relatively small number of really powerful people; people
who really call the signals and call the tunes.” Caffery’s strategy was to
“establish a very, very close working relationship with such centers of
power” and whenever he needed something done “he would go quietly
and talk it over with these people, whose respect he had already gained,
and then he would persuade them. And more often than not, that govern-
ment acted in a way that we considered constructive and responsible.”!!

During the early 1930s many U.S. officers combined a low opinion of
the majority of Central Americans with a patronizing attitude toward what
was believed to be an “intelligent” minority. Among the “drunks,”
“hot-heads,” “criminals,” “riff-raff,” “cut-throats,” communists, volatile
banana-field laborers, and grafting politicians there were also those vaguely
referred to as “the people,” “the intelligent voter,” or “the better ele-
ment.” According to the U.S. legations, this “better element” desired
peace in the country’s national and international affairs, appreciated the
importance of foreign capital and foreign political guidance, and abhorred
radicalism. References to this otherwise unidentified constituency in
Honduras, for example, were often used in the political reports. The lega-
tion believed, for example, that “the better people of both [political]
parties” in Honduras wanted to live at peace with their neighbor
Guatemala. Contrasting several radical, anti-American candidates for the



20  J. VAN DEN BERK

congressional elections of 1930 to two more conservative and capable
men, Lay insisted that “[bJoth these [latter] candidates have the respect
of the intelligent voters of the capital and the general feeling here is that,
if there is really a free election, they will be elected.” Lay also believed that
“the people realize that if it were not for American capital to develop
the banana industry, Honduras would become a wilderness.” On the sub-
ject of foreign intervention, the minister noted that “Hondurans on the
North coast have the most pleasant and friendly recollections of the visits
of our Marines to this country, especially in 1924.”12

The relationship with the Central American elite was not unambiguous,
however. In many ways, the elitist outlook of U.S. diplomats and of the
Central American aristocracy seemed perfectly compatible: both admired
the ways of European high society and were keen on imitating its outer
forms and both were comfortable with the idea of elite rule. The Salvadoran
and Guatemalan coffee barons and the Honduran rangers and plantation
owners who constituted the local social and economic elites frequented
golf clubs and joined European style gentlemen’s clubs; they followed Old
World fashion and lived in French or Italian style mansions; they sent their
children to European and U.S. schools; a light skin and Spanish aristo-
cratic heritage were highly prized. U.S. diplomats socialized with the
native elite at local country clubs like they would in any European capital.
They also agreed with the aristocracy that it was entirely appropriate that
they should have the land that the Indian masses were too indolent to
cultivate.’® Yet, an undertone of patronizing contempt marked the U.S.
attitude toward the Central American ruling elite.

Hidden away somewhat in the State Department “Lot Files” is a con-
cise report on Salvadoran society and politics by Cornelius van H. Engert,
who was a first secretary of legation in that country from 1925 to 1926."*
Somewhat of a rarity among the diplomatic archives of the time, it offers
a complete and integral study of Central American society by a U.S. dip-
lomat and provides the clue to understanding the North American posi-
tion toward the local ruling classes. Engert observes that the ideology of
the local elite was strongly based on the concept of racial superiority over
the Indian. While the secretary did not have a problem with that ideology
as such, he did dispute that the Salvadoran elite’s claim to whiteness and
European heritage put it on the same level as the North American elite.
No matter how “white” the local aristocrat might be, he was not an Anglo-
Saxon. Engert asserts that the “presence of [a] large Indian population”
had the effect of lowering the standards of the ruling classes “by enabling
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them to live upon the toil of inferiors without doing any work themselves.”
Combined with the racial intermingling with Indians, this lack of honest
physical labor over time led to a degeneration of the upper classes, which
“lost much of their energy and resourcefulness.”

Engert reserved similar contempt for the upper middle class of politi-
cians, military officers, and administrators, which was even less worthy
than the landowners. This class was mainly Mestizo or Ladino, a “mon-
grel” race of Spanish and Indian ancestry. In fact, Engert seems to have
preferred the Indian of “pure blood” whose biggest fault was the lack of
thrift, but, being a “natural” race, had no serious defects. The Ladinos, by
contrast, were “more cowardly, less honest, lazier, and more sensuous
than the pure Indian” and were prone to heavy drinking and gambling.
Engert comforted himself with the thought that, although they “lose
some mental and moral qualities of the superior race,” they are at least “a
step ahead of the Indian.” Thus, “the Mestizo realizes that he can rise
from the masses by his own efforts and this makes him more purposeful
and intent on accomplishment.” These inbred characteristics had created
a middle class of Mestizo clerks, teachers, professionals, politicians, and
soldiers, professions that were frowned upon by the white upper classes
but were mentally too demanding for the Indian.

U.S. ministers understood the local Indian populations to be essentially
peaceful, if not passive, people. They lacked the mental capacity to com-
prehend political ideas or ideologies and concurrently, were not dissatis-
fied with their lack of political influence. If only enough land or food was
available for the masses to survive, they would endure the basically feudal
system under which they had toiled for many generations. Thus, accord-
ing to Whitehouse, Guatemalans were a “very submissive people who are
not easily incited to revolt.” Lacking its own political agency, in
Whitehouse’s assumptions about the matter, the people would need
“strong men” to lead an uprising and, happily, such men did not currently
exist in Guatemala. In El Salvador, legation officials agreed that the so-
called mozo (a disparaging term for Indian peasant) did not desire change.
While a measure of social unrest was always evident, it was not serious.
The legation considered that jobs were always obtainable in industrious,
intensely cultivated El Salvador. And even those who could not find work
should be able to live off the land. Minister Robbins imagined that “[u]
nemployment has this characteristic in Salvador, namely, that nobody need
go hungry for it is easily possible to live on the country without money.”
Besides, the wealthy coffee grower James Hill had convinced him that
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unemployment itself was unnecessary, since the latter had been unable to
find 200 additional workers for his plantations. Thus, unemployment,
hunger, and poverty were caused, according to Robbins and others, by “a
want of desire to work” and not by any social inequalities or economic
problems.!®

Only Lay and the Honduran legation were somewhat more pessimistic
about the essentially peaceful nature of the local masses of peasants.
Hondurans, who, in the eyes of the legation, were poorer, less obviously
Hispanic, and more obviously Indian than people in the neighboring
republics, were considered especially backward, hot-headed, prone to
heavy drinking, and intellectually impaired: “[T]hey are naturally very
credulous, having little critical faculty in their mental composition. When
something is told them, they do not stop to ask themselves if it is plausible,
reasonable or consistent with facts known to them, but as a rule accept the
story in its entirety until denied or refuted.” Hondurans were therefore
easily excited, not because there was any reason to be, but because they
lacked the ability for sober reflection. For example, first secretary Lawrence
Higgins more than once complained that Hondurans were led into patri-
otic frenzies against Guatemala, because of wild and unfounded rumors
about President Jorge Ubico’s designs for Central American domination:
“These allegations, fomented by the press and falling on the fertile soil of
the medieval mind of the Hondurans, so prone to distrust and hatred of
the foreigner, particularly when he is a neighbor and hereditary enemy, are
on everyone’s tongue and sincerely believed by many.”1¢

During the early Depression years, however, it was inevitable that the
Indian communities would be touched by the economic letdown and this
worried the U.S. legations. Whitehouse feared that hunger and unem-
ployment would cause Guatemalans to “join any movement which may
promise to improve their condition.” Whitehouse probably had in mind
the recently founded Partido Cooperatistn. This party, Whitehouse
claimed, was mainly made up of the “younger elements” of existing parties
who objected to the current government’s inefficiency. While the Party’s
appeals to the laboring and agrarian classes were voiced in “high sounding
phrases,” the minister seemed to agree with “many people” who believed
that its proclamations were “nothing more than an effort to encourage
radicalism and communism.”!”

It is this last issue that Whitehouse mentioned that worried him and his
colleagues: not that the Indian masses would become a political force in
themselves—as they were peaceful and did not desire change—but that
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devious elements among the Mestizos or Creoles would take advantage of
the Indians” unemployment and general credulity. Due to the Depression
many Honduran peasants and plantation workers, for example, faced the
prospect of losing their land or their jobs. The U.S. legation feared that
large groups of Hondurans who had nothing to lose were prone to pillaging
and burning, especially when opportunistic politicians or other “profes-
sional troublemakers” incited them. Such was the pretext for many “revolu-
tions” in Honduras, the North Americans believed. In a typical example,
Lay warned the North Coast consulates in the autumn of 1930 that “this
Legation is informed that unemployment on the North Coast during the
past few months has greatly increased and that many desperate men out of
work have recently been responsible for murders and outrages.”!$

In El Salvador, the mozos’ natural incapacity to grasp political concepts
or even to form any kind of public opinion, the lack of unemployment and
absence of any “need” to go hungry, implied that El Salvador’s backward
society was naturally insulated against modern political radicalism. While
the existence of communism in El Salvador was acknowledged and taken
seriously by the legation, there is no evidence that it was considered a force
capable of effecting any social or political change as it had been in Mexico
some years previous. Instead, it was communism’s potential for disorder,
murder, rape, pillage, and destruction that was feared. However, commu-
nism was containable as it could only flourish when artificially implanted
and cultivated by foreign agitators. As long as responsible army and police
officers were willing to take “prompt and decisive action” against foreign
elements, communism would not spread since the mozos were “not of the
character to embrace Communism whole-heartedly.”*®

The fear for “communism,” or any other kind of “radicalism,” at the
U.S. legations at this particular time should not be entirely equated, there-
fore, with that which developed during the Cold War. Communism was
not defined, for example, as a global conspiracy directed by Moscow.
Terms like “fifth column movement,” “totalitarian threat,” or “mono-
lithic organization” had not entered the vocabulary yet. Communist agita-
tors were mainly described as opportunists whose only incentive was to
still their thirst for blood. Hence, isolated “communistic” uprisings were
not understood to be a direct political threat in the sense that their objec-
tives were to overthrow the government and install a Bolshevik dictator-
ship. The objective was to “pillage and burn.” However, the unrest and
financial drain accompanying a communist uprising could pose a signifi-
cant threat to political stability.?
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Since any unrest among the campesinos was thought to have been
caused by a discreet and limited group of (foreign) agitators, it could be
controlled fairly easily. Government repression of strikes or other unrest
was deemed appropriate by the U.S. legations. What was needed was
“firm” or “purposeful” action by the government, untainted by “oppor-
tunistic” attempts to woo the labor vote. U.S. diplomats defined leader-
ship over the masses in macho terms. While there is no indication that they
were looking for anything like a dictator, they never considered that the
line between manliness and despotism might be very thin indeed.?!

THE ROOSEVELT APPOINTEES, 1935-1945

One might argue that inter-American policy was the least of Roosevelt’s
worries. His administration is best known for its handling of the Great
Depression and its confrontation with fascism in Europe. Yet, inter-
American policy played an important role in both these endeavors and
Roosevelt is also remembered for his Good Neighbor policy, which has
been classified an enormous success by many (but by no means all)
historians.??

The Good Neighbor policy was a multifaceted attempt to win the trust
and respect of the United States” Latin American neighbors. Throughout
the early decades of the twentieth century, U.S. policy towards the south
was characterized by unilateral military intervention and unbridled eco-
nomic expansion, thus fostering the growth of anti-American sentiment in
the so-called “sister republics.” By the time Franklin Roosevelt entered
the White House, the state of U.S.-Latin American relations was thought
to be at an all-time low. The new administration made valiant attempts to
change this situation: It used a new official discourse that stressed mutual
respect and inter-American solidarity and moved on to proclaim officially
that the United States would never again violate the sovereignty of the
Latin American republics. The marine contingents that occupied Nicaragua
were withdrawn; the infamous Platt amendment of the Cuban constitu-
tion was abrogated; and the Central American Treaty of Peace and Amity,
which had often been used as a justification for U.S. interference, was
quietly shelved. As a reward, and as a measure of the success of the Good
Neighbor policy, nearly all nations of the Western Hemisphere warmly
supported the United States during World War I1.2

The Roosevelt administration felt that the appointment of envoys to
the sister republics required extra care in the context of its Good Neighbor
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policy. It was not altogether satisfied with the state of the diplomatic ser-
vice when it took office. It proved to be difficult to find Foreign Service
officers of the senior ranks who had not been tinged by the Republican
patronage machine. At least with regard to Central America, Whitehouse,
Curtis, Lay, and Hanna were all thought to be partisans of the Republican
Party to some degree. Only Jefferson Caffery and Warren Delano
Robbins—a first cousin of the new president, as his middle name indi-
cates—were not associated with the Republicans. The former had many
years of active service ahead of him, serving, among other posts, in Cuba.
The latter was promoted to Canada, but died unexpectedly of pneumonia
in 1935. Whitehouse took charge in Columbia in 1933, but soon left the
service for “family reasons.” Curtis had already been retired involuntarily.
Lay left Honduras in 1935. He was considered “dead wood” by the
incoming administration, but was eventually transferred to Uruguay,
where he could serve out two more years in order to obtain full retirement
benefits.?*

Whether it was due to the large amount of supposed Republican proté-
gés in the Service; the landslide election victory of 1936; the insistent plea
for diplomatic perks from Roosevelt supporters; or even an attempt to give
a personal touch to the Good Neighbor policy, the fact remains that from
1936 onward Democratic political appointees took over the Central
American posts. Francis Patrick Corrigan, a Democrat from New York,
was appointed to El Salvador in 1934; Fay Allen Des Portes of North
Carolina was appointed to Guatemala in 1936; John Draper Erwin of
Tennessee was appointed to Honduras in 1937. Des Portes was replaced
in 1943 by Boaz W. Long of New Mexico who was himself replaced by
Edwin J. Kyle of Texas in 1945. The only career men to serve in Central
America (including Nicaragua and Costa Rica) before the outbreak of the
war were Leo Keena (Honduras, 1935-1937) and Robert Frazer (El
Salvador, 1937-1942). From 1941 onwards, the Central American posts
were slowly recovered for the professional service.?

Aside from a difference in geographical origins—with greater emphasis
on the South and the West rather than the North and East—the new
Roosevelt appointees differed considerably from their predecessors at the
Central American posts. Generally, the appointees were not from old,
upper-class families; they had not enjoyed Ivy League or even university
educations; and many (though not all) lacked experience in professional
diplomacy. Before they became diplomats, these men had had careers in
business or the professions: Corrigan was a surgeon, Des Portes a politician,
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businessman, and farmer, Long a businessman, Erwin a journalist, and
Kyle a scholar. What united them, of course, was their connection with the
Democratic Party. Their political connections and their records as life-
long supporters of the Democratic Party led to their appointment to the
Foreign Service.

One interesting sidelight to these appointments should be mentioned:
Des Portes, Erwin, and Kyle were from the South. Long was from New
Mexico. Corrigan, Keena, and Frazer were from the Northern states, but,
as their names indicate, they were of Irish heritage. While it is unknown
whether this played any part in their appointments to Central America
specifically, the idea that Irishmen and Southerners would get along better
with Latin Americans was a common stereotype. The former were consid-
ered friendlier and less ostentatious than the formal and reserved Anglo-
Saxon type and thus better able to deal with the supposedly extravagant
Latins. According to the Division of Latin American Affairs, the field posts
needed men who took an interest in Latin American culture and who
spoke Spanish; men who were progressive and forward-looking and sym-
pathized with the region’s social and economic problems; men of inde-
pendence and tact who had the courage needed to withstand the many
pressures that might draw the United States into local politics. Lastly,
Latin American duty demanded the “ability to get along with peoples
whose customs, mentality and background often differ quite radically
from our own.” According to the Division, men “with some Irish blood
often meet this requirement as do Southerners who have no color
prejudices.”?¢

From the standpoint of the Roosevelt administration, there were some
advantages to the appointment of non-career men. The very lack of expe-
rience of these men in U.S. foreign relations was an asset in so far as they
were untainted by Republican policies. It seems probable that many of
these men were unfamiliar with the 1923 Treaty or the promotion of con-
stitutionalism and they never mentioned gunboats or marines. Also unfa-
miliar with protocol and diplomatic etiquettes, their approach to legation
affairs appears to have been relatively informal and they were more willing
to engage the local press—an attitude conformant with the spirit of the
Good Neighbor.

Under normal circumstances, most chiefs of mission served at a single
post for around three years. The ministers who were appointed to Central
America around 1936, however, served an average of just over five years at
their isthmian posts. Those appointed to Guatemala, El Salvador, and
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Honduras (i.e. Des Portes, Frazer, and Erwin) served an average of over
seven years at these posts. Why this was so has apparently not been docu-
mented, although it is reasonable to assume that toward 1939 it was
deemed desirable to have envoys in Central America who had already
established a satistactory working relationship with the local governments
and who could be trusted to gain Central American cooperation for the
U.S. policy of neutrality and, two years later, for the war effort. However
this may be, it can safely be said that due to their long tenures, and the fact
that those overlapped with much of the crucial World War II period, the
Roosevelt appointees played an important role in the development of
U.S.—Central American relations.

The political appointees took widely different experiences, talents, and
ideas to their new jobs as diplomats. Every one of them seems to have
been keen to use some of that special talent to distinguish themselves from
their peers in the professional service. Corrigan was always happy to apply
his medical training. His initiatives along these lines ranged from person-
ally pulling the bad teeth of his young secretaries to elaborating plans to
improve the health of Foreign Service officers or sanitary conditions in the
countries where he was posted.?” Erwin, the muckraking journalist, was
very sensitive to signs of official corruption and he was initially quite over-
whelmed by what he perceived to be the abundant fraud and nepotism in
Honduras.?® Des Portes was cager to sniff out Nazi sympathizers—though
he was not entirely out of step with his contemporaries in this regard.?’
Kyle, the educator and agriculturalist, was “anxious to cooperate with the
Government and the people of Guatemala in the development of their
natural resources which are largely agricultural and in aiding in building a
strong cducational program.”3°

Long, the diplomat and businessman, was always working on some plan
to develop the economies of Central America—be it by tapping sulfur
from Nicaragua’s volcanoes or by introducing soy beans as a food staple in
Guatemala. As a young man, Long joined the diplomatic service because
he wanted to “do something” for the peoples in the south: “Our
Government has a sacred duty towards them and should lead them towards
a higher form of civilization by precept and example.” In one of his more
prosaic descriptions of the white man’s duty, Long described how the
Spaniards had broken the spirits of the Maya Indians and they now needed
outside help to get back on their feet again. Referring to an old legend,
Long wrote that the “ship of dreams will come again to the stricken Indian
nation, and salvation will be brought by the white-faced gods in the end.”
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Long had a very strong interest in the material improvement of the south-
ern republics, which, he believed, required active U.S. involvement
because Latin peoples were too passive to do it themselves.?! By the time
he took over the Guatemalan post, Long was singularly devoted to road
building. As one of his secretaries wrote to his wife: “I believe he neither
likes nor dislikes anyone in the world, unless one should interfere with his
consuming passion, which is road-building just now. Also mildly inter-
ested in soy beans.” Long’s passion for roads even got in the way of his
diplomatic duties: “He has stacks of mail. Does he look at it? Not even a
peep. Roads, roads, nothing but ’em ... Are you beginning to get the
picture?”3?

The one thing that united these men was their very personal dedication
to the Good Neighbor policy and its main champion, Franklin Roosevelt.
Corrigan, for example, confided in a letter to his president that he regarded
the latter as a “social and economic savior.”* Before the Salvadoran press,
Corrigan painted a picture of Roosevelt as “the highest summit of human-
ity of the present time, since he is nothing less than the ‘Apostle of
Democracy’.”?* Likewise, Des Portes propagated to the Guatemalan press
the “true feelings” of Good Neighborliness entertained by his govern-
ment and was always sure to link those directly to President Roosevelt.3®
Except for “impersonal” Long perhaps, the politicos attempted to embody
the policy of their chief with a more informal, friendly, and welcoming
attitude than their predecessors.?® Central Americans seem to have loved
it. That, at least, is the impression conveyed by local newspapers, which,
intriguingly, often mentioned the fact that Roosevelt’s appointees were
not of Anglo-Saxon heritage. The Salvadoran periodical Diario de Hoy
remarked on Corrigan that he “has never appeared to us of Saxon tem-
perament. We find him a fluent talker, enthusiastic, witty, ironic.”?’

While their friendly, informal approach to diplomacy, combined with a
somewhat condescending impulse to help the Latin American neighbors,
may have been sincere, there was also a darker side to the attitude of the
Roosevelt appointees. These diplomats hardly believed that the Central
Americans were their equals. A patronizing attitude toward the southern
neighbors seemed inherent in North American culture and did not leave
the Good Neighbors untouched. The manifestation of these attitudes did
change over time, however. It was no longer acceptable during the Good
Neighbor era, for example, to refer to Latin Americans in racist terms in
diplomatic correspondence.®® Other terms were found, though, to express
the U.S. sense of superiority. Words were borrowed from anthropology,
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science, and even medicine that lent an air of objectivity to derogatory
comments. Corrigan, the medical doctor, opined that Central Americans
“are politically embryonic and still need obstetrical care lest they be born
badly and grow up idiots.”* When describing the difficulties of govern-
ment in Honduras, Erwin liked to point out that some 75 percent of
Hondurans were illiterate, while 55 percent were born out of wedlock—
statistics that were doubtlessly intended as an illustration of low intellect
and high irresponsibility among the locals.*® Based on the well-established
historical and anthropological views of the time, a report signed by Des
Portes stated that “[t]he Guatemalan Indian has preserved his customs,
habits, dress, and manner of thinking from the time of the Spanish con-
quest to the present.” For years the Spanish colonists had imposed a state
of serfdom on the Indians and as a result the latter had become “the
dumb, half-slave, half-drudge of the large estate holders and can best be
likened to the Chinese coolie whom he resembles in many outward ways
notwithstanding their completely different cultures.”*!

There is no evidence to suggest that the Roosevelt appointees expanded
the legations’ circle of contacts or network of informants. In fact, in the
context of Central American politics, Good Neighborliness led to restric-
tions in the ministers’ circle of acquaintances. By about 1935, Guatemala,
El Salvador, and Honduras were ruled by dictatorships. While civil liber-
ties had not been very secure in the region before, the regimes of the
1930s were better equipped than earlier regimes to positively suppress free
press, freedom of speech, and freedom of assembly. Many active oppo-
nents of the regimes were exiled or kept under surveillance. Newspapers
and other periodicals that did not conform to political realities were soon
closed down.

Since the U.S. legations depended on personal contacts and newspaper
publications for information, restrictions on civil liberties severely limited
the diversity of sources on political life in the isthmian republics. Foreign
Service inspection reports bear witness to this development. Already in
1935, Minister Hanna complained to the Foreign Service inspector that it
was extremely difficult to stay abreast of the political situation in EI
Salvador, “because of the dictatorial nature of the existing Government.”
There were hardly any independent sources of information. The local
press, for example, was completely controlled by the regime. Therefore,
“close and continual contact with a large number of people is absolutely
essential if the Minister is to keep even fairly well informed ... It is not
practicable for him to do this effectively with the existing staff organization.”
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Under these circumstances, Hanna claimed, the president of the republic
“may be regarded as the principal if not the only source of authentic infor-
mation.” Despite these assertions, the inspector chided the legation in
Guatemala for depending too heavily on the press, while the minister him-
self admitted that “sources of information provided by an opposition press
do not exist” and “such items of information as appear in the local press
... generally reflect the official point of view.”*

The same situation was described in several other inspection reports
throughout the 1930s and early 1940s. “As the press in Honduras is under
a strict Governmental control at present information for political reports
of value must be sought industriously through personal contacts. The
political situation, as at present, lends itself to much speculation and widely
varying rumors most of which have little definite basis other than aspira-
tions and fears ...,” according to Keena, 1935.#% Some six years later,
Erwin reported that: “The only difficulty experienced by this office in
obtaining political information is a certain mistrust on the part of
Hondurans opposed to the present Government in maintaining current
contact with the members of the [Legation’s] staff.” And while contacts
with people who were opposed or indifferent to the regime were “dis-
creetly maintained,” the legation still depended most heavily on “sources
of political information [from| within the Government.”** Describing the
one-sidedness of available sources, the legation in El Salvador noted in
1943 that: “the mail, press and radio are strictly censored. The National
Legislative Assembly is merely a rubber stamp, which automatically enacts
all laws presented by the Government. Consequently there are no open
opposition and criticism of the Government.”*®

Although this subject will be further developed later in this text, it
should be noted that Good Neighbor diplomacy itself only made it more
difficult for U.S. diplomats to obtain information from alternative sources.
The problem, as the State Department described it in 1944, was that of
defining “the line where friendliness toward the government of an allied
sister republic ends and friendliness toward a particular political regime
begins.”*¢ That wisdom, however, was the product of some ten years of
experience in Good Neighbor diplomacy. The distinction between a par-
ticular regime and a government or a people more generally was not so
clear during the earlier years of the Good Neighbor. In the Central
American context—that is, under a dictatorship—the conceptual differen-
tiation between government and regime was particularly problematic,
because regimes never changed and everyone who was opposed to the
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regime was necessarily an enemy of the state. In this polarized political
environment, the U.S. legations could not maintain public contact with
the opposition and be on friendly terms with the government at the same
time. And since the practical goal of the Good Neighbor was to obtain
trade agreements and to build an alliance against extra-continental aggres-
sion, good relations with the powers that be were imperative. Hence the
need for “discretion,” in Erwin’s words, whenever the legation dealt with
persons that were not part of the political establishment.

As the State Department was mainly preoccupied with European aftairs
throughout the late 1930s, it was content to leave purely Central American
matters to the stewardship of the ministers who were expected to main-
tain the Good Neighbor policy there. This attitude, combined with the
parallel developments toward authoritarian government and strict non-
interference, made that the day-to-day diplomatic relations between the
United States and the isthmian republics were virtually reduced to the
personal bonds between legation staft and local government officials.
This situation was to have profound effects on U.S.—Central American
relations throughout and after World War II, especially as new anti-gov-
ernment movements demanded that the U.S. be a good neighbor to the
people rather than the dictators of Central America.*”

TaE WAR AND POSTWAR FOREIGN SERVICE, 1943-1952

Taking the Central American region as a whole, the pattern of appoint-
ments to the U.S. diplomatic posts during the war and the postwar years
seemed to favor career men. Only in Honduras and Guatemala were polit-
ical appointees kept on throughout the war. The postwar years were almost
entirely dominated by career men, although the politicos did make a
comeback toward the end of Truman’s second term (a pattern which was
also noticeable during the Roosevelt period) with four “deserving”
Democrats appointed to Central America between 1948 and 1953. As was
to be expected, only one of the latter men was carried over to the
Eisenhower Foreign Service.

The career officers who served in El Salvador during the war and after
were Walter Clarence Thurston (1942-1944), John Farr Simmons
(1944-1947), Albert Frank Nufer (1947-1949), and George Price Shaw
(1949-1952). Toward the end of Truman’s second term, political appoin-
tee Angier Biddle Duke, the scion of a wealthy New York family, also
served in El Salvador, but was retired by the Eisenhower administration.
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In Guatemala, Edwin Kyle served until 1948, when he was replaced by
Richard Cunningham Patterson, another appointee. When Patterson was
declared persona non grata by the Guatemala authorities in 1950, he was
eventually replaced with career diplomat Rudolf Emil Schoenfeld
(1951-1954). John Erwin ended his ten-year tour in Honduras, involun-
tarily, in 1947 and was replaced by Paul Clement Daniels (1947). In that
same year, Daniels was promoted to the Department and replaced by
careerist Herbert Bursley (1947-1951). In 1951, Erwin made a comeback
and was assigned to Honduras for another three years, until he was again
forced into retirement by the Eisenhower administration.

These well-trained, dedicated professionals represent the rank-and-file
of the postwar Foreign Service. Except for Daniels (b. 1903), all were
born in the closing years of the nineteenth century. Most of them origi-
nated from the northeast coast, although Thurston and Shaw were from
Colorado and Kansas respectively. Business and law were popular educa-
tions among these seven, but only Simmons and Daniels attended Ivy
League schools. Generally speaking, they had finished their educations
around 1910 and joined the Foreign Service thereafter—putting in many
years of hard work at small posts before they reached the highest ranks of
the Service.

Daniels was the last to join the Service in 1927, the other six joined
between 1910 and 1920, while in their teens or early twenties. Unlike
men such as Whitehouse, they did not have the privilege of starting out as
private secretaries. Instead, they all started out as clerks or consular assis-
tants and slowly climbed the ranks within a service that was quickly profes-
sionalizing between roughly 1915 and 1925. They saw all the levels of the
diplomatic establishment, serving in both the consular and diplomatic
branches, but also at the Department in Washington. Around 1945, after
having served in almost every rank in the diplomatic and consular branch
of the Foreign Service and having seen many different countries in Europe
and Latin America, these seven men came under consideration for promo-
tions to the ambassadorial level. All were, to a greater or lesser extent,
specialized in the Latin American region and, without exception, their first
assignment as chief of mission was to a Central American post (except for
Schoenfeld, who had earlier served in Rumania as chief of mission). This
again suggests that these embassies were considered by the Department to
be training grounds for new chiefs. Actually, if one includes the political
appointees, all but three chiefs who served in Guatemala, El Salvador, and
Honduras during the decade following the war were freshly appointed to
the ambassadorial level.
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All seven career men had served a number of years in Latin America,
notably at the executive levels of their post (consul, secretary, or coun-
selor) during the Good Neighbor years. Thurston, Simmons, and Daniels
had been assistant chiefs of the Latin American Division of the Department,
with the first also serving as that division’s chief from 1930 to 1931.
Although they remained in the Foreign Service, the war did not go by
unnoticed for these men, all of them contributing to the fight against fas-
cism in some diplomatic or administrative capacity. Thurston served in
Spain and the Soviet Union during the late 1930s and early 1940s and had
to evacuate his posts several times due to the advance of Axis armics.*
Schoenfeld was the chargé d’affaires to the exiled governments in London
throughout the war. Simmons claimed that he had witnessed the rise of
Nazism while he was stationed at the consulate in Cologne during the
early 1930s.* Shaw, Daniels, and Bursley were involved in the coordina-
tion of U.S. war measures in the Western Hemisphere, serving, respec-
tively, as the Department’s assistant chief of Foreign Activities Correlation,
chair of the American Coffee Board, and assistant chief of the Division of
American Republic Affairs.>

Whether the relative abundance of career appointments to Central
America (as compared to the prewar period) was a matter of policy or
coincidence is not clear. Several plausible explanations come to mind. First
of all,; the Truman administration may have found it prudent, initially, to
hold back on the appointment of politicos, since a wholesale replacement
of career men with Truman supporters would have provoked negative
comments from the press and perhaps even accusations of nepotism from
political opponents. Only when its mandate was confirmed in 1947 did
the administration appoint more Democrats to diplomatic posts. Another
reason to hold back on political appointments to Central America could
have been the lack of interest in the region during the postwar years. While
the isthmian countries were looked upon as a “front” for Good Neighbor
diplomacy before the war, the region’s solid support for the war effort
seemed to imply that it was secure and pro-American. U.S. interest focused
on Europe and Asia and the Truman administration would have had a
hard time convincing its political appointees that a post in Central America
was in any way desirable or interesting. It is also possible, however, to
think of affirmative reasons to appoint career men to Central America dur-
ing and after the war. Most importantly, the work of an ambassador had
become considerably more complex since the prewar years. Embassies had
been greatly expanded and needed to stay in touch with the new agencies
that were introduced to the region during the war and that remained there
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to execute the Point IV programs later. Furthermore, many new treaties
and other international commitments were arranged during and after the
war. Due to the many technicalities surrounding the negotiations for such
commitments, Washington may have preferred to use the professionals at
its disposal, although a politico would, of course, be able to lean on an
expanded embassy staft.

The period leading up to and including the first years of World War II
brought some major practical changes in U.S. policy toward Latin America
due to U.S. attempts to lead the Western Hemisphere through neutrality
and war—objectives that came to overshadow all other concerns. For the
Foreign Service, this meant a major change of pace, functions, and objec-
tives in the daily management of legations (officially embassies from 1943
onward) in the other American republics. At the time, the State Department
and its Foreign Service were actually among the smallest departments (in
terms of personnel) in the executive branch of the U.S. government.
While World War II would accelerate the drive toward specialization
within the Foreign Service, the expected effects of this development would
not be felt at the posts for some time.

During the war, U.S. posts were enlarged and reinforced with the
arrival of cultural attachés, agricultural attachés, intelligence attachés, and
so on. Up to the first years of the war, however, the smaller posts in Central
America still had to get by with two to four officers and a handful of clerks.
While the workload exploded from 1939 onward, additional staft was not
forthcoming, because the State Department badly needed additional staft
in Washington and in other countries that were more directly affected by
the war. While a temporary “Auxiliary Service” was founded to help out
with foreign affairs work, many experienced officers also volunteered for
military services or were drafted into the army (the rules for exemption
from service were very strictly applied and only the most experienced offi-
cers, or those with established families, were permanently excluded from
the draft). Also evident during this period was a trend toward the expan-
sion and specialization of Foreign Service tasks. While this development
was barely noticeable before the war, it went into overdrive from 1939
onward. The acute need for military cooperation, the expansion of eco-
nomic warfare capabilities, the development of war-related resources, the
coordination of the Nazi hunt, the intensification of cultural relations, the
strengthening of local economies, and so forth, brought to the Central
American legations a broad array of experts in these fields. Military atta-
chés, economic experts, legal attachés, and cultural liaison officers—almost
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all of whom needed their own clerks, typists, and messengers—swelled the
ranks of the legation staffs.®! And this was only in addition to the many
new, war-related agencies that were continually popping up and, formally
at least, fell under the jurisdiction of the U.S. ministers and ambassadors.

The expansion of the staff of the legation in Honduras is a good illustra-
tion of this development. Around the beginning of the 1930s, the legation
was staffed by the minister, one Foreign Service officer, and one to three
clerks. Toward the end of the war, the staft had expanded to include two
additional Foreign Service officers, two additional economic experts, and
between seven and ten additional clerks. The size of the staft of the embassy
now exceeded, in fact, that of the staff of the Honduran Ministry of Foreign
Affairs! At the same time, the staff of the embassy in Guatemala, which per-
formed several functions for the entire Central American region, had grown
from roughly five employees in 1930 to well over twenty in 1944, because
it also included legal, cultural, and commercial attachés and several special
assistants. These numbers do not take into account the consular officers and
military attachés and instructors, or employees of the Coordination
Committee, Health and Sanitation Division, and Rubber Development
Corporation, all of whom worked under the general coordination of the
U.S. embassy in Guatemala during the war (Figs. 2.1 and 2.2).
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Fig. 2.1 The U.S. legation in Guatemala, ca. 1930
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The implication of this development was that by the end of the war,
there was not a single sector of Central American government, economy,
and society that was not somehow connected with and influenced by the
U.S. embassies. Aside from the regular contacts between the embassies
and important politicians and government officers, which is the tradi-
tional function of the Foreign Service, the work of the embassies’ com-
mercial and consular sections also affected the economy through export
and import controls over products needed for the war effort; “blacklist-
ing” of enemy enterprises and businesses; the building of public works
such as the Inter-American highway and the hospitals, sewers, and water
purification plants of the Health and Sanitation Division; the diversifica-
tion of agriculture through the Rubber Development Corporation and
the fruit companies; and the general management of the economy
through the local Coordination Committees, which included local busi-
nessmen, bankers, and representatives of the Chambers of Commerce.
The Central American security apparatuses (military, constabulary, police,
and secret service) received training from—and exchanged information
with the military attachés and the legal attachés—mostly FBI agents.
Cultural attachés managed exchange programs between Central American
and U.S. universities and research institutions, supported the work of
local libraries and other cultural institutions, and provided “information”
to local newspapers. Politicians, businessmen, police officers, soldiers,
journalists and editors, university students and professors, agriculturalists,
medical doctors, and so on: They all felt the U.S. presence in some way
or another.>?

It is obvious, then, that it is not only the individual officers or the
“type” of officers assigned to Central America that changed between 1930
and 1950, but that the Foreign Service itself went through some consider-
able changes during the period. While the expansion of the Foreign
Service is generally associated with the postwar period (which is true for
Europe), U.S. ambassadors in Central America had been struggling with
a deluge of new tasks and specialists for some years. The experience was
not always a happy one and did not always lead to a more efficient Service
(although the measure of efficiency that one would ascribe to the embas-
sies is, of course, dependent on the objectives that one would like them to
achieve. In terms of paper output, for example, the efficiency of the Service
was certainly enhanced after 1939). Only toward the end of the period
under discussion here did embassy employees of all Departments come
together under the coordination of the ambassador to produce joint
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reports (the so-called “Joint Weeka”). Before that time, conflict and con-
fusion characterized the work of the enlarged embassies at least as much
as coordinated efforts.®

THE FOREIGN SERVICE IN CENTRAL AMERICA

In conclusion, it should be noted that a healthy variety of Foreign Service
officers served in Central America throughout the 1930s and 1940s. The
region was not the exclusive reserve of clueless political appointees—
though there were some of those—nor of particularly outstanding profes-
sionals—though there were some of those too. It is remarkable that many
chiefs of mission in Central America were freshly appointed to that rank
and that the administrations in Washington tended to assign a relatively
large number of appointees there after reelection. However, this is not
necessarily a recipe for bad diplomacy. Inexperienced officers could offer
fresh insights while the old hands, despite their experience, were some-
times unable to deal with changing circumstances. It is undeniable, for
example, that careerist Matthew Hanna’s experience in the Dominican
Republic led him to pursue a disastrous policy in El Salvador. It is also
remarkable how insightful some of politico Frank Corrigan’s reports were
when compared to the unremarkable reports of professionals in neighbor-
ing republics.>*

The more significant patterns that can be identified in the development
of the U.S. Foreign Service in Central America are unrelated to the much
remarked upon distinction between career officers and political appoin-
tees. Two such interrelated patterns will play recurring roles throughout
the 1930s and 1940s. Firstly, the social and professional networks of the
U.S. diplomatic posts, which served as their main sources of information,
remained relatively small and partial toward the local political establish-
ment throughout the period. A tradition of social and racial prejudice on
the part of U.S. diplomats played a role here, but the restrictive political
culture under the dictatorships of Ubico, Carfas, and Martinez also con-
spired against the expansion of social and political contacts. This bias made
it difficult to avoid (the impression of) partiality to particular regimes or to
cultivate a relationship with opposition movements, a limitation that
would be especially significant as opposition to Central American authori-
tarianism expanded by the end of World War II.

Secondly, but also related, several changes in U.S. policy and Foreign
Service organization worked at cross-purposes with each other. While the
standard of non-intervention formed the backbone of U.S. policy through-
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out the 1930s and 1940s, other policies and general attitudes tended
toward U.S. involvement in local politics. The non-recognition policy that
was based on the 1923 Treaty of Peace and Amity is a case in point, but
the more general idea that North Americans could and should play a mod-
erating role in Central American politics is also significant. The expansion
of Foreign Service duties during and after World War II made the pretense
of non-involvement almost impossible to maintain. Such paradoxes left
plenty of room for debate on the extent and meaning of the role of U.S.
diplomacy in Central America, a topic of almost continuous discussion and
contention within the U.S. foreign policy establishment and between U.S.
diplomats and Central American actors.

Generalizations such as those presented in the current chapter can only
go so far, of course. The following chapters will demonstrate that indi-
vidual officers—because of their individual prejudices and experiences—
had a profound impact both on the course of U.S. policy and on the
histories of the Central American republics. What if Sheldon Whitehouse
had been assigned to El Salvador instead of Guatemala in 19292 Would
General Martinez’s career have been cut short in 1932? And what if a
professional diplomat had been assigned to Guatemala in 19452 Would
the Guatemalan revolution have been better understood in Washington?
Recurring patterns, combined with the backgrounds and preferences of
individual diplomats, and the twist and turns in Central American history,
account for the high degree of complexity and richness of this topic that
will be evident in the historical narrative that follows.
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CHAPTER 3

Origins: The Rise of the Caudillos
and the Defeat of Non-Recognition,
1930-1934

A revolt in Honduras in 1931 provoked the famous General Smedley
Darlington Butler to write a short article on his own experiences as a
Marine involved in the U.S. intervention in another Honduran uprising in
1903.! Called “Opera Bouffe Revolts” the article was intended to amuse
rather than to inform his compatriots. If Butler is to be believed, revolts in
Honduras were a fairly easy-going affair, “friendly” even, and consisted
mainly of local soldiers changing the color of their hat ribbons—a blue
ribbon signifying support for the government and a red ribbon signifying
support for the rebels. In fact, the general wrote, these ribbons were often
two-sided, blue on one side and red on the other, to allow a quick and
bloodless change of sides if the situation so demanded. In case of the 1903
upheaval, Butler and his Marines went ashore only once: to pick up the
U.S. consul in Trujillo—who was found cowering between the beams of
the floor of his house, naked but for the U.S. flag in which he had wrapped
himself—and to escort him to their ship “in a manner due his rank and
station.”? Shortly after this uneventful rescue operation, “this business of
turning hat-bands inside out had become epidemic, with the result that
the revolt was over.”

Butler’s description of Honduran uprisings was another low point in
U.S. satire of Central Americans’ supposed fondness of rebellion.? Against
the background of these stereotypical portrayals of Central Americans,
Washington perceived a need for U.S. assistance to its disorderly neighbors.
Responding to specific threats to U.S. political and economic interests in
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the region, policymakers conceptualized their policy toward Latin America
as a demand for orderly, constitutional government, calling upon the sister
republics to stop their “chronic wrongdoing” and learn to “elect good
men” at least since the start of the twentieth century. More often than not,
Marines were dispatched to add substance to these supposedly wise words
and to attempt to enforce democratic development in the region.* But
things were about to change.

Between 1930 and 1936, stable and long-lasting dictatorships were
established in Central America as U.S. Marines withdrew and the State
Department adopted a non-intervention policy. Historians have long
asked the question of whether there exists a connection between these
developments. More specifically: Did “these corrupt, repressive regimes
[come] into existence because of inadvertence or conscious design on the
part of the United States?”® Some have made the argument that a link
exists between the United States’ adoption of a non-intervention policy
and the rise of dictatorship in Central America and the Caribbean. In a
classic statement on the issue, Walter LaFeber suggests that during this
time the “United States ... accepted, and soon welcomed, dictatorships in
Central America because it turned out that such rulers could most cheaply
uphold order. Dictators were not a paradox but a necessity for the system,
including the Good Neighbor policy.”® David Schmitz also argues that the
withdrawal from intervention was quickly followed by support for dicta-
torship. Regarding Central America, he dates that development to 1932,
when Washington extended “informal” recognition to the anticommunist
regime of Maximiliano Hernindez Martinez—an argument that will be
explored further below.” There are alternative interpretations. Thomas
Leonard makes an argument that probably comes close to what U.S. dip-
lomats at the time might have said: “the United States had no alternative
except to watch these events [the establishment of dictatorships] unfold.
Having abandoned its interventionist practices, Washington could not
support the political factions opposed to the dictators.”®

The next two chapters present two complex and interconnected pro-
cesses: Firstly, we will see how U.S. policy developed from the one prac-
ticed by the Hoover administration, avoidance of military interventions
combined with diplomatic interference such as the non-recognition of
unconstitutional governments, to the policy that would ultimately be
championed by the Roosevelt administration, complete avoidance of any
acts of interference. An interpretation of this development at the level of
the Foreign Service adds an additional layer to the discussion of which
administration was most responsible for developing the non-intervention
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policy, as Foreign Service officers were slow to abandon the idea that
Central Americans needed their “sympathetic interest” and “friendly
advice.” Secondly, we will see how several Central American leaders who
presented themselves as constitutionalists and proponents of progress
were first elected to the presidencies of the Central American republics,
but then developed into (in the cases of Jorge Ubico and Tiburcio Carias)
or were replaced by (in the case of Arturo Araujo and Juan Bautista Sacasa)
long-term dictatorships.

I have already argued elsewhere that in the early 1930s, the Foreign
Service favored and, where possible—given the Hoover administration’s
withdrawal from military intervention—actively promoted the elections of
Jorge Ubico, Arturo Araujo, and Tiburcio Carfas. U.S. diplomats did so
not because they preferred dictators, but because they believed that they
had found local allies who would promote constitutionalism and limited
reform while they adhered to the friendly advice of U.S. legations.” This
chapter and the next will extend that argument by showing how the
Foreign Service ultimately had to come to terms with the establishment of
several dictatorships in the region, first as a consequence of the 1931 coup
in El Salvador, which replaced Arturo Araujo with Maximiliano Hernandez
Martinez, and then with the continuismo campaigns of Jorge Ubico and
Tiburcio Carfas. The U.S. response to the 1932 “Matanza” in El Salvador
plays a particularly important role in that process.

The arguments presented here expand our knowledge of how the Good
Neighbor was reconciled with the establishment of dictatorship in Central
America. It complicates the idea that “deals were easily struck” between
the U.S. and the dictators, in the interpretation of LaFeber and others,
while it shows that the dictators were not regarded as “puppets” of the
United States—neither did they behave as such.!® Rather, Foreign Service
officers considered the independent behavior that Martinez, Ubico, and
Carfas demonstrated as they extended their hold on power as threats to
former accomplishments of U.S. diplomacy. As such, the relationship
would be cool until later in the decade, when the rise of fascism created a
new context for the re-evaluation of these leaders.

ELECTIONS

Towards the end of the 1920s, there were several incentives for U.S.
policymakers to discontinue the sending of Marines to Central America,
as had happened so often in the past. Firstly, these interventions did not
lead to any recognizable improvement in the stability of local govern-
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ments. Secondly, such intervention, which sometimes required extensive
periods of occupation and police duty, was costly and became especially
unpopular with the budget-minded Congress of the Depression era.
Thirdly, U.S. public opinion turned against the interventions as part of
the larger movement against war and imperialism during the isolationist
years. Finally, the arrogance with which the United States policed the
sovereign republics of Central America and the Caribbean met with
resistance from within the occupied territories and from other Latin
American states. Latin Americans understood U.S. actions in that region
to be a litmus test for its attitude toward the rest of the hemisphere.
Thus, interventions in that region fed Southern suspicions about U.S.
imperial designs, making it increasingly difficult for U.S. diplomats and
businessmen to win the trust and cooperation of the Latin Americans.
High officials in the State Department began to wonder whether it was
worthwhile to maintain a costly and ineffective interventionist policy in
Central America that might endanger U.S. relations with the entire
hemisphere. Accordingly, the Hoover and FDR administrations devel-
oped a new Latin American policy with non-interventionism as its back-
bone: The now famous Good Neighbor policy.!!

During the same period, factional strife began to make way for strong,
centralized states in Central America. For decades, isthmian republics such
as Guatemala and El Salvador had been largely dependent on the export
of coffee. When international markets crashed after 1929, the export of
coffee suffered from the letdown of consumption in the industrialized
nations. Decline in coffee export and production affected imports, inter-
nal commerce, the transport sector, and government income, the latter
being highly dependent on taxes on coffee. Unemployment and declining
wages among coffee plantation workers led to social unrest while the gov-
ernments’ inability to meet payrolls caused dissatisfaction among its
employees, including military officers. The contracting economy, unstable
social situation, and decline in government budget put great pressure on
the Liberal oligarchy: a network of coftee elites that justified its dominance
of government and society through the assertion of racial superiority over
the masses of indigenous workers and the wealth generated by export
agriculture. While the effects of these problems were not the same in each
nation—most notably, they led to major explosion of violence in El
Salvador—ruling economic elites were scared enough to drive them into
the arms of strongmen with military backgrounds. Thus, Jorge Ubico
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(1930-1944) was the first to establish a strong military rule in Guatemala
and was followed by Maximiliano Herndndez Martinez (1931-1944) in
El Salvador.'

Since Honduras had no coffee industry to speak of at the time, the situ-
ation in that country was different from the one in EI Salvador or
Guatemala. The Honduran economy was dominated by the production
and export of bananas, which was itself dominated by U.S. companies.
These companies managed to delay the effects of contracting world mar-
kets on the export price of bananas through their control of shipment to
the United States: export prices of bananas were administered by the com-
panies themselves. While Honduras did suffer from political turmoil
throughout the 1920s, this situation stemmed from the fact that control
over the state was the only secure means of income to local elites, leading
to decades of political battles and a full-scale civil war following the presi-
dential elections of 1923. Rival banana companies aggravated the fighting
by financially supporting opposing forces while their own plantations on
the North Coast were generally insulated against the violence by the threat
of U.S. intervention. Near-constant warfare disrupted production and
commerce in the non-banana producing regions and depleted public
finances. By the early 1930s therefore, Hondurans were more concerned
about peace and order than they were about the Great Depression, open-
ing the door to the long rule of Tiburcio Carfas Andino (1931-1948).1?

Ubico and Carfas came to power through nominally free elections, but
in 1935, Ubico had the constitution altered to be able to continue in
office beyond his legal term. Eventually, he established a 13-year dictator-
ship. Some North American and European authors have portrayed him as
a modernizer and nation builder who strengthened the institutions of the
central government and improved the country’s economic infrastruc-
tures.!* More recent contributions from Central American scholars, how-
ever, complicate that image by relating the Liberal oligarchic project of
“nation building” to the ongoing and structural exclusion of indigenous
people. Marta Elena Casatis Arzu characterizes Ubico’s reign as one of the
most repressive in the country’s history and stresses Ubico’s close ties of
class and family to the more recalcitrant sections of Guatemala’s oligarchy.
Ubico strengthened the state’s control over the indigenous labor force
through the Vagrancy Law, obliging landless rural workers to provide 150
days of labor to the big fincas every year. Sergio Tischler Visquerra also
argues that Ubico’s government should be understood within the context
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of an exclusionary Liberal oligarchic system. Unable to manage the dis-
content of the indigenous working classes with its traditional paternalism
and equally unable to integrate the demands for democratization by the
middle class, the ruling elite responded to the Great Depression by sup-
porting Ubico’s authoritarianism.!®

Much like Ubico, Carfas would adapt the national constitution so that
he could remain in power beyond his legal term, which ended in 1936. He
stepped down in favor of one of his government ministers in 1948. During
his reign, the Honduran economy outside of the banana enclave slowly
recuperated from the political upheaval and civil war of the 1920s, but the
price of greater economic security was political repression. Carfas would
spend most of his government’s resources on expanding tools of control—
especially the new air force, which would form the nucleus of a new mili-
tary order.’® In El Salvador, the rise to power of Martinez was preceded by
the short-lived government of Arturo Araujo, who had inherited massive
debts from the previous administration and faced ongoing rural unrest
that was made worse by the perception on the countryside that he refused
to live up to his campaign promises. The coffee elite, meanwhile, refused
to come to the aid of the reform administration. Dissatisfied by the gov-
ernment’s inability to pay their salaries, a group of young officers commit-
ted a coup in December 1931 and put Vice-President Maximiliano
Herndndez Martinez in power. Araujo’s reformist campaign platform
heightened rural demands for change and elite fears of indigenous radical-
ization. Only weeks after the 1931 coup, the Salvadoran army violently
put down a rural uprising in the west of the country, killing thousands.
The massacre, known as the Matanza, was one of the most extreme acts
of state violence in the history of the Americas.!”

From the perspective of U.S. diplomats, the early 1930s presidential
elections, which brought to power Jorge Ubico in Guatemala, Arturo
Araujo in El Salvador, Tiburcio Carfas in Honduras, and Juan Bautista
Sacasa in Nicaragua, developed along parallel lines. Naturally, U.S. involve-
ment in the Nicaraguan elections, which were supervised by the Marine
Corps, was most obvious and most far-reaching. However, the State
Department’s support for the 1923 Treaty of Peace and Amity, combined
with the conviction of Foreign Service officers that U.S. interference pre-
sented a “moral benefit” to the development of Central American coun-
tries, led to an active policy of promoting orderly elections in the other
states. Paradoxically, considering the Marine presence in Nicaragua, the
State Department repeatedly rejected calls from its legations in neighboring



ORIGINS: THE RISE OF THE CAUDILLOS AND THE DEFEAT... 53

countries to support its policies with military intervention. The whole pur-
pose of intervention in Nicaragua was to create a stable, constitutional
government supported by its own National Guard and no longer depen-
dent on U.S. forces. In the absence of military intervention, Foreign
Service officers in Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras had to depend
on local allies to realize their goals.!®

The outlines of the U.S. policy toward Central American elections can
be illustrated with its involvement in the Guatemalan presidential elections
of 1931. When General Manuel Orellana committed a coup d’état in
December 1930, the U.S. State Department and its mission in Guatemala,
led by Minister Sheldon Whitehouse, agreed that the new government
could not be acknowledged in the light of the 1923 Treaty of Peace and
Amity. Under pressure from the United States Orellana decided to step
down and a provisional government organized elections for 1931."

Minister Whitehouse played an important role in shaping the field of
candidates for the elections by informing Orellana that he and his associ-
ates should stay out of it. His attempt to play an even bigger role by
“strengthen[ing] the provisional government” with a show of force by the
U.S. Navy was blocked by the State Department, which saw no “compel-
ling motives” to supply such aid as long as the lives of U.S. citizens were
not directly threatened. Whitehouse did find common ground with, in his
eyes, the most promising candidate for the presidency: General Jorge
Ubico. Both Whitehouse and Ubico were supremely confident that a fair
election would produce victory for the latter. Their only fear was another
intervention from rival military factions. Ubico even suggested that the
United States supervise the elections “as has been done in Nicaragua”
(presumably a reference to Marine involvement). Whether the U.S. lega-
tion seriously considered the proposition is not clear, but challenges to
Ubico’s candidacy failed to materialize anyway. Ubico’s political party, the
Partido Liberal Progresista, turned out to be the only one that was suffi-
ciently well organized to field a candidate before the election. In February
1931, Ubico was elected president unopposed.*

Similar elements can be observed in the contemporaneous elections in
El Salvador and Honduras where U.S. ministers, at times prodded by
local actors, were willing to interfere in local politics in spite of the State
Department’s aversion to military intervention. During the 1930-1931
presidential elections in El Salvador, Minister Warren Delano Robbins
had committed himself to a policy of not “showing favoritism for any
candidate,” but did request navy assistance to prevent the military from
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intervening in the elections. While the Department quickly rejected the
request, Robbins did make sure that Whitehouse’s opposition to the
Orellana coup was well-known in El Salvador, hoping that it would dis-
courage potential plotters. The minister also warned then-president Pio
Romero Bosque to “do his utmost to have constitutional elections.”
Such instructions were probably inspired more by Robbins’s paternalis-
tic attitude toward Salvadoran leaders than by Romero Bosque’s lack of
support for the elections. As Erik Ching has shown, the president had
worked toward the organization of fair elections for some years, which
probably explains why the elections proceeded fairly smoothly and
resulted in the clection of Arturo Araujo.?!

Perhaps Robbins’s most noteworthy role in the elections occurred after
the votes had been counted. The runner-up, Alberto Gémez Zarate,
threatened to challenge the legality of the elections. Araujo, who had vis-
ited the legation several times during the elections, now used his access to
the U.S. minister in an attempt to diffuse the threat. Suggesting that his
supporters might not accept Gémez Zarate’s demands, he got Robbins to
tell the Zaratistas that his legation would regard their intervention as a
“disaster” and to counsel them to “try and get together with Araujo.” It
is not clear how Gémez Zirate interpreted Robbins’s advice or what other
channels Araujo may have used to end the threat to his victory, but on
February 12, 1931, he was unanimously elected president by the
Salvadoran National Assembly.??

In Honduras, the contenders for the 1932 presidential elections, Angel
Zuniga Huete of the Liberal Party and Tiburcio Carfas Andino for the
National Party, were hosted at the U.S. legation by Minister Julius Lay.
Both were all too familiar with U.S. interventionism. In 1924, when
Zuniga Huete was minister of government and Carfas a candidate for the
presidency, Washington intervened to end a civil war that resulted from
undecided elections. Special envoy Sumner Welles brokered a deal between
the warring parties that included new elections. The problem for Carfas
was that the agreement also barred participants in the civil war, such as
himself, from running in the elections. He accepted the deal, however,
and during the 1932 race, both he and his Liberal opponent visited the
U.S. legation frequently to advertise their peaceful intentions. Lay used
the insecurity of both candidates to extract promises concerning the pro-
cedures of the elections, setting himself up in the role of umpire. Despite
Zuniga Huete’s reputation of being a hothead and labor agitator, Lay had
no real preference for one or the other candidate. Carfas appeared to have
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the support of conservative business circles, including the United Fruit
Company, but Lay considered him an old-fashioned warlord type of leader
and “a very low type of Indian” on top of that. Zaniga Huete, on the
other hand, had discarded most of the radical rhetoric, according to Lay,
and might well be “an excellent president for Honduras.”*?

Lay pressured Carfas and Zuaniga Huete to promise that they would run
aclean campaign and to instruct their followers to do the same.?* Somewhat
to Lay’s annoyance, neither candidate promised to also accept the out-
come of the elections. This turned out to be a significant omission when
Carfas won a resounding victory—somewhat to the surprise of Minister
Lay. While Zuniga Huete appeared to take the defeat in stride, Liberal
military leaders started a nation-wide uprising two weeks after the elec-
tions. Anxious to prevent a rebellion, Lay pressed the Department to send
weapons to Honduras to protect the constitutional government, arguing
that “timely foreign aid (such as supplying arms to the Government) in
suppressing the rebellion would be greatly preferable to letting things drift
until the presence of foreign armed forces on Honduran soil might become
necessary.” The Department, however, thought it “much sounder on the
whole that we should keep out of such transactions.”?®

Aside from his unsuccessful lobby for arms, Lay was deeply involved in
the coordination of the military campaign against the Liberals. Apparently
without the Department’s knowledge or concurrence, Lay urged his col-
leagues in Guatemala City and Managua to negotiate a deal whereby the
Honduran government would intern political exiles from Guatemala and
Nicaragua if the governments in those countries would control the move-
ments of Honduran rebels within their borders in return (Honduran
insurgent troops made free use of the uncontrolled borderlands between
Honduras and its neighbors). Acting in line with general U.S. policy, Lay
also asked Whitehouse to make sure that Ubico did not provide his Liberal
brethren in Honduras with arms. While Lay never explicitly admitted that
he was in any way involved in the defense of the constituted authorities in
Honduras, his reports during the revolt suggest that the leaders of the
National militias, Carfas and his running-mate Abraham Williams, regu-
larly visited the legation and received advice from the minister. In the end,
Lay’s efforts were rewarded. After a month and a half of fighting, the
National militias defeated the Liberals. Although the Liberal president at
the time was completely dependent on Carfas’s troops throughout the
ordeal, he was kept in power until February 1, 1933, when he duly handed
over the presidential sash to Carfas.?¢
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Following the early 1930s presidential elections, U.S. diplomats estab-
lished cordial relations with all of the victors. The consensus among
Foreign Service officers in Central America was that the elections had
been remarkably free and fair and that the winners supported U.S. interest
in orderly, constitutional government in the region. Whitehouse, Robbins,
and Lay also assumed that the elections and (ultimately) successful transfers
of power in their host countries were due in large measure to their per-
sonal guidance. Robbins, for example, wrote to the Department about his
“considerable satisfaction” in seeing Araujo elected and noted that he
took “a little pride” in making it happen. Likewise, Lay reported that local
newspapers lauded his “efforts” in securing peaceful elections, which he
characterized as “an extension of democracy in Honduras.” The new pres-
idents themselves confirmed the ministers’ self-congratulatory view of
U.S. involvement, with Ubico claiming that “it was impossible to ignore
the fact that Guatemala needs the cooperation of North Americans to
solve satisfactorily the many problems which are essential for the progress
of the country.”?”

Aside from the new leaders’ elitism and outspoken pro-Americanism,
their broader political programs appealed to the ministers’ conservative
reformism. U.S. ministers allowed themselves to be convinced that the
supposed victories for constitutionalism that the recent elections repre-
sented would be institutionalized by the new regimes. Whitehouse, for
example, claimed that Ubico would end “the old abuses” by which former
governments had remained in power illegally and against the will of the
people, thus removing, according to the minister, “one of the principal
causes of revolution” in the country. Likewise, Robbins reported that
Araujo promised to make his country’s electoral law “more conscientious,
more peaceful in its functioning, easier to apply, less open to evil influ-
ence.” Implicitly, both diplomats and politicians agreed that repairing
minor defects in the existing situation would be sufficient. More funda-
mental reforms, an extension of the electorate for example, were never
considered.?®

Foreign Service officers acted on the notion that it was their job to
monitor and, where necessary, to regulate the electoral process in Central
America. Their assumption that they had delivered a new generation of
leaders who respected U.S. preferences for orderly democratic processes
informed the State Department’s initial assessment of the new govern-
ments, as is illustrated by a 1933 study for the U.S. delegates to the
International Conference of American States at Montevideo.?’ The report
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starts with an analysis of recent events in Nicaragua, where U.S. Marines
had withdrawn after they had supervised the 1932 presidential elections—
a victory for Juan Bautista Sacasa—leading to a felicitous outcome: “For
the first time in the memory of Nicaraguans, the government in power,
both president and Congress, is known to represent the freely manifested
will of the Nicaraguan people.” Following the elections and the with-
drawal of the Marines, the report announced in a victorious tone: “The
present generation of Nicaraguans are initiating what is to them a new
experiment in self-government.”

The importance attached by the Department to the holding of free and
fair elections is evident from its argument that “one of the principal rea-
sons, or pretexts, for revolt in Nicaragua, that is, the desire to overthrow
a government illegally or illegitimately exercising power, has disappeared.”
And although old rivalries in Nicaragua still presented an obstacle to the
“valiant and sincere attempt [of Nicaraguans] to govern themselves,” at
least they had the benefit of the “impartial and restraining assistance of the
American Legation.”

The factors present in the Department’s evaluation of Nicaraguan poli-
tics in 1933—that is, an unprecedented experiment in self-government;
stability through periodic elections; and the importance of U.S. “assis-
tance” short of military intervention—also dominated its view of
Guatemalan and Honduran politics. In Honduras, the fact that Carfas’s
election to office was free and fair, was considered “a tribute to the politi-
cal progress which Honduras had made in the past decade.” Carfas was
thought to have a quieting effect on Honduras because he was “respected
for his courage, equanimity and political honesty”. Thus, the Department
ventured to predict that:

If General Carias is able to complete his administration peaceably, and there
are no present indications that he will not, and particularly if he is able to
guarantee fair elections at the end of his term in office, Honduras will have
made more progress during the present and the preceding two administra-
tions than it has made during any equal period in its political history, and a
long step will have been taken toward the development of true institutions
and the elimination of the influence of the chronic revolutionary type.

Since Sacasa was thought to be somewhat on the soft side and Cariista
Honduras was still considered the most backward country in the region,
the government of Jorge Ubico in Guatemala was held in the highest
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regard by the State Department. In 1933, when there was no reason to
assume that Ubico would continue in power past his legal term, the State
Department stressed the semi-democratic circumstances under which the
general had come to power: “Despite the circumstance that he was not
opposed by any other candidate, usually an ominous sign in Central
America, there appears to be no doubt that General Ubico was the choice
of a large majority of the articulate people of Guatemala.” Citing Ubico’s
honesty, energy, intelligence, and ability, the Department’s report rejoiced
that “President Ubico has fulfilled his promise to give Guatemala an
improved administration” by balancing the budget and enforcing govern-
ment honesty. Thus, in 1933, the Department regarded Ubico as “the
outstanding leader of Central America.” Not all was well with Central
America at this point, however. The major challenge, from the perspective
of U.S. diplomacy, was the government of Maximiliano Hernidndez
Martinez, which had replaced that of Araujo.

Cour

In November 1931, a new minister arrived in San Salvador: Charles Boyd
Curtis. Curtis’s last tour of duty was in the Dominican Republic where he
found himself in the midst of an uprising that brought to power Rafael
Trujillo—eventually one of the most hated tyrants of the hemisphere.
During the revolt, Curtis had brokered a deal between the government
and the rebel forces that included a new provisional government and
future elections. While the State Department was satisfied with this out-
come, cooperation between Washington and the legation during the
rebellion was not smooth. Despite standing instructions to the contrary,
Curtis cajoled the warring factions into an understanding by threatening
to call in the U.S. Marines. After a scttlement was reached, Curtis did
everything he could to prevent General Trujillo from being elected to the
presidency. Trujillo, chief of the Dominican army, had switched allegiance
to the rebels during the revolt—an unforgiveable act of treason in the eyes
of Curtis. Washington explicitly opposed its minister’s campaign against
Trujillo, however. Quoting its non-intervention policy, the Department
informed Curtis that it “desires you to know that it expects to recognize
Trujillo or any other person coming into office as a result of the coming
clections”—which is exactly what ultimately happened.3

Even though his behind-the-scenes attempt to block Trujillo’s rise to
power failed, Curtis’s public role in preventing a major battle between the
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government and the rebels was a personal victory for the minister.
According to the U.S. press, he had single-handedly prevented major
bloodshed, loss of North American lives and property, and U.S. interven-
tion in the island republic.?’ From Secretary Stimson, Curtis received a
letter of commendation for his service in the Dominican Republic. Other
members of the Foreign Service sent personal letters of congratulation to
the minister as well. Nevertheless, Curtis’s tenure in the Dominican
Republic must have been a strenuous experience, especially because the
revolt was quickly followed by a devastating tropical storm. When the
diplomat was transferred to El Salvador, the Washington Post ventured to
predict that it was “altogether probable” that “Mr. Curtis’ new post will
offer less excitement.”?*? This was not to be.

Barely a month after Curtis’s arrival, a revolt broke out in El Salvador.
According to the U.S. legation’s reports, Araujo’s popularity had been
dwindling for some time, but the direct cause of the rebellion seems to
have been that the government was unable or unwilling to keep payment
of the salaries of its officers up to date. As far as the legation could ascer-
tain after the events, it was the young officers of the Zapote fortress and
the barracks of the capital that started a revolt in the evening of December
2. President Araujo, whose official residence was directly across the street
from the revolting infantry barracks, left town “almost as soon as the first
shot was fired,” according to Curtis’s unsympathetic reports. When
attempts to raise troops and put up a fight had failed, the president crossed
the border to Guatemala on December 4. By that time, Vice-President
Maximiliano Herndndez Martinez had taken over the government.??

In the meantime, Curtis dutifully implemented the strategy that had
made him a hero in the Dominican Republic. He tried to prevent general
bloodshed and attacks on U.S. citizens and their interests by making sure
that the rebellion developed as smoothly as possible, regardless of who
won. Shortly after the shooting started, the minister visited the different
barracks and forts, trying to organize a cease fire. By the time the shooting
stopped, the president had left town and the last resisters were about to
surrender to the rebels.?*

Curtis seems not to have cared which party turned out on top in the
revolt, because he regarded both as equally bad. His first analysis of the
Araujo administration concluded that it was “weak, inefficient and lacking
in much ability to govern.” Shortly after the revolt, Curtis repeated that
President Araujo had shown “a great degree of incompetence,” especially
in his handling of government finances: “It seems certain that within a
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short time the Government would have been bankrupt even if it had
stopped payments on its one large loan and all of its small ones.” Thus,
Curtis believed that the government would have gone down even if the
army had not acted. The personal flaws of the president sealed the fate of
his administration once the uprising started: “In character he [Araujo]| was
both obstinate and vacillating ... The revolution was successful primarily
because of his obstinate refusal to believe that he had lost any of the great
popularity which he enjoyed at the time of his election to the Presidency.”3®

Curtis saw no reason to save the Araujo government, but he had no
reason to promote the cause of the rebels either. During and right after
the rebellion, Curtis claimed that the “[gJuiding lights in the revolution
are officers who at the moment appear to be incapable and whose only
idea is to destroy [the] Government of President Araujo.”3¢ The minister
reported that the revolt was directed by “youngsters for the most part of
strongly Indian blood and with the appearance of being little more than
half-witted.” A “revolutionary directorate” was eventually formed with
the participation of two senior officers who “appear to be men of some
sense and capacity”, but the majority of the directorate was still made up
of juniors who, at most, “appear to be the least worthless of those lieuten-
ants who were the known and apparently the actual organizers of the revo-
lution.” When the directorate appointed Vice-President Martinez to
succeed Araujo, Curtis assumed that the latter was a figurehead for the
junior officers and that the general “has been allowed to take no action
without its [ the Directorate’s] approval.” “Of such a Government it seems
impossible to expect much.”%”

Although Curtis’s stated purpose was to prevent bloodshed and
although he had no reason to prefer one faction over the other, he admit-
ted that his actions had the effect of aiding the rebels. By the time that
Curtis got involved in the revolt, the president had already fled the capital
and the rebels controlled the city, “which history shows,” the minister
commented, “probably means final success.” From that moment on, the
rebels only needed to dig in and thus had “more to gain by the delay”
offered by Curtis’s armistice than the president and his troops had. When
the armistice expired, Araujo had already retreated far to the west of the
country and was preparing to cross the border to Guatemala.®®

In the meantime, Curtis’s reports on the uprising reached the highest
echelons of the State Department and they were not well received. For the
first time on December 4 (while Araujo was well underway to the
Guatemalan border), Secretary Stimson telegraphed Curtis that the
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“Department assumes that you have made it amply clear to leaders of the
revolution that the policy of this Government is to be guided by the provi-
sions of the 1923 Treaty regarding the non recognition of governments
coming into power through revolution.” Some hours later, Stimson
reminded Curtis that the Department still considered Araujo the constitu-
tional president of El Salvador and acidly added that “the Department is
confident that you appreciate the importance of refraining from any action
which might be misinterpreted as favoring the revolutionary party.” The
next day, Stimson requested a report on Martinez’s role in the revolt (par-
ticipation would bar him from recognition) and again urged Curtis to
explain the 1923 Treaty to the military faction.®

Only after this third, rather anxious, plea from the secretary did Curtis
reveal that he regretted to “have to report that I did not bring [ the Treaty]
to the attention of the revolutionary leaders until the success of the revo-
lution was already certain.” In fact, evidence from the legation’s files indi-
cates that Curtis had not brought up this issue at all and would not do so
in the future. His initial justification for this oversight was that: “Anyone
who saw the utterly irresponsible youths with whom I had to deal in the
beginning ... would appreciate my reasons for forming the opinion that it
was futile to mention this subject and that nothing should be mentioned
which was not absolutely essential to the obtaining of an agreement on the
subject of the armistice.” After he made some more rambling reports,
Curtis finally admitted that “[j]ust what exactly the Treaty of 1923 means
is not clearly understood by me.”*?

Not only did Curtis bungle the handling of the rebellion itself, from the
Department’s point of view, his misinterpretation of Department instruc-
tions also strengthened Martinez’s position. Stimson’s telegrams to Curtis
stressed the importance of the Salvadoran constitution and the 1923
Treaty. What the Department wanted was to prevent anyone who was
remotely suspect of participating in a revolt, as Martinez most certainly
was, from attaining the presidency in Central America. Only in that way,
the Department believed, could revolts and wars in Central America be
prevented in the long term. Curtis, who lacked the long-term and broad
view of U.S. Central American policy, naturally took Department instruc-
tions literally. He concluded from his instructions that it was not Martinez
who posed a problem; it was the military directorate that had placed him
in power and continued to exist as a rival to the authorities after Martinez
took the presidency.*! The minister believed that what was necessary to
make the government constitutional and acceptable under the 1923
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Treaty was to have the rebellious military directorate abolished. Curtis set
out to accomplish this goal—with great success.

On December 10, Curtis told the Salvadoran minister of war that
“every indication of even a possibility that the Directorate was influencing
the actions of the Government of General Martinez ought to be avoided.”
In addition, Curtis urged the minister to transfer former members of the
directorate to distant posts after the dissolution of that body, so that there
could be no suspicion that the dissolution was not genuine.*> When the
Directorate did dissolve the next day, Curtis started to refer to the Martinez
regime as the “constitutional” government, instead of “de facto” govern-
ment, which would have been the more appropriate term from the stand-
point of U.S. policy. The legation’s traditional sources, the capital’s upper
classes, local media, government employees, and high-ranking military
officers, all lauded the Martinez regime and bashed the former Araujo
administration. As far as Curtis could see, Martinez was the choice of the
“great majority” of Salvadorans and the army controlled the country in a
peaceful manner.*?

Curtis’ actions would cost him his post and his career. As it became
clear to the Department that Curtis had lost control over the situation as
far as U.S. policy was concerned, it moved quickly to replace the senior
officers of the legation with more reliable men. On December 5, William
J. McCafferty, an officer with six years of experience in Central America
and Mexico, was designated second secretary of the legation. Ten days
later, Jefferson Caffery, an expert in Central American relations, was
assigned to El Salvador as a “special adviser,” but in practice quickly took
charge of the legation. While Curtis nominally remained chief of mission
until 1932, he was placed on the sidelines as soon as Caffery arrived.
Almost immediately, the latter told Martinez and his foreign minister that
they would never be recognized by the United States. It is indicative of
Curtis’s handling of the crisis that both were genuinely surprised by the
news.**

In the days after his arrival, Caffery reported that the Martinez regime
was “daily growing stronger.” The “better elements” in San Salvador had
already thrown their support behind the Martinez regime.* The National
Assembly, which was still made up entirely of Araujo supporters, had lost
much of its credibility when its leader fled the country.*® There were the
former presidential candidates of the campaign of 1930-1931, who
pushed the legation to replace the current government with one of them,
but the military definitely opposed such a move and, more importantly,
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the Department and the legation were not willing to back a specific indi-
vidual for the presidency. Policy had moved too far in the direction of
non-intervention for the level of commitment such a move required.
Within the limited circle of Central American actors that U.S. diplomats
deigned to speak with, Caffery had no-one to turn to aside from officers
of the army, who had already established their control over the country.*”

Caffery was sent to El Salvador as a trouble-shooter. His job was to save
the 1923 Treaty and U.S. policy in the region by finding anyone who
could reasonably be recognized according to the rules of the Treaty. His
job was not to save the Salvadoran republic or civilian control over it. The
Department considered the long-term objective of peace and stability—
which the Treaty had supposedly provided so far—more important to
Central American progress and development than the question of who
ruled El Salvador. Therefore, Caffery had no qualms about turning to the
military for help. In the short term, it was the only institution that could
reasonably be expected to deliver a president.

It was not easy to find an alternative to Martinez in the army. Many
higher officers had joined Martinez’s government and were therefore
barred from recognition if any one of them should become president. The
only group inside the army that had any measure of organization and
influence apart from the generals was the military directorate. Caffery
tried to rally this group behind his plan to form a recognizable govern-
ment, but quickly found that it had been disbanded and its members dis-
persed throughout the country by Martinez, who, Caffery reported while
gracefully omitting Curtis’s name, “had been made to believe that it
would lead to prompt recognition.”*8

After some two weeks of lobbying, Caffery finally convened a group of
young officers whom he presumed were the leaders of the revolt.* In
contrast to Curtis, these young men struck Caffery as friendly and concil-
iatory and they seemed ready to accept his solution, which was to have a
new National Assembly (not dominated by Araujo supporters) elected and
then have that assembly elect three new presidential designates who would
not be barred from recognition. The young officers would then have to
force Martinez out so that one of the designates could assume the
presidency.®®

This plan, which, according to Caffery, was the only one that had any
chance of success considering Martinez’s strong position, was rife with
complications from the start. Salvadorans in general felt that the United
States was forcing its will on their nation; the strongest groups in the
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capital supported Martinez; the latter had some reason to argue that his
government was constitutional and that he had done everything Curtis
had told him; the younger officers refused to commit to Caffery’s plan in
writing; and finally, this group itself admitted that it might not be strong
enough to force Martinez out when the time came. In this light, it is
remarkable that Caffery trusted his new friends to execute “the plan.” But
Caffery seemed anxious to leave Salvador and told his superiors that the
young officers had “a real understanding of what they should do.” Despite
pleas from the Department that he stay a little while longer, Caffery left in
early January.®! Curtis was told to leave some days later and the legation
was left in the hands of second secretary William McCafferty. In this
respect, Martinez’s ability to hang on to power was perhaps due as much
to Curtis’s lack of experience in Central American policy as it was to
Caffery’s haste to negotiate a wobbly deal and leave.

SLAUGHTER

The Department remained confident, however, that Martinez could be
dislodged from the presidency. This task was now left to McCafferty, but
even before the chargé could go to work on the plan, Salvadoran history
took a sharp turn for the worse. Uprisings in the Salvadoran countryside
had been endemic at least since the administration of Romero Bosque.
There was a brief lull during the 1930 presidential elections as the coun-
try’s poor peasants entertained some hope that Arturo Araujo would
improve their lot. As it became clear, however, that Araujo was unable or
unwilling to engage in substantial land reforms, new uprisings started in
1931. At the time, Minister Robbins felt that Araujo should act energeti-
cally against the demands of the poor—for which he had no sympathy—
and eventually expressed his satisfaction that the government had sent out
the mounted Guardia Nacional to “break some heads.” Araujo’s increas-
ingly repressive measures to deal with rural uprisings did not have the
desired effects. In fact, it led to a complete breakdown of trust in the
government and the radicalization of the campesinados. This situation was
further exacerbated when the military took over the government and on
January 23, 1932, a major rural uprising started in western El Salvador.>?

The course of the 1932 uprising, as well as the question of whether it
was led by El Salvador’s Communist Party, has been adequately analyzed
elsewhere.®3 Suffice it to say that the revolting peasants, who were armed
mainly with sticks and machetes, were quickly subdued by El Salvador’s
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well-organized army and rural police. The quelling of the uprising was just
the beginning, however. In the weeks following the end of the uprising,
machine gun squads scoured the countryside, randomly killing anyone of
Indian appearance. The coffee planter class chipped in by forming its own
Guardias Civicas, which ruthlessly pursued alleged participants of the
revolt. Although there are no written sources that record the numbers
killed during the uprising and ensuing slaughter, historians estimate that
the peasant rebels killed some 50 to 100 people (including government
soldiers) while the army killed some 10,000 to 30,000 civilians in response.
Whatever the exact numbers may be, it is clear that the Matanza, as it
came to be known, represented the “single worst episode of state suppres-
sion” in the history of Latin America up to that time.>*

Several historians of U.S.—Central American relations argue that the
United States supported Martinez during and after the 1932 uprising.
Somewhat cryptically, Historian Ralph Woodward claims that U.S.
ships were dispatched to Salvadoran waters during the Matanza to
“assist in averting any Communist revolution.”*® James Dunkerley, a
British specialist in Salvadoran history, writes with more confidence
that the “Salvadoran armed forces master-minded and effected the
counter-revolution [ Matanza] by themselves although they had confi-
dent expectations of outside [ U.S.] support should things go wrong.”>¢
The U.S. Foreign Service is responsible for the way in which the
Matanza unfolded. McCafferty asked Washington to send U.S. war
vessels to Salvadoran waters, because it would “have the effect of allay-
ing the present feeling of panic among the people but would also
undoubtedly prevent the de facto authorities from relaxing their repres-
sive measures.”®” It is not helpful, however, to define U.S. involvement
as a Cold War conspiracy—which is arguably what several historians
have done with their emphasis on anti-communism or counter-revolu-
tion. That analysis obscures the actual mechanics of the 1932 slaughter
and thus conceals deeper patterns of U.S.—Central American relations
that preceded and possibly survived the Cold War while it introduces
the risk of minimizing the involvement and responsibility of Salvadoran
actors. The ferocity of the Matanza was a result of the power struggle
between the State Department and Martinez that was played out
against the background of racial and social prejudices that U.S. diplo-
mats shared with local elites. Tragically, El Salvador’s Indian communi-
ties were victimized by the maneuvers of U.S. diplomats and San
Salvadoran elites even when the latter two did not see eye to eye. How
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did the U.S. legation perceive the uprising and how was it portrayed to
Washington? What would likely have happened had U.S. Marines been
deployed in El Salvador?

Considering the first question, it is important to note that the lega-
tion’s perception of the uprising and the subsequent slaughter was com-
pletely one-sided. McCafferty allowed himself to be misinformed about
the true events that occurred on the Salvadoran countryside. There is no
evidence at all that the chargé ever made a thorough inquiry about the
uprising and the subsequent slaughter, let alone that he ever left the capital
to see the results of the Matanza himself. Neither is there any evidence
that McCafferty ever considered investigating the matter after the fact, nor
did the Department ever ask him to. Instead, the legation’s informers in
this case came from the same limited pool of local notables that the lega-
tion always tapped for political or economic news.*® Blindly accepting the
consensus among Salvadoran aristocrats, McCafferty felt that the massa-
cres on the countryside were the work of communists rather than the
government. The highest death toll that McCafferty ever reported, and
which he believed should be ascribed to the communists in any case, was
a rumored 4800 deaths. The chargé reported that this was probably a
gross exaggeration.®

The description of the uprising as “communistic” should be under-
stood within the context of early twentieth-century El Salvador. The
divide between the “white” coffee barons and the “Indian” peasants was
particularly evident in El Salvador and the upper classes were mortally
afraid of the “restlessness” of the masses. Ancient beliefs about the “sav-
agery” of the Indians combined with vague notions that communist agita-
tors were trying to incite a class war among the peasants. Salvadoran
aristocrats did not conceive of a “communistic” uprising among the
Indians in geopolitical terms (an attempt by Moscow to expand its sphere
of influence) but in terms of plunder, rapine, and murder. Bloodthirsty
Indians incited by alcohol and foreign agitators were intent on the slaugh-
ter of their social betters so that the latter’s lands and properties could be
taken. U.S. diplomats, especially those who had spent many years among
the Latin American upper classes, tended to subscribe to this particularly
apocalyptic interpretation of “communistic” uprisings. They routinely
quoted the communists’ thirst for plunder and murder, rather than the
designs of Comintern.®

Against this background, it should be easier to understand the utter
panic in San Salvador when the rural uprising was in full swing. During the
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climax of the uprising, wild rumors about savage hordes of Indians advanc-
ing on the capital circulated. The Salvadoran coftfee barons, many of whom
lived in San Salvador rather than on their estates, were in acute fear of their
lives, imagining that everyone in the capital would be slaughtered if the
insurgents were not pushed back.®! In the characteristically understated
tones of diplomatic reporting, McCafferty later informed his superiors
that “[dJue to the extremely dangerous situation which existed at the
time, many usually calm and sober minded persons became most excited
regarding the rapid turn of events.”®? According to the U.S. chargé, the
Italian and the British ministers, the latter a landowner himself, completely
lost their heads, which inevitably caused a panic among their compatriots.
With evident pride, McCafferty reported that the “American colony in the
capital behaved admirably throughout the difficulties and their conduct in
the face of danger compared most favorably with that of certain natives
and other foreigners.” Even though the chargé would not admit that he
had ever been in real fear himself; it is clear from his reports that he shared
the locals’ nightmarish anticipation of what would happen in the capital if
the insurgency was successful: “Women were raped and then butchered,
others had their breasts cut off, and men were so hacked by machetes that
it was impossible to identify their corpses. Houses were ransacked and oth-
ers completely destroyed. Shops were looted of all their stocks.”%?

Against this backdrop, the British and the Italian envoys pleaded with
McCafferty for U.S. intervention and the chargé obviously agreed that
such a move was necessary, since he relayed the request to Washington.
The primary reason for McCafferty’s request, therefore, was a very real
and acute fear for the safety of local U.S. citizens and other foreigners. In
this context, it would be hard to imagine that the legation refused to make
a request for armed assistance, or that the State Department would reject
it. How would the U.S. public and world opinion at large react if it became
known that U.S., British, and Italian women had been “raped and butch-
ered” and the men hacked to pieces in the streets of San Salvador while the
U.S. Navy idled at nearby Panama? Thus, U.S. ships were duly dispatched,
accompanied by Canadian vessels. While there are no sources to docu-
ment the decision-making process in Washington, there is no obvious rea-
son to assume that Secretary Stimson—who carried ultimate responsibility
for the sending and withdrawal of the ships—ever considered that the
ships should be used for anything except the evacuation of foreigners. It is
clear that Stimson was anxious to withdraw the ships as soon as any danger
to foreign lives seemed past.®*
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The uprising in western El Salvador lasted a mere 48 hours and by the
time U.S. ships arrived in Salvadoran waters, the danger to foreign lives
and property appeared to be past. No U.S. marines set foot ashore,
although British marines made a brief landing.®® The question remains
what would have happened had U.S. intervention proceeded. Would U.S.
marines have fought “communist” rebels? Would they have saved the
Martinez regime? One can only speculate, but it is informative that the
Martinez regime actually felt Jess secure with the arrival of the U.S. navy.
Considering the fact that Washington had opposed him almost from the
start and the fact that Marine landings in previous decades had always
been followed up by elections and a change of administrations, there is no
reason to assume that Martinez would have considered U.S. intervention
during the uprising helpful or supportive. This does not mean that the
United States does not bear responsibility for the Matanza. As Lindo-
Fuentes et al. have pointed out, Salvadoran authorities tried to prevent
intervention because they believed that it would be the end of their rule.
This particular fear was one among a variety of reasons for the Martinez
regime to lash out against the insurgents “like a wounded animal” and
contributed to the apocalyptic nature of the event.®

After initial panic died down, the United States very quickly forgot
about the uprising. Both the legation and the Department were evidently
satisfied that the revolt had ended without loss of U.S. lives and property.
Despite their physical nearness to the slaughter, U.S. diplomats remained
blissfully unaware of the fact that the Matanza was a singularly apocalyptic
event that would haunt Salvadoran society for decades to come. Thus,
McCafferty was satisfied to limit his reports on the massacre to the “gory
and lustful” atrocities committed by the communists.®” But while the
chargé respected Martinez’s “cool and collected” attitude during the
uprising, he also made sure that the president knew that U.S. policy had
not changed. As the machine guns were still bursting and U.S. ships were
still in Salvadoran waters, McCafferty spelled out again the pre-uprising
policy of the United States to Martinez, even if it was in a little more
respectful tone: “I informed the de facto authorities that there is not the
slightest animus against Martinez personally on the part of the United
States Government but that as has been already made clear the decision
regarding the non recognition of his regime is the only possible decision
which can be reached in view of the provisions of the 1923 Treaty.”*®

In the next five to six months, the chargé and the general engaged in a
test of willpower, with McCafferty pressing for an immediate change of
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governments and Martinez skillfully delaying the matter. Granted, the
United States did recognize that a solution to the constitutional problem
in El Salvador had to include the army. But this was also the basis of
Caffery’s position, so McCafferty’s negotiations with high military officers
did not represent a change of policy due to the Matanza. Schemes sug-
gested by Salvadoran authorities to get around the spirit of the 1923
Treaty were rejected out of hand. While Washington was willing to accept
continued military dominance in El Salvador, it would not compromise
the Treaty. Martinez had to leave the presidency.

This was unacceptable to Martinez. All his efforts in the months follow-
ing the revolt were aimed at maintaining his position. The president’s
most-used tactic was to present himself as a bulwark against communism.
But while the Salvadoran aristocracy readily accepted this logic, the U.S.
legation and Department were not convinced. Although U.S. diplomats
acknowledged that they had underestimated the strength of communism,
they considered that it was stamped out effectively by Martinez’s repres-
sion. As far as the United States was concerned, Martinez’s very thorough
handling of the uprising had obsoleted him. When Martinez argued that
he could not reorganize his government or step down due to the risk of
another communist uprising, McCaftferty countered that, if anything, the
repression of the uprising had made the reorganization of the government
easier:

[General Martinez] spoke at length on the seriousness of the recent com-
munistic movement and its effect on the neighboring countries and inti-
mated that it would be disastrous at the present time to have a change of
executive. I told him that all indications were that the communistic menace
had been suppressed at least for the time being and that I did not believe a
solution of the present political situation would be difficult if the provisions
of the 1923 Treaty were followed in reorganizing the Government.®

McCafferty repeated this argument frequently and it must have become
clear to Martinez at some point that his anti-communist credentials got
him nowhere.”®

Recent research has demonstrated, however, that anticommunist rheto-
ric and repression were only two facets of Martinez’s campaign to solidify
and legitimize his power. Others were his cooptation of the army into
politics; the establishment and expansion of a new political party, Partido
Nacional Pro-Patria; and a many-sided popular program to obtain the
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allegiance of Indian communities. An indication of the effectiveness of
Martinez’s political maneuvers is the curious fact that the very Indian
communities who suffered the full horror of the Matanza in 1932 were
the last defenders of the regime against an urban middle-class uprising in
19447

Abandoning his anti-communist spiel, Martinez played for time by pre-
senting a more subtle line of argument to the legation. To establish a sta-
ble follow-up government, the general claimed, it was necessary to unite
all the important players behind the de facto government. Only then could
it guarantee a smooth transfer of power to a diplomatically recognizable
government that would have the support of “the people.” In other words,
Martinez argued that he needed more power before he could safely rescind
it. McCaftferty was led on by this and other delaying tactics for several
months. With regard to the general’s growing domination over the army,
for example, the chargé reported on April 16 that: “He apparently intends
to secure complete control of the army by breaking the power of the
young military officers ... If he succeeds in his plan it will be easier for him
to reorganize the Government to admit of recognition. I believe he still
intends to step aside...””* Only by the end of April, 1932, did the legation
and the Department realize that they were being played for time and cred-
ible excuses for further delays began to run out. When Martinez inge-
niously argued that he could not resign in May, because “that was the
Communist month,” an exasperated Acting Secretary William Castle
wondered “what excuse General Martinez will find not to resign in
June.””3

Of course, once he was strong enough, Martinez did not step down.
After five months of negotiations, and despite earlier promises to the con-
trary, the general announced that he would serve out Araujo’s term with-
out seeking recognition. Both the legation and the State Department had
been anticipating this move for several days so it did not come as a com-
plete shock. The realization that Martinez had simply been playing a cat
and mouse game with them, however, deeply annoyed U.S. diplomats.
Quite unaccustomed to successful resistance, the legation and the
Department had always assumed that Martinez was just a particularly
stubborn leader of the Orellana type who would have to capitulate to U.S.
wishes in the end.”*

Historian David Schmitz presents the U.S. reaction to the Matanza as
a significant step towards the acceptance of other dictators in the region
during the Good Neighbor era. Central to this argument is his assertion
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that Washington extended “informal recognition” to the Salvadoran gen-
eral after June: “Responding to what the State Department viewed as a
communist revolt in January 1932, the United States would informally
recognize the government of General Maximiliano Herniandez Martinez
because he was seen as necessary to stability and anticommunism in the
region.””® As several other historians have reached similar conclusions, this
argument requires exploration.”® There are two main arguments for the
assumption that Washington recognized Martinez “unofficially.” Firstly,
Washington was grateful for the general’s repression of the communist
uprising. Secondly, the State Department did not escalate its resistance
against Martinez after the latter announced that he would remain in office
in defiance of U.S. wishes. In fact, the legation in San Salvador remained
open—be it in the hands of a chargé rather than a minister.””

With regard to the first argument, it is noteworthy, as Schmitz argues,
that Stimson wrote in his diary on January 25, 1932 (two days after the
start of the uprising), that the “communistic revolution in Salvador ...
produces a rather nasty ... problem, because the man who is president and
who is the only pillar against the success of what seems to be a rather nasty
proletarian revolution is Martinez, whom we were unable to recognize
under the 1923 rule.” However, this statement in itself recognizes the
primacy of the 1923 Treaty over any immediate concern for the commu-
nist danger. Furthermore, by June 1932, any initial sympathy for Martinez
had been eroded by his defiance to U.S. wishes. In a report to McCafferty
of June 14, Under-Secretary Francis White explained the feeling in the
Department: “We had perhaps felt a little pity in the past that we could not
recognize Martinez who had handled the outbreak so well, but that feel-
ing had now vanished in view of the fact that apparently Martinez was a
man whose word could not be relied upon. I was therefore inclined to take
the position that it was a fortunate thing for us that we had not been able
to recognize anyone who would appear to be so unworthy.””8

Concerning the second argument, it is true that escalating the pressure
on Martinez was hardly considered. This decision should be seen in the
right context, however. Measures beyond mere non-recognition would
endanger the goodwill the Hoover administration had been able to build
on its non-intervention policy in Latin America. Simply accepting defeat
and extending recognition to the Salvadoran regime also seemed out of
the question, because it would wreck U.S. policy in Central America,
which had been based on the principle of non-recognition of unconstitu-
tional governments since 1907. Unable to seek Martinez’s downfall due
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to the effect this would have on Latin American policy and unable to rec-
ognize him due to Central American policy, the State Department implic-
itly decided that the plan of action in El Salvador was not to act at all.
Perhaps there was some hope that Martinez’s hold on the reins of power
would slacken over time and that there would be a second chance to con-
vince him to step down.

Lastly, it is unclear what “informal” or “unofficial” recognition might
mean in practice. By definition, extending diplomatic recognition is a pub-
lic act—as is withholding recognition. It would take another 18 months
(and a change of administrations) before Washington finally recognized
Martinez. What could the Department hope to gain by recognizing
Martinez informally but not officially? Martinez’s continued rule in defi-
ance of Washington’s official and well-publicized position could only hurt
the prestige of the United States. If the object of de facto recognition was
to bolster an anti-communist regime, it is unclear why outright recogni-
tion was not considered. After all, if communism was so dangerous, then
why let 2 years pass between the 1932 uprising and recognition? Even
Joseph Stalin received official diplomatic recognition well before Martinez
did.

In fact, the State Department made it clear to Martinez on several occa-
sions throughout 1932 and 1933 that any type of informal relationship
was out of the question. While McCafferty remained in San Salvador dur-
ing these long years to collect information and to look after U.S. eco-
nomic and financial interest, he was careful not to associate himself with
the regime.” According to the chargé, Martinez felt very anxious about
the continued state of non-recognition—especially when it became evi-
dent that the FDR administration was seeking a rapprochement with
Stalin, but continued to ignore him*—and went out of his way to please
the North Americans on every occasion. U.S. businesses received prefer-
ential treatment from the Martinez government. The latter instituted
financial conservatism, government honesty, minor social programs, and
all the other policies that earned the Ubico government a good reputation
with Washington. In fact, McCafferty opined that “the principal reason
for the present good administration in El Salvador is the non-recognition
of the United States and ... General Martinez and his collaborators hope
that if they can demonstrate their ability to govern in an efficient manner,
they will in time obtain recognition from the American Government.”$!

Only after the Roosevelt administration had been in office for some
months did it become clear that the non-recognition policy would have to
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be revised in the context of the non-intervention policy. The actions of
Central Americans themselves also pushed the new administration to this
conclusion. Being signatories to the 1923 Treaty, the Central American
neighbors of El Salvador were required to act as if the Martinez regime did
not exist. Washington tried to make sure that they acted as such, but this
proved to be impossible. First of all, the continued existence of the
Martinez regime in defiance to U.S. policy was an inspiration to all ambi-
tious politicians throughout Central America who could not gain the pres-
idency by fair and democratic means. In Guatemala, Whitehouse reported
that the Orellana faction now regretted that it had given in to U.S. wishes
so easily and appeared to be plotting a return to the presidential palace. In
Honduras, Zaniga Huete was said to have remarked that U.S. recognition
was not a necessity any longer and the legation hypothesized that this
realization influenced the decision of the Liberal Party to rebel after its
defeat in the 1931 elections. In Nicaragua, President Juan Bautista Sacasa
feared the ambitions of General Somoza, whose appetite for power was
undoubtedly wetted by Martinez’s seizure of power. In general, U.S. dip-
lomats feared that Martinez’s example undermined the ability of elected
governments to deter coups and thus threatened the entire region’s
stability.?

Then there was the division caused by the existence of the Martinez
regime between the Central American states and even between those
countries and the United States. President Ubico, who himself had come
to power due to the opening that the 1923 Treaty had given him, pro-
nounced himself to be a staunch supporter of that same treaty almost
immediately after the December 2 coup in El Salvador. Perhaps the gen-
eral wanted to endear himself to Washington by presenting himself as a
loyal supporter of its regional policy, or perhaps he supported the Treaty
to discourage his domestic enemies from plotting against him. But while
U.S. diplomats appreciated Ubico’s support, his enthusiasm for the cam-
paign against Martinez sometimes proved to be embarrassing. Ubico
(rightly) thought that a passive policy of non-recognition would be inef-
fective and pushed the U.S. to employ an economic boycott or unspecified
“harsher measures” against the Salvadoran general. Such proposals were
rejected out-of-hand since, even if they were eftective in El Salvador, they
would endanger U.S. policy in the rest of Latin America. U.S. qualms
about more rigorous actions against El Salvador annoyed Ubico and hurt
U.S. prestige in Guatemala, where, Whitehouse reported, people felt that
Martinez had “put something over on the United States.”$?
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Carfas’s position was ambiguous. On the one hand, Honduras tradi-
tionally supported the 1923 Treaty because it seemed to be effective in
quieting regional conflicts of which the Republic—its territory having
served as the battlefield of Central America on many occasions—was often
the only true loser. On the other hand, when President-elect Carfas was
fighting Liberal insurgents and was dreadfully low on ammo, Martinez
was the only one who was willing to send him supplies. Although Carfas
paid for the Salvadoran ammo in cash and made it clear that an ammo-in-
exchange-for-recognition deal was out of the question, the Honduran
general henceforth seized on every opportunity to show his “unofficial”
feelings of friendship for Martinez. In Nicaragua, internal intrigues forced
Sacasa to abide by the 1923 Treaty, as mentioned before, but in Costa
Rica public sentiment was entirely in sympathy with Martinez. Costa Rica
and El Salvador had long shared some mutual feelings of respect due to
their relatively progressive governments and economies and the 7icos
could not help but admire El Salvador’s lone defiance of the Colossus of
the North. Besides, Costa Rica was a nation of independent farmers who
were shocked by the 1932 “Communist” uprising.®*

It should have been clear to the Roosevelt administration that it only
stood to lose from a continuance of Hoover’s policy toward Martinez.
When Costa Rica and El Salvador jointly announced in 1933 that they
would abrogate the 1923 Treaty to clear the way for a renewal of diplo-
matic relations, the State Department decided to cut its losses and salvage
what it could. One thing that needed salvaging was the United States’
tattered prestige. It could not capitulate to Martinez outright. And while
the details of the diplomatic wrangling that preceded final recognition of
the Salvadoran government are murky, it seems clear that the United
States pushed Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica to jointly
extend recognition to Martinez. After the Central American states had
taken the initiative, Washington could claim that it would honor the
wishes of its regional friends by making amends with Martinez: The whole
procedure was thus presented as a mark of respect for the self-determination
of the Central American republics and as a great victory for the Good
Neighbor.

The State Department also wished to salvage what it could of the 1923
Treaty. Costa Rica and El Salvador had already made it clear that they
wished to rid themselves of the Treaty, but it might still be upheld in the
case of Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua. Discussions on the recogni-
tion of Martinez started at the middle level of the State Department in
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October 1933, where it was recognized that the 1923 Treaty was already
weakened, whether the Salvadoran government was recognized or not.
The plan developed to have the three Central American countries that still
upheld the 1923 Treaty, Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua, recognize
the Martinez regime and at the same time announce that they would
uphold the Treaty among the three of them. The United States would
recognize Martinez some days later on the grounds that it supported the
effort made by the Central American states themselves to further friendly
relations. In fact, none of the Central American governments were con-
sulted on this plan until January 1934. The United States would lead the
entire effort behind the scenes, but wished to uphold the impression that
the initiative was with the sister republics and merely had the “sympathetic
interest” of the State Department.®®

The plan was eventually supported by Sumner Welles and the under-
secretary effortlessly got FDR and Hull on board, both of whom seemed
rather uninterested in the details of the issue. Juan Bautista Sacasa of
Nicaragua was chosen as the one who would “take the initiative” in sug-
gesting the plan to his colleagues in Honduras and Guatemala. There is
some reason to assume that Sacasa was chosen to make it clear to Somoza
that the 1923 Treaty still applied to Nicaragua. In any event, the acting
secretary of state wrote Minister Arthur Bliss Lane that it had come to his
attention that the Central American states themselves would “in fact be
glad to extend recognition” to Martinez. In the light of this feeling among
the Central American states, he suggested that Sacasa, Ubico, and Carfas
“might desire to reach an agreement more or less in the ... terms” that the
acting secretary outlined to the minister.%

It turned out that both Sacasa and Carfas were indeed glad to follow up
on the Department’s suggestions, but Ubico was not. The latter consid-
ered El Salvador in general and Martinez in particular as rivals to a posi-
tion of regional leadership that Ubico coveted for Guatemala in general
and himself in particular. Furthermore, the general had faithfully sup-
ported the U.S. non-recognition policy toward Martinez and now felt
embarrassed that his supposed friend changed course so unexpectedly.
Last but not least, Ubico felt that the Department should have chosen
him, not Sacasa, to take the initiative in this plan. Some pressure from the
legation was needed to convince Ubico that he was in fact glad to recog-
nize Martinez on his own initiative. On January 25, Guatemala, Honduras,
and Nicaragua jointly recognized the Martinez regime and at the same
time announced that the 1923 Treaty would remain in effect between the
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three of them. The United States followed suit two days later, presenting
the move not as the Martinez victory that it was, but as the sovereign wish
of the people of Central America and “an important step in the establish-
ment of normal, friendly relations among all the nations of America.”%”

LESsoNs NOT YET LEARNED

In 1934, a Central American conference was held in Guatemala to discuss
the future of the Treaty of Peace and Amity in the light of recognition of
General Martinez.®® Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua wanted to
maintain some sort of treaty to protect its governments from challeng-
ers.? The conference’s outcome, a new “Treaty of Fraternity,” was quickly
subverted by the continuismo campaigns of the middle 1930s. Hanna took
it very seriously, however. And if nothing else, his reports of the confer-
ence demonstrate what he and his colleagues had not yet learned from the
defeat in El Salvador.

Ubico gave it all he got. Perhaps still smarting from the fact that he was
not chosen to lead the negotiations that resulted in the recognition of
Martinez, he seemed to have been determined to demonstrate his creden-
tials for regional leadership during the conference. The delegates of the
other Central American nations were welcomed with parades by
Guatemala’s finest military units; a 21-gun salute; prosaic speeches on
Central American unity; and, for good measure, a 30,000 man march
through the streets of Guatemala, courtesy of Ubico’s Liberal-Progressive
Party. “The size of the parade and its manifest devotion to President Ubico
must have made a strong impression on the visiting delegates,” according
to Hanna’s dry account.”

While the State Department had made clear its intention not to get
involved in the conference, Hanna believed that it could well direct the
future of the region. While the conference was in fact a product of the
breakdown of the 1923 Treaty, Hanna somehow hoped that it could be
the beginning of greater Central American unity, stability, and prosperity.
The minister took it upon himself to coach the Nicaraguan delegation
and, “without being too specific,” lectured it on the possibility “that the
Conference might see fit to set up machinery for assembling similar con-
ferences at regular intervals or whenever circumstance appeared to make
this desirable, and thus establish the Central American Conference as a
recurring institution.”*!
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After about a month of negotiations—enlivened by more dinners, con-
certs, and receptions that “added to the spirit of good fellowship”—the
conference ended. The new Treaty of Fraternity, as the decisions of the
conference were officially known, established that the Treaty of 1923
would remain in effect between Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua and
added new articles on the arbitration of international conflicts and extradi-
tion. Reflecting on the outcome of the conference, Hanna somewhat iron-
ically noted that the fact that it had taken place without U.S. guidance was
a major step ahead: “[The delegates] manifestly feel that this conference
marks the beginning of a new order of things in the political relations of
the Central American states, and that they have established a foundation
for greater stability in Central America on which future conferences may
build.”??

While Hanna cautioned that the Conference did not “necessarily” mark
“the beginning of a millennium for Central America,” his reports on this
event do indicate that he and his colleagues continued to labor under the
assumption that international treaties combined with behind-the-scenes
direction from the U.S. legations would determine the future of Central
America. Ubico, Carfas, and Somoza, meanwhile, recognized what the
real “new order of things” would be. As Kenneth Grieb concludes in his
classic account on Martinez’s rise to power:

... the successful defiance of the United States by Martinez ushered in a new
era in Central American politics, making possible the rise of a new series of
dictators. So long as the United States remained unwilling to resort to force,
any strong-willed leader could seize office and retain it. Nearly all incum-
bent isthmian regimes immediately took advantage of the opportunity to
perpetuate themselves in power.”?

While Washington had some hope that it could keep the caudillos tied
down by the 1923 Treaty, the latter must have recognized that, when
stripped of U.S. determination to back it up, the Treaty was just a scrap of
paper. While the development towards a non-intervention policy was
completed in Washington, Ubico and Carias were building their armies,
closing down newspapers, exiling opponents, and packing national
assemblies with supporters. They were ready to extend their terms in
power.
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“Wounded animal” quote in Lindo-Fuentes, Remembering, 66. On the
very weak position in which Martinez initially found himself; also consult:
Erik K. Ching, “Patronage and Politics under General Maximiliano
Martinez, 1931-1939. The Local Roots of Military Authoritarianism in El
Salvador”, in Aldo Lauria-Santiago and Leigh Binford eds., Landscapes of
Strugyle: Politics, Society, and Community in El Salvador (Pittsburgh, PA:
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McCafferty to Department, April 21, 1932, PRES, volume 118, class 800.
Gould and Lauria-Santiago, To Rise in Darkness, 238-243. A good descrip-
tion of Martinez’s success in building a highly effective patronage network
from scratch can also be found in: Ching, “Patronage and Politics”, 60-69.
This argument is expanded in Ching, Authoritarian El Salvador, especially
Chaps. 7 and 8.

McCafterty to Department, April 16, 1932, PRES, volume 118, class 801.
McCafterty to Charles C. Eberhardt (U.S. Minister to Costa Rica), May
15, 1932, PRES, volume 118, class 801; McCatfferty to Department, May
26, 1932, PRES, volume 118, class 801; William Castle (Acting Secretary
of State) to McCafferty, May 6, 1932, PRES, volume 118, class 801;
McCafterty to Department, May 26, 1932, PRES, volume 118, class 801.
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. McCafferty to Department, June 8, 1932, PRES, volume 118, class 801;
McCafterty to Department, May 26, 1932, PRES, volume 118, class 801;
Stimson to the U.S. Legations in Central America, June 2, 1932, PRES,
volume 118, class 801; McCafferty to Department, May 26, 1932, PRES,
volume 118, class 801; McCatfferty to Department, June 10, 1932, PRES,
volume 118, class 801; McCafferty to Department, May 26, 1932, PRES,
volume 118, class 801; McCafferty to Department, June 13, 1932, PRES,
volume 118, class 801; McCafferty to Department, May 26, 1932, PRES,
volume 118, class 801; Francis White (Assistant Secretary of State) to
McCafterty, June 14, 1932, PRES, volume 118, class 801.

Schmitz, Thank God’, 57.

Walter LaFeber notes that “the bloodbath (...) changed the mind of
Washington officials about the general [Martinez]. Before the slaughter,
the State Department had been adamant about non-recognition [but] in a
1932 announcement the U.S. granted Martinez informal recognition.”
LaFeber, Inevitable Revolutions, 75. Phillip Dur argues that although the
United States had “acted on principle” by not recognizing Martinez in
1931, “the eruption of a communist-tainted rural rebellion in January
1932 changed the whole aspect of things.” Although Washington had to
wait two years before it could shelve the 1923 Treaty and recognize
Martinez, the ultimate legacy of the episode was that “for several decades
[thereafter]| realism took priority over idealism in US foreign policy and
acceptance became the habitual response to non-communist dictatorships
in Latin America.” Phillip F. Dur, “American diplomacy and the rebellion
of 1932 in El Salvador”, Journal of Latin American Studies 30 (February
1998), 95-119, there 119.

Schmitz, Thank God’, 57-72.

White to McCafferty, June 14, 1932, PRES, volume 118, class 801.
McCafferty to Department, January 31, 1933, PRES, volume 122, class
800; McCafferty to Department, October 20, 1933, PRES, volume 122,
class 800; McCafterty to Department, November 4, 1933, PRES, volume
122, class 800.

McCafterty to Department, June 1, 1933, PRES, volume 122, class 800
and McCafferty to Department, July 1, 1933, PRES, volume 122, class
800.

McCafferty to Department, September 26, 1932, PRES, volume 117,
class 800.

Both Whitehouse and Lay reported that the example of Martinez gave the
Orellana and Zuniga Huete factions the wrong idea: Whitehouse to
Wilson, October 19, 1932, PRGU, volume 286, class 800; Lay to
Department, May 5, 1932, PRHO, volume 188, class 800. Additionally,
the rise to power of a strong military leader in El Salvador disturbed the
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fragile balance of power in Central America. Fearing Martinez’s ambitions,
Ubico seems to have made plans to send arms to Nicaragua and to seek a
rapprochement to Mexico at the possible expense of U.S. influence in
Guatemala: G.K. Donald (U.S. Chargé d’Affaires a.i. to Guatemala) to
Department, June 21, 1932, PRES, volume 117, class 800; McCafferty to
Department, June 30, 1932, PRES, volume 117, class 800; Whitchouse to
Department, October 7, 1932; PRES, volume 117, class 800; Whitehouse
to Department, December 8, 1932, PRES, volume 117, class 800.
Donald to Department, June 20, 1932, PRES, volume 118, class 801.
McCafterty to Department, October 20, 1933, PRES, volume 122, class
800; Higgins to Department, July 6, 1933, PRES, volume 123, class 800;
Higgins to Department, July 7, 1933, PRES, volume 123, class 800;
Higgins to Department, September 9, 1933, PRES, volume 123, class
800; Higgins to Department, PRES, volume 123, class 800.S.

Leo Sack (U.S. Minister to Costa Rica) to Department, January 1, 1934,
PRES, volume 130, class 801; Hull to the U.S. Legations in Central
America, January 31, 1934, PRES, volume 128, class 710; Willard Beaulac
(Division of Latin American Affairs), “Procedure for arriving at the recog-
nition of El Salvador by the United States”, December 27, 1933, Lot Files,
Individual Countries, box 45, folder: Salvador, 1930-1939.

Beaulac to Wilson, October 18, 1933, Lot Files, Individual Countries,
box 45, folder marked El Salvador, 1933-1940; Beaulac, Memorandum
on Procedure for Arriving at the Recognition of El Salvador by the
United State, December 27, 1933, Lot Files, Individual Countries, box
45, folder marked El Salvador, 1933-1940; Welles to President Roosevelt,
January 8, 1934, Lot Files, Individual Countries, box 45, folder marked
El Salvador, 1933-1940; State Department Press Release, January 26,
1934, Lot Files, Individual Countries, box 45, folder marked El Salvador,
1933-1940.

Lawton to Department, January 15, 1934, PRES, volume 130, class 801;
William Phillips (Acting Secretary of State) to McCatfferty, January 17,
1934, PRES, volume 130, class 801; Lawton to Department, January 17,
1934, PRES, volume 130, class 801; Lane to Department, January 25,
1934, PRES, volume 130, class 801; Hull to McCafferty, January 26,
1934, PRES, volume 130, class 801; Hull to McCafferty, January 26,
PRES, volume 130, class 801; Division of Current Information,
Memorandum of Press Conference, Friday, January 26, 1934, PRES, vol-
ume 130, class 801.

Lane to Department, January 26, 1934, PRES, volume 128, class 710;
Edward Lawton (U.S. Chargé d’Affaires a.i. to Guatemala) to Department,
January 27, 1934, PRES, volume 128, class 710.

Leonard, Search for Stability, 96.
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90. Matthew Hanna (U.S. Minister to Guatemala) to Department, March 16,
1934, PRES, volume 128, class 710.

91. Hull to the U.S. Legations in Central America, January 31, 1934, PRES,
volume 128, class 710; Hanna to Department, March 17, 1934, PRES,
volume 128, class 710. In lieu of Department instructions on this subject,
Hanna did add that “the idea was a purely personal one.”

92. Hanna to Department, April 14, 1934, PRES, volume 128, class 710.

93. Grieb, “The Rise of General Maximiliano Hernandez Martinez”, 172.
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CHAPTER 4

Continuismo: The Good Neighbor and
Non-interference, 1934-1936

Early in 1936, Arthur Bliss Lane, the U.S. minister to Nicaragua, was set
to be transferred to the Baltic States. One afternoon he discussed his fare-
well speech with the President of the Republic, Juan Bautista Sacasa. The
president asked Lane whether he could mention in his speech that the
United States supported constitutional government in Nicaragua. Sensing
a trap, Lane answered diplomatically that he could mention U.S. interest
in peace in the region and the progress that had been made under Franklin
Roosevelt’s Good Neighbor policy in recent years. At this point the
Nicaraguan president got “very hot” and exclaimed: “What do I care
about the Good Neighbor?”!

Sacasa had been elected to office in 1932, around the same time as
Ubico, Carfas, and Araujo. While Ubico and Carfas are generally men-
tioned in the same breath with Martinez and Somoza and Caribbean dic-
tators such as Trujillo, the U.S. legations and the State Department
initially saw them as elected heads of state and part of a trend toward
stable constitutional rule that also included Sacasa and Araujo. Naturally,
the U.S. role in the election of Sacasa was larger, and certainly more evi-
dent, than in the contemporary elections in neighboring countries.
U.S. Marines had occupied Nicaragua since 1928 and supervised the
presidential elections there. An indication of the fairness of the elections,
despite foreign meddling, was that the winner, Juan Sacasa, was a former
rebel general who had spent years fighting the Marines. In Washington,
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U.S. policymakers congratulated each other for their open-mindedness in
recognizing a rogue caudillo as the president of one of the sister republics.
The State Department victoriously announced in 1933 that “[f]or the
first time in the memory of Nicaraguans, the government in power, both
president and Congress, is known to represent the freely manifested will
of the Nicaraguan people.”

So why did Lane find it necessary, in 1936, to avoid mention of U.S.
support for constitutional government? Why was Sacasa so disappointed
in the Good Neighbor? The answer is that Sacasa’s election had depended
on U.S. intervention on behalf of constitutional government in 1932.
Since that time, however, the U.S. carefully moved away from interven-
tion—a move which was completed under Franklin Roosevelt’s Good
Neighbor. Although this was not evident at first, the Good Neighbor
would eventually renounce interference as well as outright military inter-
vention, meaning that U.S. diplomats in Latin America would have to
refrain from any action that could be seen as an attempt to influence local
politics, even if it was to support constitutionalism. This is why Lane
would only commit his government to a completely non-oftensive policy
of supporting peace.

The problem for Sacasa was that he had a mortal enemy in Nicaragua.
Anastasio Somoza, the chief of the Marine-trained Guardia Nacional that
was supposed to safeguard constitutional government in Nicaragua,
remorselessly pursued the presidency. Because the Guardia inherited a
virtual arms monopoly from the Marines, there was little that Sacasa could
do, in a military sense, to save his presidency. His only hope was that the
U.S. would step in to salvage his administration, but this was exactly what
Good Neighbor Roosevelt had promised not to do.? Minister Lane him-
self was certainly not deaf to Sacasa’s entreaties on behalf of democracy
and against a military dictatorship that would certainly follow a Somoza
coup. Opining that the Guardia was “pseudo-fascist” and “militaristic”
and certainly inconsistent with U.S. ideals, the minister complained to a
friend in the State Department that:

[T]he people who created the G[uardia] N[acional ] had no adequate under-
standing of the psychology of the people here. Otherwise they would not
have bequeathed Nicaragua with an instrument to blast constitutional pro-
cedure oft the map. Did it ever occur to the eminent statesmen who created
the GN that personal ambition lurks in the human breast even in Nicaragua?
In my opinion it has been one of the sorriest examples on our part of our
inability to understand that we should not meddle in other people’s affairs.*
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In the end, Somoza proved himself an astute enough politician not to
“blast” his way into the presidential palace. But, using the Guardia as his
power base, he did become his nation’s chief executive—just weeks after
Lane left Nicaragua. His ascendancy confirmed an important new reality
in Central America: After many years of U.S. interference in favor of elec-
tions and constitutionalism, force was to be the new kingmaker of Central
America.

U.S. policy toward the rise of Somoza is often studied in isolation.
Thus, Andrew Crawley meticulously recounts how the Good Neighbor
policy was applied in Nicaragua: Between 1934 and 1935, Minister Lane
tried to obstruct Somoza’s rise to power by repeatedly reminding the gen-
eral of the U.S. policy of non-recognition of illegal governments. While
the Department initially tolerated Lane’s informal efforts to discourage
Somoza, it absolutely prohibited public statements of that nature. Only by
1936 did the Department instruct Lane to also forego his behind-the-
scenes diplomacy and to remain absolutely neutral in Nicaraguan politics.
Crawley insists that the Department’s non-interference policy should not
be taken as implicit support for Somoza’s seizure of power. Rather,
Washington refused to formulate a specific policy for Nicaragua that might
clash with its hemispheric policy of non-intervention—which was the
backbone to the Good Neighbor policy. However, both earlier and later
studies of U.S. diplomacy in Central America present Washington’s silence
on Somoza’s coup as representative for a cynical policy of relying on local
dictators to maintain stability in the region.®

As this chapter will show, our understanding of the development of the
non-interference, and the way in which it coincided with the rise of dicta-
torship in Central America, cannot be complete when solely based on the
case of Nicaragua. In developing a more stringent policy of non-
interference, the Department did not respond to developments in Central
American politics per se—more specifically, the process whereby Ubico,
Carfas, and eventually Martinez continued themselves in office beyond
their legal terms—but rather to the insistence of its envoys that U.S. dip-
lomats should play a positive role in local politics through informal advice.
Thus, Minister Lane’s efforts to discourage Somoza were not a unique
threat to the Department’s policy of non-interference: by the time that the
former came to power, Washington had already reversed or prevented
similar interference by its officers in neighboring republics.

U.S. ministers were caught between the Department’s increasing insis-
tence on non-interference and what they assumed to be an undesirable
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trend away from constitutional government in Central America. Beginning
with Ubico, all the Central American presidents had themselves “reelected”
after 1935, despite constitutional limitations on presidential terms in all of
these republics, a process known as continuismo. U.S. diplomats regretted
that they could not play their traditional roles as guardians of good gov-
ernment in Central America. But while it was eventually overruled by the
Department, the Foreign Service’s preference for constitutional govern-
ment under U.S. tutelage remained. It allowed General Martinez of El
Salvador to rehabilitate his image by convincing Minister Corrigan that
he, Martinez, was the standard bearer of constitutionalism and honesty in
Central America. It would feed U.S. suspicions of fascist influences in
Central American governments after the continuismo campaigns. And it
would return more forcefully in the policy regarding dictatorships and
disreputable governments after World War II.

NON-INTERVENTION AND CONTINUISMO IN (GUATEMALA
AND HONDURAS

Throughout the years of Franklin Roosevelt’s presidency, the Good
Neighbor policy came to have many meanings. It started with a fairly cryp-
tic reference in Roosevelt’s first inauguration address, where the new pres-
ident announced that his foreign policy would be based on the principle of
the good neighbor: “the neighbor who resolutely respects himself and,
because he does so, respects the rights of others.” While no special men-
tion was made of Latin America at first, the Good Neighbor policy eventu-
ally became synonymous with Washington’s inter-American policy. Exactly
what that policy was, changed over time. During Roosevelt’s first term,
foreign policy was mainly left to the devices of the State Department while
the president focused on the causes and effects of the Great Depression at
home. The secretary of state, Cordell Hull, an ardent believer in free trade,
focused on improving economic relations with the rest of the hemi-
sphere—which led to the negotiation of several new trade treaties. After
1936, however, the president himself began to take the lead in Latin
American policy. He attempted to forge a hemisphere-wide political alli-
ance against the threat of fascism emanating from Europe.

But before any new economic or political relationship between North
and South could be formed, old wounds needed attention. Many of the
neighbors to the south of the United States felt that the “colossus of the
north,” as it was sometimes called, had been overbearing and arrogant in
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its dealings toward them over the past decades. A systematic campaign of
public diplomacy and cultural outreach was one of the responses of the
Roosevelt administration. Activities in this field ranged from high-worded
speeches by equally high-placed U.S. leaders, up to and including the
president, during numerous inter-American conferences to Washington’s
successful attempts to enlist the cooperation of Hollywood companies in
producing more favorable stereotypes of Latin Americans. While effective
in themselves, such public diplomacy could easily have come to naught if
Washington’s lofty words were not somehow backed up by deeds—or
rather, the lack thereof.

That is why, regardless of the great variety of initiatives that made up
the Good Neighbor, the non-intervention principle was always considered
as the backbone of Washington’s policy, both in the United States and in
Latin America. Some discussion will always be current among historians
about who was responsible for the introduction of the important princi-
ple. It is obvious that the Hoover administration was well underway to
establish non-intervention as a fixture of its Latin American policies. But
there were inconsistencies in the Hoover policy. Nicaragua continued to
be occupied and the navy was deployed when U.S. lives were thought to
be in danger, such as during the Matanza. It is also plain that diplomats at
Latin American posts, men such as Whitehouse or Lay, had not yet inter-
nalized the principle of non-intervention.®

So whatever grounds had been cleared during the Hoover years, it was
up to the Roosevelt administration to finish the job and to make non-
intervention a consistent and unbreakable standard. In terms of high
diplomacy, that job was completed by 1936. Already at the Pan-American
Conference at Montevideo in 1933, Secretary Hull promised that the
United States would abide by the non-intervention principle. However,
the language of that statement was vague on the issue of protecting U.S.
lives and interests in the other American republics, creating a loophole
that might leave the United States free to take action when its nationals
were considered to be in danger. However, at the Pan-American
Conference of 1936, Hull made a more definite statement, which, theo-
retically at least, closed the door on U.S. intervention.”

There was still the issue of practice. Many North Americans considered
intervention in the “backward” states of Latin America quite appropriate,
especially when it was dressed up in the language of a civilizing or democ-
ratizing mission. During the first decades of the twentieth century, the
U.S. navy had been so busy in the Caribbean that requests for Marines
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from the U.S. legations and consulates in the region had become a matter
of course, not to be given much thought to.® Thus, there was a very real
risk that everything the State Department had tried to accomplish at Pan-
American conferences would be undone by officers in the field who still
believed that they should play a role in local politics. For the Good
Neighbor policy to be a success, Washington needed to educate its diplo-
mats about the need to refrain from any sort of intervention or even infor-
mal interference. This job the State Department took upon itself during
the comtinuismo campaign, but only after considerable delay and
confusion.

By the early 1930s, the Central American nations all had a long, if not
entirely successful, history of republican government. Like so many other
republics, those of the American isthmus regarded the development of a
despotic government, either by a single person, a family dynasty, or an
oligarchy, as their main existential threat. Hence, Central American consti-
tutions allowed for short presidential terms, generally four years; listed
strict limitations on appointment or election to office of two or more fam-
ily members, even if it was to consecutive governments; and absolutely
prohibited presidential reelection. Some constitutions included an addi-
tional obstacle to the ambitious caudillo, by determining that any changes
to the constitutional articles on reelection would not become effective
until new general elections had taken place and a new government had
been installed.

These constitutional obstacles were not always effective, but they had
survived a century of political strife in Central America. Additionally, the
1923 Treaty boosted the prohibition against reelection by denying diplo-
matic recognition to unconstitutional governments. The latter did not
only include regimes that came to power illegally, but also those that
remained in office unconstitutionally. Based on this legal framework, the
United States had intervened several times during the 1920s to prevent
Central American presidents from clinging to power, most notably in
Nicaragua.

At the same time however, an epidemic was developing in the Caribbean
and had already swept Cuba and the Dominican Republic, promising to
infect Central America next. The name of the new disease was continuismo.
Russel Fitzgibbon notes that although the precise steps and constitutional
processes varied, the general pattern of continuismo was “simple and uni-
form”: “Continuismo ... is the practice of continuing the administration in
power in a Latin American country by the process of a constitutional
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amendment, or a provision in a new constitution, exempting the president
in office, and perhaps other elective officials, from the historic and fre-
quent prohibition against two consecutive terms in office.” Continuismo
was employed by the Cuban dictator Gerardo Machado in 1928 and the
Dominican regimes of Horacio Vasquez and Rafael Trujillo in 1928 and
1934. The spread of this practice had been watched closely from Central
America, but, due to U.S. involvement in the elections of the early 1930s,
had not looked especially promising. That is, until Martinez was recog-
nized in 1934.

During the negotiations that surrounded EI Salvador’s return to the
American fold, Washington made it clear that it supported the “initiative”
taken by Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua to maintain the 1923
Treaty among themselves. Officially, the treaty was maintained for another
year or so, but those with political foresight already considered it a dead
letter. In January 1934, Ubico told the legation that he did not “under-
stand how President Sacasa and the Department can feel that the Treaty is
not being violated [ by recognizing Martinez]” and chargé Edward Lawton
opined that the “Guatemalan Government would not take a new or modi-
fied treaty very scriously.”! It should not be surprising, then, that
Guatemala would be the first of the Central American republics to be
touched by the continuismo epidemic.

By that time, charge of the legation in Guatemala had been transferred
from Whitehouse to Matthew Hanna. The latter plays an important role
in the historiography of U.S.—Central American relations, because he was
minister to Nicaragua from 1929 to 1933—that is, the period when
Marines left the country and Anastasio Somoza became chief of the
Guardin Nacional'! It is undeniable that Hanna played an important role
in Somoza’s selection as Guardia chiefin 1932: the two were good friends
and the minister believed that Somoza was the most capable candidate for
the job. Concurrently, Hanna signed the agreement that made Somoza
the most powerful man—in military terms—of Nicaragua.

Somoza’s appointment as Guardia chief was due as much to the politi-
cal realities in Nicaragua as it was to Hanna’s involvement. For example,
the list of candidates for the top position in the Guardia was compiled by
Juan Sacasa, president-elect at the time and also Somoza’s uncle. The final
decision on who would be selected from Sacasa’s list fell to Hanna and to
Nicaraguan President José Moncada, Somoza’s cousin. The political lead-
ers of Nicaragua, therefore, were as much in favor of Somoza’s appointment
as Hanna was. Moreover, the political situation in Nicaragua around
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Somoza’s appointment was so complex that it would have been impossible
for Hanna to foresee that the former was to install a military dictatorship
four years later.

It was due to his service in Nicaragua that Hanna was one of the officers
in the Foreign Service who was best acquainted with the Good Neighbor
policy and its emphasis on non-intervention. He was still the U.S. minister
to Nicaragua around the time of the 1933 Montevideo Conference, where
Secretary Hull promised his Latin American colleagues that the United
States would forego military intervention. From a public relations point of
view, it was essential that U.S. policy in Nicaragua was entirely in agree-
ment with the non-intervention principle around the time of the
Montevideo Conference. Marines left the isthmian republic only months
before and unless U.S. policy toward that country was beyond reproach,
the Latin American delegations in Montevideo would not take Hull’s
promises seriously. Therefore, Hanna was thoroughly briefed on the non-
intervention principle and he would take these lessons with him to
Guatemala.!?

Around this time, Washington and the legation still considered Ubico
a legitimate ruler and assumed that he would transfer power to another
elected president in 1936."* While it was undeniable that Ubico had fol-
lowed a heavy-handed policy since his election, a State Department infor-
mation bulletin explained that the president took effective measures to
fight the Depression and he freed the Indians from the “system of debt
servitude” that tied them to their landlords indefinitely. The general had
plenty of enemies and sometimes employed harsh disciplinary actions, but
this was mainly in the context of his anti-corruption measures. While
Ubico himself was “well off” and could “afford to be an honest man” he
had to keep his less affluent subordinates in line with “rigid discipline.”
“The establishment of a strong and honest government, following a weak
and corrupt one, cannot be accomplished without arousing discontent on
the part of self-seeking interests” and in this context an “undercurrent of
opposition” did develop against Ubico. While some of Ubico’s more dras-
tic measures against the press and the opposition were criticized by the
Department, it still believed that it had put Guatemala on a sound footing
with its support for the 1923 Treaty and was as yet unwilling to come to
terms with the ominous events taking place in Guatemala.'*

Shortly after Martinez received diplomatic recognition in 1934, Ubico
began to solidify his position with a view on continuing in office after the
end of the legal term in 1936. On September 12, 1934, the government
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dramatically revealed an extensive plot to assassinate Ubico with a bomb.
The plot was genuine, but it also offered a unique chance for Ubico to
rationalize the solidification of his control over the nation. In the after-
math of the discovery of the plot many prominent military and political
leaders (some of whom came from Ubico’s own party) were arrested,
exiled, or even executed for their alleged involvement.'® Hanna, who was
after all a very experienced officer, remained skeptical about the official
government position. He remembered that the Guatemalan government
was “extremely, if not almost fanatically, fearful of communistic influence”
while “other well informed observers seemingly feel that there is little or
no true communistic sentiment in the country.”!®

In February 1935, Hanna learned from an informant that plans were
underway to amend the constitution. One of the articles that was on the
list to be updated was Article 66, which limited the presidential term to six
years and prohibited the president from succeeding himself. However,
even at this advanced state of planning for Ubico’s continuance, Hanna
still believed that the correct constitutional procedures would be followed
and that, therefore, “Article 66 could not be amended ... in time for
President Ubico to succeed himself.” Although Hanna seems to have
thought that the planned amendments to the constitution were of minor
significance, he did foresee that “public discussion of [the] project ... will
give rise to suspicions and possibly to charges of an ulterior motive.” It
seems probable, even though he did not state this explicitly, that Hanna
did not believe that Ubico had “ulterior motives.” If any movement was
underway to continue the latter in office, Hanna believed that it would
originate from the “many persons who form a part of this administration
or who profit in other ways through their connections with it.”!”

Hanna’s reluctance to come around to the fact that Ubico was prepar-
ing for a second term seems hard to explain. Rumors were rife inside
Guatemala and the papers of the legation show that Hanna could have
been aware of discussions about Ubico’s plans for “reelection” in the
Guatemalan exile communities in Costa Rica and New York. However,
legation officials from minister down in both Guatemala and Costa Rica
believed that the “emigrado politicians” should not be taken too seriously:
In Central America, the “outs” were forever “disgruntled and bitter
toward the ‘ins.””!®

While Hanna was not a naive man, and may have had his doubts about
Ubico’s intentions for the future, he and his colleagues had great difficulty
re-creating their image of Ubico in the face of evidence that suggested
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that the general had no intention to leave the presidential palace. Ubico
and his supporters were, of course, working towards his continuance in
office. They had been for years. The plan was to organize a Constitutional
Assembly to consider some minor changes to the constitution. When the
Assembly convened, it would be flooded with “spontaneous” petitions
from thousands of citizens all over the country calling for the continuance
of Ubico. At the same time, the government-controlled press would start
a propaganda campaign in favor of Ubico and his many accomplishments.
In face of the widespread “popular” clamor, Ubico would “reluctantly”
announce his willingness to forgo plans for a quiet retirement and to con-
tinue serving his country. However, he would do so only if'a special plebi-
scite demonstrated that it was the unanimous will of the people that he
remained as their president for another term of six years. Winning such an
election would be no problem in a country where voters were required to
sign their ballots with their names.!

In early April of 1935, Ubico’s plans for continuance in office went into
effect. On April 6, Hanna reported that the national Legislative Assembly
had convened to consider several amendments to the constitution. While
the article that touched upon the limits of presidential terms (Article 66)
was not on the agenda, several petitions calling for a second term for
Ubico were circulating the country. When the petitions were finally
handed to the Assembly, Hanna understood this to mean that Ubico
would definitely “be continued in office for a second term.” Hanna quickly
resigned himself to the fact that Ubico “has definitely decided to continue
in the Presidency and [he will not] be restrained from doing so by either
national or international influences.”*°

Hanna’s position is not surprising. As minister to Nicaragua, he had
been thoroughly briefed on the non-intervention principle and in that
same position he had also witnessed Martinez’s victory over U.S. resis-
tance from close by. Furthermore, no-one inside Guatemala (or, rather,
inside the legation’s circle of informants and acquaintances) seemed to be
willing to stand up to Ubico. Hanna recognized that the expressions of
support that Ubico was receiving were not as spontaneous as his support-
ers claimed. However, in Hanna’s immediate circle, the foreign business
community hoped that six more years of Ubico would bring six more
years of “comparative security.” The diplomatic community viewed recent
events as the outcome of world-wide “economic and political chaos.”
Most diplomats were content to stay on the sidelines and to regard Ubico’s
scheming as “a matter of internal politics which Guatemala itself must



CONTINUISMO: THE GOOD NEIGHBOR AND NON-INTERFERENCE... 103

determine.” By late April, nearly everyone in the legation’s circle of infor-
mants accepted Ubico’s continuance in power as a “fait accompli.”*!

While Hanna came to accept the fact that Ubico would continue in
office and counseled a neutral stand for the United States, this does not
mean that he positively supported that plan. He shared some of the fears
of local citizens that “the end of it all will be a dictatorship and violence to
terminate it.”?? In fact, the major reason for his reluctance to get involved
in the matter was his fear that the United States would get itself entangled
in a no-win situation. This was what the minister wanted the Department
to understand from the very beginning. He expressed his views most
clearly, however, in an informal letter to Edwin Wilson, dated May 18.
Hanna argued that “Guatemala must be left to settle this problem in her
own way ... Should we interfere and fail, the situation will be much worse.
Should we succeed, we certainly will be held responsible for the ultimate
consequences of altering the present course of events, and the conse-
quences might be grave and far reaching, if not even catastrophal.”?

Hanna’s correspondence showed no inclination on his part to talk to
Ubico about his career plans. While the minister recognized that Ubico
would not be budged by either “national or international” pressure, he
also observed that the caudillo was very anxious over Washington’s reac-
tion to his eventual “reelection.” According to Hanna, this anxiety was the
only reason why the general wanted to give his continuance in office a
“semblance of legality” and this, the minister believed, should give him
some leverage to steer Ubico in a direction that should be acceptable to
the United States. Hanna would go no further, however, than to inform
“private persons close to the president” that a way should be found to give
a “semblance of legality” to his unavoidable continuance in office.?*

In far-oft Washington, the State Department was still under the illusion
that the 1923 Treaty had a bearing on the matter and it was unwilling to
come to terms with Ubico’s plans. It feared that the latter would denounce
the Treaty (which could be done with one year’s notice: exactly in time for
the start of Ubico’s second term). Since El Salvador and Costa Rica had
also withdrawn their support for the treaty, Guatemalan denunciation
would nullify the Treaty for the remaining signatories, Honduras and
Nicaragua, too: one of the Treaty’s stipulations was that at least three
countries had to support it to remain in force.?®

Thus, Ubico’s plans directly affected U.S. policy in Central America
and was discussed at the highest levels of the State Department. On May
7, Hull and Welles sent a telegram to the legation in Guatemala: “This
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government is concerned over a tendency apparent in certain countries in
Central America to endeavor to alter the constitutional manner of succes-
sion to the presidency by illegal methods in order that present incumbents
may continue in office beyond the periods for which they are elected.”
The case of Ubico was a special one, according to the Department, because
of his “great prestige” in the region. His actions would undoubtedly affect
the attitude and future policies of other Central American leaders. The
Department feared that the entire region might revert to a “system of
personal rule” and the associated disturbances and international conflicts,
which “characterized the period prior to 1907 and 1923 when constitu-
tional government was practically unknown in Central America.” In this
light, the Department told Hanna that “it will not have escaped your
attention” that Ubico had the “unique opportunity” to greatly increase
his prestige in the entire hemisphere by “resolutely declining to take part
in any movement to continue him in office illegally.”?¢

This telegram was part of a very confused correspondence between
Washington and the legation. The State Department may have interpreted
Hanna’s stoic acceptance of Ubico’s maneuvering as a sign of sympathy
for the general (or at least, it feared that other observers would regard it
as such). Cordell Hull and Sumner Welles therefore instructed the minis-
ter to make sure that “the impression, if it exists, that this Government
sympathizes with any plan to amend the Guatemalan Constitution ille-
gally, or to continue President Ubico in power contrary to its provisions,
be not (repeat not) allowed to remain uncorrected.” To really complicate
things for Hanna, the instructions also said that the “Department does
not, of course, wish to convey the impression that it is endeavoring to
advise President Ubico concerning the course he should follow.”?”

Hanna was naturally confused as to what was expected of him. As he
was already following his own policy of non-interference, he interpreted
his instruction to mean that he should take a tougher stand and inform
Ubico that the United States was definitely unsympathetic to his plans for
continuismo. In several telegrams and airmail reports dated May 2 to May
5, Hanna argued that Ubico did not have the slightest reason to believe
that the U.S. sympathized with his actions and that any affirmative action
to change the caudillo’s mind would be futile. The minister feared that any
statement he would care to make would offer Ubico an opportunity to
draw him into a discussion on the legal aspects of the case. In that way, the
general might provoke statements that would be prone to misinterpretation
and the eventual result may prove to be “embarrassing.” Instead, Hanna
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counseled a policy of “complete aloofness [so that] we will in nowise com-
promise ourselves and will retain absolute freedom for future action, espe-
cially when the question of recognition arises.”?

Despite his personal reservations, Hanna arranged an audience with
Ubico on May 10. At the meeting, Hanna read a statement he had pre-
pared on the basis of his instructions: “The Department of State does not
of course wish to convey the impression that it is endeavoring to advise
President Ubico concerning the course he should follow,” Hanna
explained to the president, because that was “naturally ... a matter for his
own decision.” However, it should be very clear that “the Government
of the United States is not in sympathy with any effort to alter the
Guatemalan Constitution illegally or to continue President Ubico in
office contrary to the provisions of that Constitution.” Immediately after
Hanna finished his reading, Ubico remarked that “the clear meaning of
the statement was that the Department of State did not want him to con-
tinue in the Presidency.” The general added that it was not his wish
either, but the Guatemalan people and the Constituent Assembly would
insist that he did.?’

Hanna studiously refrained from giving any comment, but in the days
following the interview, the foreign minister kept calling on him to get
back on the statement. The initial efforts of the foreign minister, Dr.
Skinner Klee, were bent on finding loopholes or ulterior interpretations
for Hanna’s statement. When this had no effect on a stoic Hanna, Skinner
Klee described in dramatic terms Ubico’s pain and surprise that the State
Department did not trust or appreciate its staunch ally. When, in the
course of several days, the foreign minister grew increasingly anxious over
Hanna’s non-committal responses, he started to paint ever more gloomy
pictures of a future without Ubico, which would certainly be marked by
“political confusion, conflict and possible disorder.”3?

Historian Kenneth Grieb hypothesizes that Ubico deliberately drama-
tized U.S. resistance to his continuance to force it to play down its state-
ment or to stand accused of direct intervention.?! If so, this may explain
why the Department lost its nerve and finally—after almost two weeks of
silence—decided that there had been a terrible misunderstanding. The
blame was put squarely on Hanna. On May 24 Sumner Welles wrote
Hanna a very strict letter, stating that “[t]he Department does not con-
sider that the statement you prepared [for the interview with Ubico on
May 10] accurately transcribes the” position of the United States. Referring
only to instructions of April 30 (not those of May 7 in which the
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Department expressed its “concern” about continuismo) Welles claimed
that the State Department only wished to correct any previously existing
impression that the U.S. government sympathized with Ubico’s continu-
ance in office. Remembering Hanna’s statement that he had informed
private citizens close to the president that a “semblance of legality” could
be given to Ubico’s continuance, Welles now claimed that the State
Department feared that these statements could be interpreted as active
interest and sympathy for Ubico’s plans. It was only this gafte by the min-
ister that the State Department had wished to correct when it wrote that
Hanna should correct “the impression, if it exists, that this Government
sympathizes with any plan to amend the Guatemalan constitution
illegally.”

In fact, Welles goes on, the State Department did not have any views,
“either of sympathy or lack of sympathy,” toward the internal affairs of
Guatemala and it would not have broached the issue if Hanna had not
been so talkative. In conclusion, Welles argued that since Ubico and his
minister of foreign affairs had “gained the impression” that Washington
was opposed to the president’s continuance “you are instructed to ...
make it clear to those two officials that this Government has no attitude,
either of sympathy or lack of sympathy, toward any movement of the char-
acter being discussed and neither approves nor disapproves of whatever
action may be contemplated, which it considers an internal matter, in
which it cannot intervene.”??

After Hanna had executed these orders—much to his personal embar-
rassment, one would imagine—he wrote a somewhat indignant report to
the Department, asserting that: “My conception of the proper way to cor-
rect an impression that the Government of the United States did sympa-
thize with any plan was to say that it did not sympathize with it.” While
the minister was probably right, he was suddenly transferred out of
Guatemala days later. After having spent almost two weeks “in transit,” he
was granted two months of “vacation leave.”?*® The first secretary of lega-
tion, Sidney O’Donoghue, took charge of the legation.

O’Donoghue was naturally careful not to get caught making any remark
about the elections and Ubico was finally “reelected” with a wide margin.
The State Department also kept a very low profile and instructed its lega-
tions not to make any public statements that would tie the United States
to the Treaty of 1923—on the basis of which Ubico’s continuance should
have been objected to.?* Although the United States did not officially
recognize the fact that elections had taken place, it did acknowledge a
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note from Guatemala’s Foreign Ministry, which informed the State
Department of the outcome of the elections. For all intents and purposes,
this was a silent acknowledgement of Ubico’s reelection.

In Honduras, Carfas had firmly entrenched himself in power by the
middle of the 1930s. The archives of the U.S. legation in Honduras pro-
vide only an incomplete picture of the progress that the regime was mak-
ing along those lines. Historical studies based on local sources, mostly by
Honduran historians and mostly comparatively recent, offer a more com-
plete picture of an expanding security apparatus and an opposition that
was suppressed or exiled.®s Also, the government and the U.S. legation
under Julius Lay had established a cordial relationship and Lay was, on the
whole, positive about Carfas’s achievements. Naturally, Lay assumed that
Carfas was a constitutionalist and in this sense the job of redefining Carfas’s
rule as a consequence of his continuismo campaign fell to a new Minister,
Leo Keena, who took over from Lay in July 1935. The fact that in the case
of Carfas, this redefinition was not accompanied by confusion and search-
ing questions about the United States’ role in Central America is partly
due to past happenings: the non-intervention principle was now more
firmly at the center of U.S. policy toward Latin America and the question
of recognizing continuistas was scttled in Guatemala.?”

In August 1935, shortly after Keena arrived and before Carfas had
decided on a definite strategy for his continuance in office, the minister
reported that the president was considering two courses of action: either
he would proclaim his continuance in office unilaterally, or he would
renounce a second term and appoint his own candidate for the presidential
elections of November 1936. Keena believed that the first course of action
would “undoubtedly lead to violence” while the second course “might
result in a Nationalist victory in the elections” if the selected candidate
could unite the National Party and attract a fair number of undecided vot-
ers. The minister also believed that continuismo “would be viewed with
distinct distavor by the Government of the United States.”3® At this carly
date, Keena still believed that Washington would actively seek a legal
transfer of power in Honduras.

Honduran oppositionists entertained the same notions. Venancio
Callejas, a one-time vice-presidential candidate of Carfas, but now an
independent Nationalist who fled to Costa Rica when the repression
accompanying the continuance program was well underway, wrote a per-
sonal letter to Franklin Roosevelt in which he slammed Carfas for his cyni-
cal disregard of the Honduran Constitution, the 1923 Treaty, and
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democratic procedures in general. He expressed the conviction that “the
Government of the United States will flatly refuse to extend its recogni-
tion ... to the Dictatorship which General Carfas pretends to establish by
force upon Honduras.” Likewise, Angel Zaniga Huete who had grace-
fully accepted his defeat in the 1932 presidential elections and had since
focused his attentions on ending Carfas’s rule through the use of the bal-
lot box, sent a manifesto to the State Department and all the U.S. minis-
ters in Central America in which he gave a brief overview of the Honduran
constitution and argued that the Carfas regime was a “Government of
delinquents” and a “dictatorship,” which should not be recognized by the
international community.

Honduran politicians continued to try to elicit a sympathetic response
from the U.S. State Department with their manifestos, expounding the
virtues of international treaties and constitutionalism. Before being forced
into exile in the 1930s, they had first-hand experience with U.S. policy of
intervention and non-recognition of unconstitutional governments. In
their writings they referred to treaties and constitutions, which had
become dead letters long ago. Apparently they believed that such talk
would strike a chord in Washington, a view that was most likely confirmed
by high profile speeches on the sanctity of international obligations by
U.S. politicians (Zuniga Huete regularly refers to such speeches in his
writings). In his work on the ideology of the Liberal Party, Sergio Suazo
Rubi notes that after 1932 and up to 1944, the leadership of the Liberal
Party was remarkably passive. This was partly due to the suppression it
faced and partly due to the attitude of its Supreme Council, which rejected
the idea of supporting clandestine operations against the Carfas govern-
ment.*® It secems possible, therefore, that its attempts to prompt attention
and sympathy from the United States constituted at least one of its more
important strategies at this point in time. Sadly, it did not recognize that
the speeches referred to by Zuniga Huete were intended for audiences in
Europe. The only principle that the government in Washington would
uphold in the Western Hemisphere throughout the 1930s and early 1940s
was that of non-intervention.

U.S. diplomats in Central America referred to the manifestos that
reached their desks as “the usual diatribes” to which they paid little
attention. Unwilling or unable to believe that Central American politi-
cians could truly entertain such idealistic notions, they regarded these
writings as the opportunistic propaganda of the political “outs.” Keena
was a little more conscientious than that. He had the Spanish manifestos
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duly translated and sent to the Department, sometimes accompanied by
a dry summary. However, he too placed little value on them. The minis-
ter felt that the exiled opponents of Carfas “will have to show more per-
sonal daring in fomenting and leading a revolutionary movement than
has been exemplified in the pamphleteering campaign carried on during
the past year from the other side of a neutral border.”*!

Remembering that the old policy was to prevent trouble in Central
America by supporting local elections, Keena reported in January 1936
that the upcoming elections for a constitutional assembly that would take
a decision on Carfas’s second term “cannot be considered with justice as
fairly representing the will of the electorate as practically all prominent
leaders of the opposition have been placed in detention by the Government
or forced to leave the country to escape imprisonment.” Confirming his
cautious temperament, Keena respectfully inquired if “the Department
wish[es] me to make any statements to the President of Honduras in
regard to these elections?” Shortly, Hull replied that the non-intervention
principle of the Good Neighbor policy took precedence over concerns for
local elections: “The Department does not wish you to make any state-
ment to the President of Honduras regarding the conduct of the Honduran
elections. However regrettable the conditions you describe may be from
the point of view of a friendly observer the matter at issue is one solely of
internal policy for the Honduran people themselves to determine.”*?

When the Honduran Congress convened on January 1, 1936, it imme-
diately started work on its most important task for that year: to legalize
President Carfas’s continuance in office. First, responding to the “peti-
tions” in favor of continuismo, which had been filed by the municipalities,
Congress called for a Constituent Assembly to reform the 1924 constitu-
tion, which prohibited the reelection of a president. Elections for the
Constituent Assembly were held on January 26 and, not surprisingly, only
candidates who supported continuismo were elected. The government had
been laying the groundwork for these elections throughout 1935: getting
the municipalities in line, suppressing newspapers, and jailing or exiling
opponents. Now the continuismo campaign moved along smoothly,
although arrests of opponents continued throughout 1936. In March, the
Constituent Assembly cranked out a constitution in just 20 days. The new
constitution, which went into effect on April 15, appointed President
Carfas for a second term, which was to last until January 1, 1943. The
members of the Assembly also appointed themselves as the new National
Congress, its period of office running to December 5, 1942. As of January
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1, 1937, the inauguration date of the president’s new term, Carfas would
be in office for six more years with a rubber-stamp Congress to support
him and more direct authority over the country’s security forces.*?

Keena remained in an anxious state throughout this whole process.
Only after the inauguration of Carfas did he become more optimistic
about the prospects for continued peace in Honduras. Beginning in
January, Keena took concrete steps to deal with a possible disorder during
the elections: he ordered the consulates to compile lists of U.S. citizens in
their district, probably to prepare for a possible evacuation.** The clec-
tions, however, proceeded smoothly, somewhat to the surprise of the
legation and the consulates.*® Carfas’s opponents used the occasion to flee
Honduras unnoticed and prepared to overthrow the government from
neighboring countries before the opening of the Constituent Assembly in
March. Just after the Assembly convened, Keena warned the Department
that “the penitentiary and the barracks in Tegucigalpa are reported to be
filled with political prisoners. This policy is causing a great deal of ill will
against the government ... It is regarded in all circles that in time an
armed movement will be made against the Government.” Keena believed
that the strength of such a movement would depend on the support that
the laboring classes were willing to give to an armed incursion of the
opposition. Which way the sympathy of the lower classes would go, no
one seemed to know.*¢ Despite continuing rumors of revolt, the new con-
stitution went into effect in April without any untoward incident. Yet
Keena kept up a fairly constant flow of reports on the imminence of the
great upheaval that everyone in the capital was expecting.*” Not until the
start of the rainy season, which seemed to make any military campaign
impossible, did Tegucigalpa in general and Keena in particular utter a sigh
of relief.

The legation could draw some important lessons from the 1936 con-
tinuismo campaign. The first lesson, clearly established by Department
instructions during the first half of 1936, was that the legation could not
play any positive role in local events. The Department made it clear that
the old policies of supporting elections and the 1923 Treaty were now
obsolete. A second lesson was that both the Liberal opposition to Carfas
and the general population’s taste for rebellion were not as strong as
expected. Even if it had been, the Nationalist government proved much
more powerful than expected. Stability now seemed assured by the inde-
cisiveness of Liberal leaders and the modern repression techniques of the
government: systematic arrests, wholesale press censorship, a working
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agreement with neighboring caudillos, and the airplane.*® U.S. guidance
to promote stability was no longer necessary: the future of Central America
would be determined by force, not by U.S. backed treaties and elections.

CONSTITUTIONALISM IN EL SALVADOR

Obviously, Martinez and the United States got off to a bad start. If the
Department of State was serious about adopting El Salvador into the
hemispheric system of friendly states that was being built with the help of
the Good Neighbor, it needed to mend some fences. What better way to
do that than to send a diplomat who could give a personal touch to the
new relationship. The choice for a new minister fell to Francis Corrigan: a
political appointee who could give the impression of being intimately con-
nected with the Roosevelt administration, rather than just to the
Department, and also an Irishman who would doubtlessly be considered
mas simpdtico by the Latinos than an Anglo Saxon.*

Corrigan’s tenure in San Salvador initiated a brief honeymoon between
the legation and the Martinez regime. The new minister was initially
friendly to the government, welcomed local journalists to his office to
propagate FDR’s Good Neighbor, and negotiated a new reciprocal trade
agreement between the United States and El Salvador. Corrigan was
clearly willing to let bygones be bygones and painted a sympathetic picture
of the local government, arguing that it enjoyed a great degree of public
support because it had rectified the economic and financial dislocation
that had characterized the Araujo administration (significantly, the 1931
coup and 1932 uprising were not mentioned for a while). In January
1935, Corrigan approvingly stated that “the political philosophy of this
administration seems to have a definite trend toward a strong, scientifically
operated financial system centrally controlled and a gradual decentraliza-
tion of ownership of land.”*°

Corrigan did have to swallow some bitter pills to be able to continue his
labors toward reconciliation. In 1934, the Martinez regime negotiated a
trade pact with Germany before U.S.—Salvadoran negotiations on a new
trade agreement even started. In that same year, the administration also
extended diplomatic recognition to the Japanese puppet state of Manchukuo
in formerly Chinese Manchuria. The U.S. minister carefully explained that
these dealings were not an indication of Salvador’s sympathy with these
dangerous regimes, but merely a result of diplomatic pressure from
Germany and the relative inexperience of Salvador’s foreign minister.>!
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Another potential irritant in U.S.—Salvadoran relations was Martinez’s
“election” to the presidency in 1934. Formally, Martinez had only been
Araujo’s replacement in the past years. When Araujo’s tenure officially
ended in 1935, Martinez could, according to the letter of the constitu-
tion, present himself as a candidate for the presidential elections. Since he
was never elected to the presidency, the constitutional ban on reelection
did not apply to him. The only obstacle to Martinez’s election was a con-
stitutional ban on the election of any presidential candidate who had
served in the previous government in the six months preceding the elec-
tion. This ban was intended, of course, to prevent a government that came
to power by extra-constitutional means from legalizing its reign by getting
itself elected to office. In short, it was directed against Martinez. The gen-
eral, however, skillfully dodged the issue by resigning six months before
the end of Araujo’s term and handing the reins of government to his
trusted aide and vice-president, General Andrés Ignacio Menéndez.
Shortly after Martinez’s inevitable election to the presidency, Menéndez
was just as easily reinstated in his old position of vice-president.>?

Minister Corrigan double-checked the legality of these maneuvers and
eventually concluded that the whole affair complied with “the letter” of
the constitution. His superiors in the Department let it go at that.>® The
legation’s and Department’s quiet acceptance of what was obviously an
attempt to get around the spirit of the Salvadoran constitution (an inter-
pretation that was carefully avoided) probably stemmed from a genuine
desire to normalize the relationship with El Salvador by not getting into
another debate on the legality of its government. The last disagreements
on that point had been put to rest—at great costs to U.S. prestige in the
region—only months before.

After the elections, the government did lift the state of siege, which had
been in force, in Corrigan’s words, since the “so-called ‘communistic’
uprising” of 1932. Corrigan believed that it also relaxed its censorship
over the press and invited exiles to return home. These actions, combined
with seemingly spontaneous popular celebrations on the occasion of
Martinez’s election, led Corrigan to conclude that “a trend toward greater
liberality” was perceptible in El Salvador.®* Erik Ching’s study of the
Martinez regime does not mention the “liberalizing” trend that Corrigan
thought he could discern. In fact, the general continued to expand his
hold on power throughout the 1930s. With regard to the elections, which
Corrigan quotes as an example of greater liberality, Ching shows that
authoritarian governments in El Salvador had traditionally maintained a
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discourse that celebrated democracy while elections were in fact carefully
managed. In 1935, for example, the Martinez regime had orchestrated the
elections, through force, suppression, and bribery, in order to guarantee
high voter turn-out and an almost unanimous outcome. In Salvadoran
political culture of the time, according to Ching, the government’s ability
to stage such an outcome was “a public demonstration of Martinez’s
power, proof of his capacity to serve as the supreme political boss. The
more votes he could generate, the more he proved that superiority.”*® It is
possible that Corrigan took the regime’s discourse about democracy at
face value. This is especially likely because Corrigan was a political appoin-
tee without previous experience in Central America and there are no indi-
cations that he maintained any contacts outside of official circles and the
wealthier inhabitants of the capital.

However, it appears, based on the general’s conversations with
Corrigan, that the former was also anxious to improve his image with
Washington. His colleagues in neighboring countries provided an excel-
lent opportunity for just that. The continuismo campaigns in Guatemala
and Honduras—together with Somoza’s naked ambition for the
Nicaraguan presidency—allowed Martinez to present himself as the stan-
dard bearer of constitutionality in Central America. While policymakers in
Washington were moving away from an interventionist policy based on
treaties and constitutions, U.S. policy in Central America continued, for a
while, to be discussed in those terms both by Central Americans (the
Honduran Liberal Party, for example) and by legation officers. In fact,
Corrigan himself introduced the Good Neighbor policy to the Salvadoran
press by explaining that its objective was to prevent the rise both of dicta-
torship and of communism and to further the spread of democracy in the
hemisphere.>®

Corrigan’s words may have inspired the Salvadoran president to set up
an anti-continuismo campaign. Martinez’s campaign started in May
1935—the exact month in which rumors about U.S. objections to Ubico’s
continuismo campaign started to surface—when the Salvadoran president
expressed his approval for calls to change the country’s constitution, which
were emanating from the National Assembly. Martinez immediately
declared that a revised constitution should prohibit the reelection of a
president or the extension of his term.” In a personal interview with
Corrigan in August, Martinez further expressed his opposition to changes
in the Guatemalan constitution and his fear that Carfas’s continuismo cam-
paign in Honduras and Somoza’s ambition for the presidency of Nicaragua
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would renew the disturbances that had haunted Central America before
the signing of the 1923 Treaty. Martinez claimed that he had sent two
personal envoys to Somoza to dissuade the latter from seizing power by
force. Underlining the irony of the new situation, the Salvadoran under-
minister of foreign affairs told Corrigan that not so long ago, the Central
American states had refused to recognize the unconstitutional govern-
ment of Martinez, but now the same states that still adhered to the 1923
Treaty on paper were destroying their own constitutions while Martinez
had come out in favor of constitutionalism.®

The Salvadoran president’s lobby for constitutionalism struck a chord
with Corrigan, who concluded that “Martinez stands for public order and
constitutionality.” The public stance of the Salvadoran Government also
attracted refugees from all over Central America who opposed the con-
tinuismo campaigns in their own countries. The presence of these men
reinforced Martinez’s portrayal of the situation in Guatemala, Honduras,
and Nicaragua. For example, an exiled army general from Guatemala told
the U.S. legation that his native country was the scene of wholesale execu-
tions and that a revolt against Ubico was eminent. The Honduran General
Callejas claimed that civil war in Honduras could only be prevented if the
United States told Carfas to step down. Former president Sacasa of
Nicaragua, who was finally removed from the presidential palace and had
made his way to San Salvador, told Corrigan that Somoza had destroyed
three decades of patient labor toward constitutionality in Nicaragua. The
result, said the president-turned-refugee, could only be complete chaos.®

Proceeding from the information available to him locally, Corrigan
concluded that Ubico and Martinez stood on opposite sides on the matter
of their Central American policy. While Ubico had a “Napoleon complex”
and tried to dominate the region with his “Machiavellian” tactics, the
more moderate and “Erasmian” Martinez was solely concerned with the
well-being of his own country. Corrigan recognized that vigorous leaders
like Ubico and Martinez represented the future of Central America in
contrast to Costa Rican President Jiminez, “the aging older statesman ...
with his wise and liberal viewpoint.” The two, however, were “of totally
different type and temperament.” Carfas and Somoza both admired Ubico
as their “prototype” and the former at least wanted to emulate Ubico’s
tactic of continuismo. Corrigan only foresaw trouble and uprisings result-
ing from these actions and hoped that older, democratically inclined
statesmen like the Honduran ex-President Paz Barahona would have a
moderating influence in these “American Balkans.”%?
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In 1935, Corrigan’s ideas were strengthened when the Department
sent Arthur Bliss Lane to El Salvador on a visit for consultation and an
exchange of views. Lane gave Corrigan a few of his more important
reports, based on his experience in Nicaragua, to serve the new minis-
ter as reference materials. The 1935 files of the Salvadoran legation still
hold one of the most interesting of these, in which Lane recounts his
struggle to reconcile the “Good Neighbor” with “non-interference,”
eventually concluding that “should we feel ... that a word from us
might serve to maintain the peace of the country and consequently
avoid bloodshed or disorder we should not refrain from assuming the
responsibility of the ‘good neighbor’ by expressing our views, prefera-
bly as the personal views of our diplomatic representative.” In the
Nicaraguan context, this memo clearly implied that Lane intended to
use his personal influence to prevent Somoza from committing a vio-
lent coup against the Sacasa Government. As an indication of the lati-
tude that the State Department permitted its envoys at the time,
Sumner Welles had approved the above interpretation of the Good
Neighbor policy.®!

Lane was transferred to the Baltic states in 1936, but with Corrigan the
Foreign Service in Central America retained an articulate advocate for
interference, or, as he might have put it himself, a “responsible” Good
Neighbor. As Lane was packing up in Nicaragua, Corrigan reported to the
Department that he expected that the continuismo campaigns in Guatemala
and Honduras would be confronted with revolutionists bearing the ban-
ner of constitutionalism. Local people were looking to the powerful U.S
legations for some guidance and in this light, the minister wrote, it was
imperative that the United States develop some positive side to the Good
Neighbor, which was currently focused too much on a negative stance of
non-intervention. Corrigan himself opined that the U.S. missions should
apply their influence to prevent bloodshed or dictatorship and to stimulate
liberal and democratic policies: “It takes more than one good neighbor to
make a good neighborhood.”®* Some weeks later, as Somoza was poised
to take over the presidential palace, Corrigan expressed himself more
frankly: “Cynical disregard of constitutional guarantees, first by General
Ubico in Guatemala, second by General Carfas in Honduras, and now
imminently by General Somoza in Nicaragua, for their own personal inter-
ests, will have destroyed the result of a generation of patient diplomatic
effort to advance these countries (some of them still embryonic) on the
road to become constitutional democratic republics.” The Department’s
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retreat from Central America had gone far enough, the minister opined,
and it should be prepared to offer friendly and tactful advice to the sister
republics.®

By this time, however, Washington’s thinking had evolved to its natural
conclusion. The Department had indulged Lane’s musings about the
“responsible” Good Neighbor, had derailed Hanna’s essentially correct
handling of Ubico’s continuismo, and had deflected Keena’s questions
about the elections in Honduras. Bryce Wood shows that Corrigan’s
reports about the Good Neighbor and local dictatorships had at first been
sympathetically received by Sumner Welles, but were then challenged by
Laurence Duggan. The ensuing discussion ended in the Department’s
decision to send out “unprecedented” instructions®:

[T]he Department expects its diplomatic representatives in Central America
to conduct themselves in their relations with the Governments to which
they are accredited, and with the people of the countries, in exactly the same
manner they would if they were accredited to one of the large republics of
South America or with any non-American power; that is to say, they should
abstain from offering advice on any domestic question, and if requested to
give such advice they should decline to do s0.%®

The State Department told its envoys that the Central Americans them-
selves were to blame for the U.S. retreat from a pro-constitutionalist pol-
icy. It was, after all, the signatories themselves who abrogated the 1923
Treaty: first Ubico by continuing himself in office and then Carfas and
Sacasa by recognizing this step.%¢

It should be noted with special emphasis, however, that Washington’s
withdrawal from the 1923 Treaty—and, more broadly, from a pro-
democratic stance or any other kind of interference—was not an ex post
facto nod of approval to Ubico and Carias. As the Department noted,
both presidents would have been happy to keep the Treaty in the
books, as it would protect them from coups and rebellions. According
to the Department, by publicly withdrawing its support from the
Treaty, the U.S. was saying that it would not object if either Ubico or
Carifas was overthrown. This was not merely a philosophical point: in
Honduras at least, a revolt was thought to be brewing, as Minister
Keena had reported. Washington’s only regret at this time was that its
new policy would leave the fate of the Sacasa Government in the hands
of General Somoza.%”
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Corrigan cared very little for the argument that Hondurans themselves
would take care of Carfas, and even less for the fact that Somoza would
take care of Sacasa. The old circle of dictatorship followed by rebellions
was exactly the one that had to be broken up by the moderating influence
of the U.S. legations: “Dictatorships with their tyrannies, imprisonments,
political exiles and political executions are abhorrent to the spirit of
America. A swing to the other extreme always follows.” The Isthmian and
Caribbean countries, argued Corrigan, needed the United States.
Betraying his medical background the minister stated that “they are politi-
cally embryonic and still need obstetrical care lest they be born badly and
grow up idiots.” Therefore, Corrigan objected to the 1936 instructions.
The U.S. should not have to bend over backwards to keep its hands off. It
was an objection for the record. The Roosevelt administration was not
going to change the course of its Latin American policy to humor the
constitutionalist factions of Central America. Minister Corrigan realized as
much and, in the end, decided that “like a good soldier [I will] go along
and follow orders.”%®

“Good soldier” was perhaps a bit modest. Corrigan was hopelessly
ambitious. He was not a man to stay put and fight a losing battle for his
ideals. Nor was he so principled that he left the Foreign Service in disgust
(which is what Arthur Lane did, eventually®). In fact, he was pulling
strings to get appointed to a more prestigious post. And what strings!
Letters went out throughout 1937 to other ambassadors, senators,
Sumner Welles, Cordell Hull, and (why not?) Franklin Roosevelt. Spain,
Chile, Cuba, even Peru would be “acceptable”, but privately, Corrigan
entertained the hope of being appointed assistant secretary. Alas, while
Roosevelt apparently thought that Corrigan was the best of the political
appointees, it was determined that he was most needed in Panama. The
doctor left El Salvador in September 1937.7°

Corrigan never objected to Martinez’s rule. His gall was reserved for
Ubico, Carias, and Somoza. Up to Corrigan’s leave, the Salvadoran gen-
eral himself kept a low profile and a relatively clean house. Some incrimi-
nating rumors reached the U.S. legation at times: the government was
said to be relaxing its standards of honesty; journalists complained of
intimidation; a young sergeant was executed in the city’s graveyard, the
blood stains remaining visible for days.”? But Corrigan obsessed over
events in neighboring countries. Not until right before his transfer did he
get a sense that Martinez was moving in the same direction as Ubico and
the other apostles of continuismo. On March 13, 1937, Corrigan allowed
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that the Salvadoran regime might be called a “military sem:-dictatorship.”
But as it was made up of lower army officers and “liberals,” it should still
be recognized as a “middle class movement and may be considered as a
step toward democracy.””? Two months later, Corrigan reported on the
growing cult of personality surrounding Martinez. The Assembly’s recent
decision to bestow the title of “benefactor of the nation” on the executive
was a case in point. As the U.S. minister ominously noted, such flattery
might “affect [Martinez’] future plans.””® The inversion of cause and
effect in Corrigan’s analysis of Martinez’s future plans is emblematic of his
interpretation of local politics. It seems much more probable that the
Salvadoran chief of state had left the door to continuismo ajar even as he
criticized his neighbors. Erik Ching notes that Martinez had been posi-
tioning himself for reelection in 1939 ever since the elections of 1935.7#

In May 1935 Martinez had approved a plan to rewrite the Salvadoran
constitution and, at the time, had voiced his demand for the adoption of
stricter laws against reelection. Since that time, however, the president had
not seen fit to convene a constitutional convention, even though a com-
plete draft for a new constitution was ready to be discussed. Throughout
1937, Martinez carefully kept alive the hope that a constitutional conven-
tion would be organized shortly. When asked whether he entertained
plans for continuismo, the president remained noncommittal. The
government-controlled press, however, floated several trial balloons in the
form of editorials calling on the chief to continue his labors. Whether
Martinez was so circumspect because he feared Washington’s reaction is
unknown. It seems more probable that he had to take into account local
opposition to his continuismo. El Salvador had a much stronger constitu-
tional tradition than its neighbors, and any untoward designs on the
nation’s first law were considered unacceptable. In fact, opposition against
continuismo was so strong inside Martinez’s own government, that several
sub-secretaries and lower officials resigned to protest the unofficial plans
for reelection.”

The legation, now under the leadership of Minister Robert Frazer, a
career officer who was temperamentally more akin to Keena than to
Corrigan, closely watched and meticulously reported the process. Frazer
sympathized with government professionals, journalists, and liberal aristo-
crats who objected to Martinez’s evident plans for continuismo. The
illiterate masses, opined the minister, were incapable “of forming intelli-
gent political opinions and virtually do not count in a juncture of this
kind.” Even if there were some socialists and communists among them
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who opposed continuismo, the suppression of the 1932 uprising had been
so ruthless and complete that this group was no longer a factor in local
politics. Aside from a small group of discontents who opposed Martinez
for selfish reasons, Frazer argued that the most important opposition ema-
nated from the wealthy and educated “honorable citizens” who appreci-
ated Martinez’s excellent administration but valued the “ancient
principles” of the constitution.”®

The legation was pessimistic, however, about the opposition’s chances
to successfully resist continuismo, as it suffered under the restrictions of
press censorship and the suppression of free speech and remained inarticu-
late and unfocused.”” While the “brightest minds” left the government in
protest, they were not expected to take their opposition any further.”®
Moreover, the State Department had become much more careful in keep-
ing its legations out of local politics. A timely telegram instructed the
Salvadoran mission that it was to express no opinion whatsoever on the
“controversial” reelection of Martinez.”

Martinez’s constitutional coup began in earnest in July 1938.
Discontented army officers and government officials were replaced and
the independent newspaper Diario de Hoy was closed down. One liberally
minded editor was given a canoe and told to row upriver and not get out
until he reached Honduras.® In October, government organized clections
brought together government sponsored deputies for a Constituent
Assembly. The new deputies, opined Frazer, were of so little ability that
original ideas were not to be expected from the Assembly. It would doubt-
lessly serve as a rubber stamp congress only. Indeed, on January 24, 1939,
a new constitution was promulgated which prohibited reelection, but at
the same time made an “exception” for President Martinez, who was to
remain in office until March 1945 %!

The end ... almost. In January 1939, four generals of the Salvadoran
army approached the secretary of the U.S. legation. How would the
United States feel about a coup against Martinez, they wanted to know.
The United States had no feelings either of sympathy or lack of sympathy
toward such a development, was the (now standard) reply. This pleased
the generals.®? It told them that the United States felt no obligation to
protect the status quo, as had been the norm under the defunct 1923 rule.
For what it was worth, there were a handful of individuals in Central
America who understood that the State Department’s quiet shelving of
the 1923 Treaty was not a mark of approval or an implicit invitation for
CONLINUISMO.
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It was worth very little, though. Four generals might seem like a formi-
dable force in a small country like El Salvador, but in fact, the Salvadoran
army boasted some 30 generals of the brigade rank only (while the army
itself was no larger than a single U.S. brigade). In any case, the four rogue
officers were no match for the security apparatus that Martinez had devel-
oped in the preceding years. The generals were arrested before they even
had a chance to execute their plans.®® Times had changed: the candillos
were building modern, centralized states with all the newest techniques
for the suppression of dissent at their disposal. Political stability no longer
required the tutelage of the U.S. legations.

DictaToRrRs RULE THE IsSTHMUS

The 1931 coup in El Salvador, followed by the continuismo campaigns and
ending with Somoza’s rise to power consolidated authoritarian rule in
every Central American nation except Costa Rica. From the patronizing
perspective of early 1930s U.S. diplomats, these events could only be
regarded as a string of defeats for U.S. diplomacy. The U.S. conception of
“progress” in Central America had imagined constitutional stability under
the watchful eyes of U.S. legations. The Central American governments,
meanwhile, entertained a vision of strong and dynamic states that would
rule for the people, rather than being ruled by the people. Treaties, con-
stitutions, and opposition groups were sidelined and U.S. diplomats lost
the ability to play different groups against each other or to arbitrate elec-
tions. Martinez, Ubico, and Carfas’s ability to stay in power in spite of
U.S. reservation or even resistance, demonstrates that they were the actors,
not those acted upon.

Caught between an increasingly passive State Department and dynamic
dictatorial states, the Foreign Service experienced considerable difficulty
in coming around to the new balance of power in Central America.
Doubtlessly, the realization that its guidance was no longer appreciated by
the local government was a bitter pill to swallow. The traditional percep-
tion of Central America as a region that would be subjected to chronic
cycles of dictatorship and rebellion if it was not for U.S. arbitration,
accounts for the fear expressed by the legations of Guatemala and
Tegucigalpa that continuismo would lead to revolt. Lane and Corrigan
may have been the most vocal proponents of intervention in favor of con-
stitutionalism, but even timid Minister Keena expressed a need to “talk
to” Carias about the reelection campaign. It seems highly doubtful that
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“friendly advice” would have made a difference at this point anyway. There
is no reason to assume that Ubico and Carfas would fail to withstand U.S.
pressure while Martinez had held out and eventually triumphed over it.
However, neither had they established stable or friendly relations with the
U.S. Rather, the Department merely tolerated the establishment of dicta-
torships as a trade-off for the non-intervention policy. Following the con-
tinuismo campaigns the U.S. legations actually began to express concern
about many “fascist” tendencies of Ubico, Carfas, and Martinez. It must
have been clear to the latter that if they meant to regain the U.S. sympathy
they had enjoyed after their election, they had to come up with new ways
to make themselves useful to the United States.
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CHAPTER 5

Becoming Benign Dictators: The Good
Neighbor and Fascism, 1936-1939

When Corrigan wrote that “dictatorships with their tyrannies, imprison-
ments, political exiles and political executions are abhorrent to the spirit of
America,” he was not voicing an old cliché.! Rather, he expressed a con-
cern that would not—and perhaps could not—have presented itself with
the same urgency only a couple of years earlier. Although U.S. foreign
policy and politics would take many twists and turns before the United
States got involved in the war against fascism, events around the world
during the late 1930s presented the clear and immediate danger of'a future
conflict with the European dictatorships.

As historian Benjamin Alpers argues, the twenty-first century U.S.
notion of dictatorship as the opposite of democracy is comparatively new:
“[FJor most of the history of Western political thought, dictatorship and
democracy were regarded as only two of many possible forms of political
organization—among them, tyranny, aristocracy, and monarchy. Although
dictatorship and democracy were certainly distinct from one another, they
were not complete opposites.”* The identification of a democracy—dicta-
torship dichotomy and its association with a more fundamental good—evil
divide is the result of a historical development, not a timeless truth.
Indeed, during the 1920s, U.S. intellectuals held a fairly benign view of
strong men and dictators in “backward” countries. After the stock market
crash of 1929, as capitalist democracies around the world struggled to
survive economically and even politically, the idea that dynamic dictator-
ships, such as that in Mussolini’s Italy, were the way of the future gained
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even more ground. From its high-water mark of around 1930, however,
the regard for dictatorship in the United States took an ever accelerating
plunge.

The catalyst for this development was the increasingly blatant aggres-
sion shown by the European dictatorships, primarily Italy and Germany
and, to an extent, Soviet Russia. Another development was that a new
category of dictatorship was proposed in Italy: this was the notion of the
“Totalitarian State,” which, briefly summarized, was a particularly dynamic,
aggressive, “modern” form of dictatorship, which sought “total” domina-
tion over its subjects. North Americans eventually applied the term not
just to Italian fascism, but also to German Nazism and even to Soviet com-
munism. From roughly 1935 to 1939, the U.S. image of totalitarianism
was shaped by the persecutions, show trials, and international aggression
of the European dictatorships.?

It so happened that the Central American continuismo campaigns of the
second half of the 1930s coincided with these ominous events. While
Ubico, Carfas, and Martinez were securing their continued rule, Italy
occupied Ethiopia, Germany remilitarized the Rhineland, and Japan
invaded China. The concurrence of these events, combined with the
apparent sympathy of the isthmian regimes for Italian and Spanish fascism
raised the question, among contemporaries in the U.S. and in Central
America, of whether these governments were somehow part of a global
trend in favor of fascist dictatorships.

A steadily growing body of literature presents a fairly nuanced picture
of the influence that different forms of fascist ideologies and organizations
had in Central America during the 1930s, as will also be discussed below.
What role this played in the interaction between U.S. and Central American
actors is not nearly as clear. Those studies that do explicitly touch upon
fascism as a factor in the interaction between Washington and the govern-
ments of Central America mainly do so for the purpose of denouncing
U.S. support for these dictatorships. They rarely offer analysis of how fas-
cist influences might have been perceived by U.S. observers.* From the
perspective of international relations, it was inevitable, as Kenneth Grieb
has pointed out with regard to Guatemala, that Central American govern-
ments would follow Washington’s lead in its increasingly antagonistic atti-
tude toward the European dictatorships. This could hardly have been
otherwise, considering the U.S.’s overwhelming power in the region.’
What was not inevitable, was that U.S. diplomats would come to regard
the Central American dictatorships specifically as particularly useful allies
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in the prosecution of the war. That outcome was a result of the develop-
ments described in this chapter.

The term “fascism” and the role that it would play in Central America
were contested issues during the latter part of the 1930s. At that point in
time, it seemed likely that the dictatorial regimes would be burdened with
the label of being fascist sympathizers. Local opposition groups appropri-
ated the term fascism to mark their enemies, the caudillos. U.S. observers,
most notably the press, but also the local legations and the State
Department, initially shared the oppositionists’ concern for the suppos-
edly fascist tendencies in Central American politics. By the end of the
decade, however, the caudillos successfully turned the tables on their
opponents. Rather than standing by as U.S. observers decided whether
they were fascist sympathizers or not, Central American governments
actively presented themselves as the first line of defense against fascist
intrusions in the hemisphere. It is important to keep in mind, at this point,
that because of Washington’s attention for Europe and the suppression of
dissent in Central America, the relationship between the United States and
local governments was reduced almost entirely to the personal bonds
between U.S. ministers and the presidents of those republics, as was
explained in Chap. 2. The almost exclusive access that men like Ubico had
to the legations certainly contributed to their success, which opened the
door not just to the close collaboration that characterized U.S. relations
with the isthmian countries during World War II (which would have
occurred regardless of the nature of local governments), but to their par-
ticular regimes being regarded as benign and even useful dictatorships
while opposition movements were seen as potential footholds for fascist
influence.

APPROPRIATING FASCISM

When studying U.S. legations’ archives, it is not always easy to ascertain
whether presumably powerful U.S. diplomats were manipulating Central
American actors, or the other way around. Perhaps it is even somewhat
misleading to put the matter in such terms, because it implies a degree of
planning and purposefulness that may not have existed in fact. Concerning
the years preceding U.S. involvement in World War II, years that involved
many people accusing many other people of being closet fascists, there was
doubtlessly as much frantic mudslinging as there was determined decep-
tion. However, the years before the outbreak of the war represent an
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excellent opportunity to show that Central Americans were not passive
recipients of labels such as “Good Neighbor” or “fascist.” Those terms
were actively claimed and contested.

Probably the first to enter the fray were the Central American opposi-
tion groups. From the early 1930s onward, actual repression—or fear
thereof—in Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras produced a steady
stream of refugees. This was not a homogenous group, either politically or
socially. It included aristocrats and high army officers who were members
of opposition parties; conscientious objectors to the continuismo cam-
paigns who had been high- or mid-level employees of government or pub-
lic institutions; and Salvadoran campesinos who had fled the violence of the
1932 Matanza. Members of the first group formed stable exile communi-
ties in Panama, San José, Mexico, New Orleans, and New York City by the
late 1930s.°

Those who reached the comparative safety of the more liberal states
surrounding Central America were the lucky ones: oppositionists who
ended up in one of the other dictatorial countries of the Isthmus often
found themselves being used to settle scores. If Ubico was on bad terms
with Martinez, he might help the latter’s opponents. If not, he was liable
to solicit his neighbor’s goodwill by punishing his enemies. A group of
Salvadoran peasants that reached Honduras in 1932, for example, was
relocated to distant regions by the Carfas regime and never heard from
again: “[I]t is not known whether they have survived,” the legation
reported almost ten years later. In August 1937, a prominent Honduran
rebel leader was captured in Guatemala and shot “while attempting to
escape.””

In Mexico and Costa Rica, however, political exiles were fairly safe and
generally free from government censorship. It was primarily from the capi-
tals of these countries that a continuous stream of propaganda against the
caudillos was emitted throughout the 1930s. Interestingly, such propa-
ganda was not only directed at compatriots, but also at the U.S. legations,
the State Department, or at Franklin Roosevelt personally. Despite
Washington’s emphasis on non-interference over the past years, the idea
that the United States could make and break governments appears to have
been very much alive.

During the early 1930s, opposition letters addressed to the North
Americans focused on constitutions and treaties and, of course, on how
these were trampled by the Ubico, Martinez, and Carfas regimes.
Considering that the writers of these letters had years of experience with
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the pro-constitutionalist interventions of earlier U.S administrations, it is
not surprising that oppositionists expected this theme to strike a chord
with the North Americans. For example, Angel Zuniga Huete, who vol-
untarily left Honduras after Carfas’s election victory of 1932, had lived
through several episodes of U.S. intervention in favor of the 1923 Treaty.
During Carias’s continuismo campaign, he sent lengthy and eloquent let-
ters to the State Department on the constitutional articles that were being
crushed in his homeland. His personal history with U.S. intervention did
not prepare him for the new age of non-interference that was taking shape.
For years, Zaniga Huete wrote about treaties and laws that had long been
abandoned both in Washington and in Tegucigalpa.®

With the rise of fascism in Europe however, the theme of democracy
started to play an ever increasing role in U.S. newspapers and in the
speeches of U.S. statesmen. In this pro-democratic and anti-fascist rheto-
ric, the Central American opposition movements found a new language to
translate their concerns about local matters to Washington. By the late
1930s Central American oppositionists found a sympathetic audience for
their writings by representing the authoritarian governments in their home
countries as fascist dictatorships.

Despite its leader’s former stress on treaties and laws, the Honduran
Liberal Party became particularly adept at appropriating the language of
democracy versus fascism to translate its concern about Carias’s growing
power to Washington. In one representative letter, Angel Zuniga Huete
claimed that “the Dictator Carias is in accord with the totalitarian doc-
trines of the Dictators Hitler and Mussolini, and ... democracy in Honduras
has been exterminated.” The Liberal further claimed that President
Roosevelt was “a true democrat, who is interested, according to his decla-
rations and those of Mr. Hull, and Sumner Welles, in that which prevails
in the Governments of America which sustain democratic doctrines and
do not permit exotic doctrines such as Nazis, communists, etc.” Central
American opposition groups were quick to point out that the ideals of
democracy could only have universal application. As Venancio Callejas, a
Honduran Nationalist who had broken with Carfas during the continuismo
campaign, argued in a personal letter to Roosevelt:

If the United States actually believes[,] as you have stated Mr. President, in
Democracy, in Liberty[,] and in the blessings conferred by Peace ... we feel
absolutely certain that the Government of the United States will flatly refuse
to extend recognition ... to the Dictatorship which General Carfas pretends
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to establish by force on Honduras, against the express wish of the People of
Honduras, and clearly violating our National Institutions|. T Jhere is abso-
lutely no means of reconciling your noble[,] straightforward Declarations,
with an Act of Recognition of that anti-democratic, illegal regime ...

The entreaties of men like Zaniga Huete and Callejas did not go unno-
ticed. Historian Kenneth Grieb argued that the idea of a fascist threat to
Central America was “a masterstroke of propaganda,” for it was quickly
picked up by the U.S. press.?

Grieb identifies a “myth” of a “Central American dictator’s league” in
the U.S. press during the 1930s. Newspapers and magazines of an
impeccable reputation reported throughout 1937 and 1938 that the dic-
tatorial regimes of Ubico, Martinez, Carfas, and Somoza were in a secret
alliance to keep each other in power and to suppress democratically
inclined opposition. There was no direct proof for the existence of such an
alliance and the notion that it did exist was based entirely on circumstan-
tial evidence: rumors spread by political exiles; isolated instances of actual
cooperation between the isthmian republics; and the caudillos’ seemingly
ominous international acts, such as Guatemala’s and El Salvador’s early
recognition of Franco’s regime and their subsequent retirement from the
League of Nations.!?

In fact, Grieb writes, a Central American dictator’s league never existed.
It might have appeared that the regimes in Guatemala, El Salvador,
Honduras, and Nicaragua were ideologically related, but in reality they
did not abandon old rivalries and jealousies. Ubico, for example, was
determined to dominate his neighbors, but was actively opposed by
Martinez, while Somoza also made occasional claims to the leadership of
the old Central American Unionist movement. Honduras was caught in
the middle of the expansionist ambitions of its neighbors and made des-
perate attempts to remain on good terms with both of'its strong northern
neighbors. At the same time, however, it was also engaged in a border
conflict with Nicaragua, which, despite U.S. attempts at mediation,
dragged on for decades. Under such circumstances, consistent coopera-
tion between the dictators was never realized.!!

The New York Times, however, reported that the four Central American
dictators had “joined in a protective alliance against political enemies.”
The recent continuismo campaigns figured prominently in the newspaper’s
description of the local dictatorships, asserting that: “matters are moving
for the first time in history toward continuing dictatorships of the Fascist
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type in this section of Central America, where two Presidents [ Ubico and
Carfas] already are serving their second terms in office ... and a third
[Martinez] is considering the same action. This is unprecedented in this
part of the world, where United States influence has been great.” Since it
was unthinkable, from the contemporary North American perspective,
that locals could successfully stand up to the United States, it was assumed
that a more powerful, sinister force was behind this development.
Therefore, a link with fascism was imagined, even though the evidence for
such a link was tenuous. When Martinez managed to succeed himself in
1939, The New York Times reported that the general had used “methods
typical of Hitler and Mussolini” and that “[e]xpert assistance was given to
his supporters by Fascists and Nazis.” When Germany, Italy, and Japan
signed the “anti-Communist” Rome Pact, The New York Times reported
that the news was received “with glee” in Central America. Even if the
dictators there did not join the Pact, it was obvious that their own League
closely mirrored that of the Axis nations and there was “little need” to
“take chances with [the] big good neighbor to the north” by formalizing
those ties.'?

Throughout the years 1936 to 1937, the relationship between Central
American dictatorship and fascism was also hotly debated at the U.S. lega-
tions. Ubico was initially regarded as the legitimate and rightful president
of Guatemala and all his minor sins were disregarded in the light of his
honest and progressive administration. But starting with the continuismo
campaign, U.S. diplomats at the legation began to report the anti-liberal
aspects of Ubico’s reign. Increasingly, words like “regimented,” “dictato-
rial,” and even “totalitarian” were used to characterize his administration.
These were not value-neutral terms. While a “strong,” “firm,” or even
“heavy-handed” government was deemed a stabilizing factor in a country
that was considered to be plagued by “graft-hungry men” and “political
passions,” a totalitarian dictatorship was something else altogether.!?

Earlier in the decade, Ubico had been on close personal terms with
Minister Whitehouse, but after 1934, the caudillo became increasingly
secretive and withdrawn. The U.S. legation noted on several occasions
that Ubico was not the congenial man he was during the first years of his
reign and that it had become very difficult to establish any kind of contact
with him. A 1937 memorandum established that: “[u]pon his entry into
office, he [Ubico] was more friendly and congenial than he is at the pres-
ent time. This attitude is believed to be due to a loss of confidence in many
of the persons who surround him. He is extremely high tempered and
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very reluctant to take or allow advice. This is considered his one weak
point.”!* Such behavior, one can speculate, probably developed during the
years 1934-1937, as the general schemed to continue himself in power.

It is likely that Ubico’s aloofness during this period contributed to the
legation’s suspicions about his alleged ties with European fascism. At the
very least, the distance that Ubico put between himself and the legation
prevented the North Americans from hearing his version of many develop-
ments. Concurrently, the new minister to Guatemala, Fay Allen Des
Portes, had to rely on the outward appearances of Ubico’s government.
Throughout the year 1937 he became very concerned about Ubico’s dic-
tatorial measures. In January of that year, the minister noted that Ubico
“is apparently reactionary to the point where he favors strongly the dicta-
torial methods of Fascism.” He continued that Ubico “has little use for
pure democracy in Guatemala and he is probably inclined to view with a
certain measure of suspicion the acts or policies of any Governments of
liberal tendencies.”*®

While Ubico seemed to distance himself from the U.S. legation, he
exchanged tokens of affectation with Franco, Mussolini, and Hitler:
Guatemala was one of the first governments to recognize the rebel “gov-
ernment” of General Franco and when Germany left the League of
Nations in October 1936, Guatemala followed suit some weeks later. In
June 1937, Des Portes reported that Ubico had received a decoration
from the King of Italy. “The matter is of significance,” the minister wrote,
“as an indication of the orientation which has recently been noted in the
policies and prejudices of President Ubico.” The president, the report
continued, was: “[s]trongly attracted by and a great admirer of certain of
the dictatorial Governments in Europe, and his own administration reflects
the policies and characteristics of such Governments. His prompt recogni-
tion of the Franco Government in Spain, his growing friendliness with
Germany and Italy, and his correspondingly intense antagonism to liberal-
ism in any form are straws which indicate the direction of the wind.”¢

Likewise, Carfas destroyed the constitution of Honduras just as Franco
set up his fascist government in Spain. It proved tempting for Minister
Leo Keena to connect the two events and to compare the factional squab-
bles of Honduras with the dramatic divide between Right and Left in
Europe: “The conflict between the Fascist and Communist ideas of gov-
ernment has its repercussions in Central America,” Keena reported, “and
translated to this area finds a lineup with Mexico definitely to the left and
Costa Rica partially; Guatemala and El Salvador distinctly to the right and
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Honduras and Nicaragua now to the right but both facing possible con-
flicts.” According to the minister, this division was also visible within
Honduras itself. Since the Liberals were not able to connect their opposi-
tion to Carfas with a greater cause that could attract a broader following,
they may now be experimenting with Leftist ideologies:

The Government of President Carias is strongly anti-Communist. In reflec-
tion of the alignment of forces in Spain this naturally throws the Liberal
Party, which is seeking a cause to espouse in addition to its claim for the
continuance of the Constitution of 1924, which, so far, has not awakened
any fighting sentiment in the country, into the Communist fold since they
must be diametrically opposed to the Government and also as partisanship
of that idea appears to present the only opportunity they might have for
obtaining the money and assistance [from foreign sources| which would be
needed to overthrow the Government.

“[T]he next conflict for power in Honduras,” Keena concluded, “may be
on the lines now being so clearly marked out in Europe.”!”

Keena’s predictions were not immediately adopted by his successor,
John D. Erwin. In fact, the first couple of months of Erwin’s service in
Honduras were uneventful, if, at times, frustrating. The legation dutifully
followed central policy as it tried to establish a working relation with the
Carfas government on inter-American neutrality and as it attempted to
bring Honduras and Nicaragua closer together on a long-pending bound-
ary dispute, which endangered inter-American solidarity. Both were
arduous tasks as the tiny Honduran Foreign Ministry was slow to answer
legation queries and the government as a whole did not budge from its
intransigent stance on the boundary dispute. Frustration at the U.S. lega-
tion slowly built up. The inability or unwillingness of the Carfas adminis-
tration to work with the legation on important inter-American projects
were interpreted as indicators of its provincialism, backwardness, and lack
of concern for anything but the survival of the regime.!®

In August 1938, first secretary William Cramp wrote several damning
reports on the Carfas administration because of its uncompromising posi-
tion in the Honduran-Nicaraguan boundary dispute. The administration,
according to Cramp, had “fallen into such provincialism and corruption as
might have been expected at the beginning or the century, but even for
Central America is now somewhat unusual.” The government’s backtrack-
ing caused the secretary many headaches: “The Legation has had the
greatest difficulty in obtaining action on even informal routine matters.
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Replies to oral or written requests are not received for from one to three
months, and sometimes never, in spite of repeated reminders. Favorable
action, as promised in satisfactory replies, is seldom actually carried out.”!?
Although Cramp aimed most of his antagonism at Carfas’s ministers, who
“have no interest in the fate of Honduras and are swayed purely by hope
of personal gain and glory,” the president himself was not free of blame:

[He] has the typical Indian characteristics of equivocation whenever possi-
ble. He dislikes decisions, but, when his hand is forced, his judgment is
based entirely upon political expediency. He appears to me to feel that his
incumbency of the presidency is far from secure and that he can only stay in
office by holding the reins of Government with an iron hand and keeping
the entire Executive Power therein. He apparently trusts no one, not even
his own Cabinet, and the ever-growing discontent throughout the country
with his regime has brought to him the realization that he can continue in
office only by strong dictatorial methods and never through popular
demand.?®

Up to about November 1939, Erwin reported with some regularity on
the government’s laxness, corruption, provincialism, and dictatorial prac-
tices.?! So when Carfas’s supporters, toward the end of 1938, announced
that the president’s tenure would be extended for a second time, they
could not count on Erwin’s sympathy. The government itself, confident of
its powerful position, handled the issue with a matter-of-fact attitude and
pushed a bill through congress within less than a month, which allowed
Carfas to rule until 1944. This still was not fast enough, however, to avoid
the indignation of the U.S. minister. Drawing implicit comparisons with
the European dictatorships, Erwin reported to the Department that pub-
lic support for Carfas’s continuismo could only be explained by the secret
police’s silencing of the opposition and by prevalence of official propa-
ganda, which whipped up the sentiments of the uninformed masses:
“Backward and unprogressive as it may be, Honduras certainly has not
failed to take advantage of modern inventions and propaganda tricks in
whipping up sentiment among the masses for CONTINUISMO” .2

Martinez was much more strongly and explicitly associated with fas-
cism, most notably among observers outside of El Salvador. The Salvadoran
chiet was often mentioned in one breath with his presumably fascist-
minded neighbors. In 1937, for example, Des Portes noted that “There
appears a growing sentiment that president Ubico of Guatemala, Carfas of
Honduras, and Martinez of El Salvador, are leaning more and more
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toward the Mussolini and Hitler form of dictatorship, a sentiment which
would seem to be founded on undeniable proof.” Such assertions were
based on, or at least confirmed by, the U.S. press, Salvadoran opposition
groups, and actions by the Salvadoran government—particularly its early
recognition of Franco’s rebel government.?

In 1938, the year that Martinez followed in his neighbor’s footsteps by
starting a campaign for his continuance in office, rumors about the gen-
eral’s fascist sympathies were particularly widespread. The British chargé
in Guatemala wrote to Des Portes that the Salvadoran continuismo cam-
paign provided “further evidence that Martinez has turned Fascist in the
letter and the spirit,” a view that the minister seemed to have subscribed
to. Meanwhile, the U.S. military attachés to Central America had been
worried for some time about El Salvador’s purchase of Italian military
airplanes and in 1939 captain F.M. Lamson-Scribner noted that, besides
being morally questionable, Martinez’s continuismo probably enjoyed
active support from local Nazis.?*

The U.S. legation in El Salvador was surprisingly philosophical about
Martinez’s supposedly fascist inclinations, although there were a few acute
“black scares” at the legation throughout the years. In August 1938, for
example, the North Americans were anxious about the inclusion of an
Italian national in Martinez’s retinue during a campaign trip. It was soon
determined, however, that the Italian in question had imposed himself on
some officials in Martinez’s following and had no personal connections to
the president. The matter was soon forgotten and, overall, Martinez con-
tinued to enjoy the legation’s sympathy. After the general was reelected to
office in 1939, Minister Robert Frazer’s only comment was that the presi-
dent’s political philosophy was akin to that of “certain” European leaders.
Until about 1941, this was as close as Frazer got to accusing Martinez of
fascist sympathies.?> Why this was so will be discussed in the following
section.

Reports about fascist influences in the highest echelons of foreign
governments caused anxiety in the State Department. The example of
the Spanish Civil War in particular, raised concerns that a similar ideo-
logical conflict might erupt between the Central American dictators and
Mexico, their leftist neighbor to the north. In March, 1937, Laurence
Duggan, a close collaborator of Assistant Secretary Welles, complained
that Ubico had a “Communist fear psychosis,” which made the latter
unreasonably fearful of supposedly “Communist” influences emanating
from Mexico. The matter was serious because inter-American solidarity
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under U.S. leadership was high on the list of foreign policy objectives.
Attempts to temper Central American fears about Mexico, however, had
come to naught. The Mexican government, Duggan wrote, was proba-
bly blissfully unaware of the fact that its publications were considered
revolutionary propaganda in Central America and “[i]n connection with
such consideration as may be given this question, it should not be forgot-
ten that the Governments of Guatemala, Nicaragua, El Salvador, and
Honduras are Fascist in character and sympathy, if not in name, and that
the Governments of the first three named States have already recognized
the ‘Government’ of general Franco.”?¢

Were the Central American dictators fascists? That question does not
lend itself to straightforward answers. Certainly, the parallels between
European fascism and Central American dictatorship that were pointed
out by oppositionists, journalists, and U.S. diplomats reveal partial truths.
Both were authoritarian, state-centered, and single party political systems
that employed the secret service and the army to enforce their rule. Recent
research also shows that the military establishments nurtured under the
regimes of Ubico, Carfas, Martinez, and Somoza adopted and adapted a
language of violence and rejection of politics akin to that found in fascist
states such as Italy. On the economic level, the fascist and the caudillo
governments both had a conception of modernization that focused on
state-directed development through corporations. The object of modern-
ization under both systems was understood to be a strengthening of the
state, not a reform of the social structure. Both the fascist and the Central
American idea of social stratification were based on a hierarchy of race.?”

Also, the foreign policies of the caudillos at times appeared to favor
the fascist nations. Germany was an important market for Central
American coffee and many Central American nations accepted the Aski
mark system of bartering, giving the Germans a bigger stake in the
Central American economies—sometimes at the expense of the United
States. Assisting the German effort was the fact that some Central
American nations, Guatemala foremost among them, had sizable
German colonies and a local Nazi Party organization. Italian efforts to
revive its armament industry by vigorously pushing its weapons on the
international arms markets were modestly successful in Central America,
where the Salvadoran government bought several airplanes and pieces
of artillery at discount prices. Meanwhile, Franco’s ideology of “his-
panidad” and his “Falange” party naturally had some appeal to the cul-
turally Hispanic elites of Central America. Besides a traditional interest
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for the politics of the “mother country,” Central American elites sym-
pathized with Franco’s fight against the communist specter.
Concurrently, Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras were among the
first nations to extend diplomatic recognition to Franco’s rebel
government.?®

It should not be surprising, then, that some historians have described
the isthmian dictators as active supporters of fascism. Perhaps most
recently, John Bratzel notes that Ubico and Martinez regarded fascism as
a positive alternative political system, a claim supported in several earlier
historical studies. Robert Elam, in a study on the Central American mili-
tary, claims that “in the period 1920-1965, military officers attracted to
corporate, fascist, or military populist political models temporarily domi-
nated governmental institutions” in several countries, including Guatemala
and EI Salvador. In a historical study on El Salvador, James Dunkerley
takes the claim that Central American dictators sympathized with fascism
furthest by stating that Martinez was an “unashamed admirer of Hitler
and Mussolini.”?

While there are enough parallels between the fascist and caudillo politi-
cal system and enough outward signs of sympathy and limited cooperation
between Central American and European fascist governments, two impor-
tant questions require further exploration. Firstly, if Central American
leaders sympathized with or admired European leaders, did that mean that
they were adherents of the fascist ideology? Secondly, could the caudillos
in any way be described as proxies of the European fascist regimes or did
their sympathy for certain European leaders translate to a viable security
threat for the United States? The U.S. press and the Central American
opposition would have answered both of these questions with a solid
“yes.” Even the U.S. Foreign Service entertained suspicions in this same
direction. But do these suspicions reflect reality?

With regard to the first question, several historians have offered some
important qualifications of the caudillos’ apparent regard for fascism.
Thomas Leonard, one of the foremost experts on U.S.—Central American
relations, argues that many of the supposedly fascist tendencies of Ubico’s
regime “were peculiar to the nature of Guatemalan politics.” With regard
to El Salvador, Leonard states that North Americans overestimated the
prestige of fascism in that nation because they “did not consider
[Martinez’s] Fascist sympathies within the context of Salvadoran national-
ism or as a response to previous U.S. interference in El Salvador’s domestic
affairs.”3® In other words, Central American statesmen admired those



142 ). VAN DEN BERK

aspects of European fascist governments that were already “peculiar” to
their own style of government, such as a strong demand for order and
material progress.

Kenneth J. Grieb and Thomas J. Dodd, biographers of Jorge Ubico
and Tiburcio Carfas, respectively, expand that argument. Dodd argues
that even though the political philosophers in Carfas’s party considered
Mussolini’s Italy as a model for establishing order, other “fascist-like”
aspects of the Honduran regime were actually based on regional sources
that were more evidently relevant to the Honduran experience. Carfas’s
ideas on order and progress, and the important function of the state in
achieving these goals, were more akin to the ideas of Auguste Comte—
whose philosophy played a significant role in the Central American Liberal
tradition—than to the practice of Mussolini. Hostility toward democratic
practice reflected Honduras’s historical experience with the failure of lim-
ited democratic experiments during the early depression years. Personalista
rule was based on the regional examples of Plutarco Elias Calles in México,
Ubico in Guatemala, and Martinez in El Salvador, not on Hitler or
Mussolini. Even Franklin Roosevelt and Ramsey McDonald were consid-
ered more appropriate models of executive power during a time of eco-
nomic crisis than the European dictators. Lastly, the idea of a corporate
state, which appeared so attractive to some of Carfas’s ideologues, was
based on the Mexican revolutionary experience, not on the fascist model.3!

Grieb adds an analysis of Guatemala’s international perspective and the
differences with that of the United States. While the North Americans
focused on Hitler, arguably the harshest and most dangerous fascist
dictator from a U.S. perspective, Guatemalans focused on Franco and
Mussolini. Central American culture was more intricately tied to that of
Southern Europe, especially Spain, the “mother country.” So it was pri-
marily Franco, not Hitler, who was regarded as the model of fascism in
Guatemala. Ubico respected Franco’s military background and leadership
style and sympathized with his fight against communism. This is what fas-
cism meant to the Guatemalan statesman. As a former cabinet minister of
Ubico later told Grieb: “General Ubico did not recognize the Franco
government because of any ideological sympathy, but simply because it
was a military regime. General Ubico had a great appreciation for a mili-
tary career.” By comparison, Ubico considered Hitler a “peasant” who
was far inferior to his colleagues in southern Europe.3?

Grieb proposes that, for a time, Central American leaders attempted to
stay on good terms with both the United States and with the new powers
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of Europe. On the one hand, the Central American states had economic
and cultural ties with Germany, Italy, and Spain. On the other, the United
States’ attitude toward the European dictators was for a time, in Grieb’s
words, “torn by indecision and immobilized by internal dissension regard-
ing neutrality.” As long as the power of fascist states appeared to be on the
rise and the United States remained tied to its isolationist policy with
regard to European politics, it was only natural for the isthmian republics
to seek the friendship of the European states, leading to the many small
signs of friendship described above.??

However, at the Pan-American conferences at Buenos Aires in 1936
and Lima in 1938, the United States took on an increasingly hostile pos-
ture toward the fascists. Combined with increasingly belligerent speeches
made by Roosevelt, it must have become increasingly obvious to the
Central American chiefs that they would not be able to continue friendly
relations with both the United States and the fascist powers.** And consid-
ering the overwhelming superiority of U.S. power in the region, it was not
long before the caudillos chose to play along with Washington in their
international relations. They would have to convince the North Americans
of their sincerity, however.

BeEcoMING GOoOD NEIGHBORS

From roughly 1938 onwards, the legations were exposed to pressure and
incentives both from “above” and from “below” to redefine their relation-
ship to the Central American dictatorships. The developing crisis in
Europe moved the State Department to renew its interest in Central
America. Significantly, its focus was not on Central American politics per
se, but on the alleged activities of German and Italian nationals there. The
Central American presidents, meanwhile, assaulted the legations with
signs of goodwill in a purposeful attempt to convince the North Americans
that they were not fascist stooges. In the case of Guatemala, for example,
Des Portes eventually came to consider Ubico as an important bulwark
against fascism and a staunch friend of the United States. Ubico’s personal
diplomacy combined with his and Des Portes’s shared fear, fortified by the
State Department, of “foreign” ideologies characterized the new
relationship.

It appears likely that Ubico took the first steps, toward the end of
1937, to regain the affection of the U.S. legation. With the start of a new
round of personal diplomacy the general may have wanted to break his
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increasingly isolated position. In his classical account of Ubico’s govern-
ment, Grieb suggests that Ubico was very sensitive to the powerful posi-
tion of the United States. The general adopted a “stridently pro-American
stance” and courted Washington policymakers “actively by identifying his
interests with theirs.”?® Thus, in September 1937, Ubico’s Chief of
Protocol visited Des Portes to inform the minister of Ubico’s great admi-
ration for the United States and his personal support for the latest U.S.
initiative to loan destroyers to Brazil, which, in the words of the Chief of
Protocol, formed a “bulwark of defense ... against foreign aggression.” In
the following weeks, the government-controlled press, probably with the
“tacit approval” of Ubico, started to denounce the aggressive maneuver-
ings of the dictatorships in Europe. In November, the Nicaraguan envoy
to Guatemala, who was said to be on good terms with Ubico, informed
Des Portes that Ubico had definitely changed his mind about Italy and
Germany and that he had decided to support the United States instead.
Such signals gave Des Portes the impression that Ubico now planned to
follow U.S. policy, if hostilities were to break out in Europe or Asia. “The
legation has felt at various times in the past,” Des Portes reported, “that
President Ubico, because of his somewhat dictatorial administration, had
strong leanings for and sympathy with the dictatorial Governments of
Europe ... Whether or not such observations were correct at the time,
they would now appear to be refuted by the tenor of the comment pub-
lished from day to day in the local papers.”3¢

Des Portes’s observations about Ubico’s change of heart were guarded
at first, but the general prepared a diplomatic coup to win the minister
over. On January 25, 1938, the legation reported that Ubico had just
completed his customary annual inspection trip to the provinces.
Somewhat at variance with the usual procedures, a second inspection trip
was announced for February.?” The official purpose of this trip was to hold
public audiences and to open a new road in a very remote, isolated region
mainly inhabited by Indian communities. It appears probable, however,
that Ubico’s real or secondary motive was to showcase his popularity and
mode of government to the North Americans. In February, Des Portes
was officially invited to join the general on his trip. If it was indeed Ubico’s
plan to ingratiate himself to the North Americans during an adventurous
ride over the countryside, that plan worked splendidly.

Des Portes’s official report on the inspection tour suggests that it was
set up more like a short vacation than a business trip. All the officers of the
U.S. legation, including their wives and children, were invited for the
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excursion. They were treated to a visit of the Lago de Atitlan, a volcanic
lake said to be one of the most beautiful in the world, and they got to see
the nearby Indian settlements where the inhabitants still adorned the col-
orful dress of their Maya ancestors—all sights that a modern tourist would
want to take in. As was the usual practice, Ubico set up court in the vil-
lages he visited to receive local inhabitants and to listen to their troubles
and concerns. In the case of complaints against local officials or disagree-
ments among locals, the president would provide quick justice. If the issue
at hand involved the local authorities, Ubico often decided on the matter
in favor of the Indian petitioner. According to Des Portes, this practice
made the president very popular among the rural populations, especially
because previous governments had all but ignored them.

The spectacle of the village audiences, combined with the ceremonies
surrounding the opening of the local road, demonstrated Ubico’s fatherly
concern for the Indians and opened Des Portes’s eyes to the reverential
regard that many peasants showed for the president. He recounts how
eager “the natives” were to “touch his [Ubico’s] clothing, kiss his hands
or to receive from him a paternal touch on the head.” When the minister
talked to the president about this, Ubico piously remarked that he “felt
himself fortunate to have been able during the course of his administration
to do much to liberate them [the Indians] from the economic exploitation
and political oppression under which they had labored for many, many
years.”38

While the president’s inspection trips and “social justice demagoguery”
may account for his real or staged popularity among some indigenous
communities, there was a wholly different side to his treatment of the
Indians. While Ubico had abolished a system of debt peonage early in his
administration, he also instituted vagrancy laws that basically allowed
authorities to pick up any peasant who could not provide proof of employ-
ment and to deliver the latter to the landlords for penal labor. In this man-
ner, the government could control the rural populations while the large
landowners depended on the authorities for an adequate supply of work-
ers. While Ubico’s manipulation of the triangular relationship between the
state, the landed class, and the indigenous population was specific to his
regime, the disregard that it reveals toward the interests of Indian com-
munities was representative of a racial hierarchy that had dominated
Guatemalan politics since independence.® This is not the side of the
regime that Des Portes got to see during the trip—or, if he did get to see
it, did not consider it noteworthy. As far as the minister was concerned,
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the Indians’ “gratitude and loyalty [to Ubico]| were patently evident.” Des
Portes may have readily identified with Ubico’s patronizing attitude
toward local Indians, because he held similar feelings for the 400 “Negro
families” that worked his farm in North Carolina. In this regard the presi-
dent turned out to have a lot in common with the plantation owners who
Des Portes knew from his home state.*® Clearly, then, this could not be a
fascist dictator.

After the trip, Des Portes enthusiastically reported that Ubico was a
“most delightful and entertaining host.” He found that the personal con-
tact with Ubico was “the most gratifying and personally satisfactory result”
of the undertaking. Through such personal contact, Des Portes was able
to establish that Ubico was not physically or mentally sick (as rumors had
it) and that the president was in fact “a man of extraordinary intelligence,
ability and keen perception.” Touching on the more general effects of the
trip, Des Portes claimed that Guatemalan army officers were delighted
with the president’s decision to take the North Americans along with him:
“they have been fearful of fascist tendencies in the Chief Executive, and
our association with him is believed by them to denote his rejection of
such influences and his decision to cooperate with the United States in
every action of his administration.” The State Department was greatly
relieved that Ubico was finally warming up to the U.S. minister again.
After some years during which Ubico had been very withdrawn, the latest
road trip “indicates that Mr. DesPortes has been successful in making him-
self persona grata to president Ubico, which is of the greatest importance
in the conduct of our relations with Guatemala.”*!

During the months following the inspection trip, Des Portes and Ubico
grew closer. Personal interviews between the minister and the president
became more common than they had ever been.*? The caudillo continued
to make dramatic signs of good-will, which were greatly appreciated by
Des Portes. Slowly but surely, the legation revisited its interpretation of
Ubico as a fascist sympathizer. By the beginning of 1938, its opinion of
him was merely that he was “undoubtedly an opportunist in his interna-
tional relations and astute enough to play Democratic and Fascist influ-
ences against each other.” In the domestic field, Des Portes reported,
Ubico seemed “satisfied to consider his Government, however dictatorial
it may be, as being based on democratic principles.”*?

Another point on which Des Portes and Ubico grew particularly close
eventually was their common concern for the threat of “exotic ideologies”
and foreign aggression. While the Department had shown appreciation for
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Des Portes’s improved relations with Ubico, this minor personal triumph
on the minister’s side was buried beneath Washington’s concerns for the
rise of fascism in Europe. Starting in 1937, the Department produced a
steady stream of instructions which related to its inter-American policy in
opposition to “totalitarian” influences from Germany, Italy, Spain, and
Japan. These instructions prioritized reporting on German, Italian,
Spanish, and Japanese activities in Latin America. Furthermore, the
Department was very anxious to get Pan-American approval for all its
public statements on events in Europe, requiring legation personnel to
prompt diplomatic statements in support of these policies on a very regu-
lar basis.** Compared to the sheer volume of instructions and reports on
these matters, as well as the importance that the Department obviously
assigned to them, interest in local affairs definitely took a back seat.
While U.S. politics and public opinion remained divided on the nature of
the threat posed by European fascism, Minister Des Portes in particular and
the U.S. diplomatic service more generally were early converts to the idea
that the Americas were threatened by Japanese imperialism and German
Nazism.* Already in 1937, Des Portes wrote a report on alleged Japanese
designs on Lower California (Mexico). Throughout the following years,
Des Portes’s reports showed a rising concern for German threats to the
Americas. In Guatemala, the biggest threat came from Nazi attempts to
assimilate the large German colony; to spread discontent among the Indian
peons on German fincas; and to bribe or otherwise influence important
government officials. After the start of the war in Europe, Des Portes became
convinced that the United States should take a much tougher stand against
the Nazis. In May 1940 Des Portes drafted a report on his own initiative—
which he admitted was somewhat presumptive—about the dangers of U.S.
passivity in the face of German aggression. The minister argued that

the American nations must not stand, like the European democracies, gap-
ing at the approaching storm and hoping that it will pass them by even if
others get wet ... it seems desirable to take immediate diplomatic steps to
frustrate in so far as possible any German effort to establish bases in this
Hemisphere, either in the European colonies or the American Republics.
We must not repeat the mistake of European democracies in passively await-
ing a German attack when our national safety is at stake.*

While the Department and the Guatemalan legation agreed early on
that fascism was a major threat, Ubico had his own monsters to fight. In
the general’s worldview, it was not fascism that threatened his reign, but
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communism: his catch-all phrase for Mexican influences, labor activity, or
political opposition. While Des Portes tried to open Ubico’s eyes to the
dangers of the Right, Ubico tried to convince the minister of those from
Left. In July 1938, Seiiora de Ubico told a U.S. citizen that the United
States was not active enough in combating communism. At the presiden-
tial palace it was believed that communist tendencies—possibly Ubico’s
interpretation of New Deal measures—made the United States an unreli-
able partner. Some months later, the president himself lectured Des Portes
on the dangers of communistic labor demands on U.S. industry. If he
were president of the United States, the general asserted, he would end
labor disputes in five minutes. In another personal talk between the presi-
dent and the minister, Ubico warned that his friendship for the United
States had its limitations: “Guatemala will follow the policy of the United
States as long as it is not Communistic.”*

To the legation staff, Ubico’s “distrust of genuinely democratic
Government” and his tendency to “profoundly confuse democracy and
Communism” were supremely frustrating. According to the legation, the
threat of communism in Guatemala was actually negligible, as it consid-
ered the native Indian workers too docile and passive to take an interest in
that doctrine. The only possible converts were disgruntled middle-class
Ladinos and former soldiers, but only in so far as the government was
actually driving them in the arms of the communists by its oppressive
actions. The appeal that fascism had to members of the military officer
corps posed a much more serious risk to the government’s safety, accord-
ing to the legation, but Ubico continued to overestimate the dangers of
communism at the expense of his alertness to the fascist danger.*®

Roughly toward the end of 1938, Ubico did exchange his anti-
communist rhetoric for the anti-fascist kind. Whether it was his developing
working relationship with Minister Des Portes; signals from the U.S. gov-
ernment; a concern for his image in the U.S. press; or genuine irritation
over the behavior of some Nazi Party members in Guatemala cannot be
ascertained. Many of the issues that preoccupied the general remained the
same, but they were now dressed up differently: Ubico told the legation at
various times that German agents had infiltrated the Mexican government;
that the war in Europe might necessitate a Guatemalan seizure of Belize if
Great Britain were ever subdued by Nazi aggression; and that his country
needed a standing army of at least 70,000 men armed with U.S. weapons
if it was to play a useful role in any potential conflict. The legation was not
unaware of Ubico’s manipulation of these issues, but was satisfied that the
general no longer underestimated the dangers of fascism.*
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That Des Portes and Ubico were back on speaking terms did not mean
that all fears of fascist influences in the Guatemalan government had disap-
peared. In the eyes of the U.S. legation, the president himself was now
free from suspicion, but the fact remained that the Guatemalan govern-
ment had dealt with fascist governments in the past. If this had not been
Ubico’s doing, then there must be Nazis in his cabinet. Already in June
1938, the secretary of legation reported rumors that cabinet ministers
Carlos Salazar, Roderico Anzueto, and José Gonzales Campo were fascist
sympathizers. Furthermore, Des Portes reported, there were many dis-
gruntled army officers who would like to see a regime change for “selfish
or ulterior motives” and they were liable to seek an alliance of convenience
with Nazi agents in the German colony.*

The interesting effect of this shift of the legation’s suspicions from
Ubico to his subordinates is that it inflated the importance that the North
Americans ascribed to the Guatemalan president as a guard against fascist
scheming. In an informal letter to Laurence Duggan, Des Portes wrote
that he had worried about Ubico’s fascist tendencies in the past, but that
the president was now “grand” towards him. As long as the caudillo
remained in power, U.S.—Guatemalan relations would be satisfactory. The
very fact that Ubico was now openly friendly to the United States made
Des Portes fear that the president would become a target for fascist plots:
“he shows it [friendliness to the U.S.] so plainly in every way that I am
fearful the Germans or Italians may try some plot against him.” “As soon
as the German and Italian Ministers found,” Des Portes continued, “that
they had no more influence with President Ubico they started a secret
friendship with General Anzueto.” The danger brought Des Portes closer
to the president: “I have been very much tempted to inform President
Ubico in some of our informal talks, just what General Anzueto is doing
and of his activities, but I have thought it best not to do it so far. But on
the other hand, it would have a very serious effect on our relations if any-
thing should happen to President Ubico and General Anzueto should gain
control here.” The quote illustrates just how effective Ubico’s personal
diplomacy and his recognition of the fascist specter were. And as long as
other military leaders were under suspicion for fascist inclinations, it was
vitally important, in Des Portes’s view, that the president was secure. Even
the importance of a non-interference policy was only relative when com-
pared to the fascist danger, as is evident from Des Portes’s inclination to
warn Ubico about Anzueto’s supposed skullduggery. From late 1938 to
the end of his term, Des Portes remained convinced that “[a]s long as
President Ubico is in power, I do not think that we need be fearful of any
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German, Italian, or Japanese influence here.”>! Having been suspected of
fascist sympathies in the past, Ubico had now established himself person-
ally as a Good Neighbor in the face of the international threat of fascism.

The patterns that can be observed in Guatemala are also recogniz-
able in Honduras, where Carias geared his policy toward that of the
United States while he branded oppositionists as fascist sympathizers.
Shortly after the 1937 confirmation of Carfas’s continuance in office,
the administration (possibly in an effort to neutralize local rumors that
the United States opposed continuismo) began to model much of its
policy toward Europe and Asia on that of the United States. In March
1938, the Carfas government declared on its own initiative that it would
follow United States policy regarding the Austrian Anschiuss. Over the
next months, it also declared its support, without question or delay, for
U.S. neutrality policy and issued neutrality proclamations that were
practically copies of U.S. texts.>? When the United States edged toward
a more pro-Allied policy, Honduras dutifully followed suit: in April
1939, Carias issued a decree that prohibited foreigners from engaging
in political actions connected to their home country (the decree was
clearly aimed at fascist and Nazi organizations) and in May 1940 it pro-
tested Germany’s invasion of Holland and Belgium. Before long, the
legation admitted that Carfas was very anti-German and, given his track
record, would probably have his government follow the United States
into war—if it came to that.?

Such cooperation was cheap for the Carfas government: it never had an
international policy beyond Central America; it had few connections with
either Germany or Italy; German and Italian colonies were correspond-
ingly small; and it probably could not care less if Austria was merged with
Germany. In other words, it had nothing to lose by following U.S. policy
in Europe. Actually, its association with the United States in these matters,
which was given wide publicity in Honduras, probably conveyed the
impression that Carfas was an important ally of FDR.* To the legation,
the uncharacteristically swift response of the Carfas government to any
query about its position on European affairs was a true asset: it enabled
Erwin and his colleagues to respond quickly and satisfactorily to any State
Department instruction on the subject. Over time, Carfas’s quick
cooperation on European matters overshadowed his intransigence on
local issues that truly mattered to him, such as the boundary dispute with
Nicaragua—an issue that was eventually dropped from Washington’s list
of priorities anyway.>
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Confronted on one side with a very demanding State Department and
on the other by a regime that was extremely helpful, Erwin had every
incentive to seek a working relationship with the Carfas administration.
Several weeks after the completion of the continuismo campaign, Erwin
joined a diplomatic delegation that was assembled at the initiative of the
Papal Nuncio in Honduras to offer his congratulations to Carfas on his
successful continuance in power. Somewhat apologetically, Erwin reported
that he could not have “tactfully refuse[d] to participate” in the Nuncio’s
plan. Anyway, “[t]he population as a whole appears to accept it [con-
tinuismo] as a fait accompli, and there is now less discussion of the political
policy involved in this arbitrary extension of the Presidential term then was
the case before it was consummated.”®® The State Department showed no
interest in the event.

Legation reports on the successtul continuismo campaign were among
the last in-depth reports on the local political scene as such before the war.
The State Department’s demands for reports on the activities of local
“totalitarian” agents taxed the limited capacities of the small legation. By
1941, at the latest, the legation’s activities consisted almost completely of
research and activities related to the European war. Carfas, meanwhile, was
hard at work to outdo the United States in anti-totalitarian measures. In
1939 Carias cleverly issued a decree against “anti-democratic” activities—
a decree that only formalized his suppression of any form of opposition.
Some months later, the president cut all government subsidies to the local
newspaper E/ Cronista, which was considered pro-Axis by the legation. In
June 1940, Honduras consented to a U.S. proposition for “combined
staff conversations” on a coordinated military response to foreign threats.
U.S. officers who visited Honduras for the talks were very pleasantly sur-
prised by the government’s more than cooperative attitude. The next
month, the semi-official newspaper La Epoca began to actively propagate
the government’s anti-totalitarian standpoints and the regime itself
stepped up activities against supposed Nazi propaganda emanating, it said,
from the German legation in Guatemala.®”

Recent historical research shows that actual activities by German or
Italian agents were insignificant compared to the draconian measures
taken against them in Central America.”® Some of the legislation and
action against the totalitarian threat may have been provoked by a genuine
“fifth columnist scare,” as the legation reported at one point. It is clear,
however, that Carfas also had an ulterior motive for playing up his mea-
sures against the Axis. In May 1940, an agent of Carias visited the legation
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to warn Erwin that due to Carias’s effective measures against them, the
local Nazis were now seeking a rapprochement with the Liberals and other
enemies of the regime. Five months later a belated revolt of the Liberal
Party against the recent continuismo campaign actually broke out, but was
very quickly suppressed by the authorities. Carias was quick to point out
to Erwin that the defunct Liberal Party could not have pulled off any type
of military action without the active collaboration of the Nazis.>

As U.S. fear for the so-called “fifth column” developed, Carfas’s asser-
tions about a supposed alliance between the totalitarians and the Honduran
Liberal Party were fully adopted by Erwin and his legation. In 1941, when
the Honduran authorities alerted the U.S. legation about another plot by
Honduran exiles in collaboration with Nazi agents, the legation reported
that “[i]t has long been suspected and thought probable that the Nazi
organization would welcome an opportunity to assist any conspiracy to
overthrow the present Honduran Government which is definitely anti-
Nazi.”® Carias’s efforts to align himself with U.S. policies could not have
been more fruitful. By presenting himself as a staunch protector of
“democracy,” he had convinced the U.S. legation that his opponents
could only be the very opposite. The situation that existed only four years
earlier—when the Honduran Liberal Party’s claim that Carfas was a fascist
sympathizer received considerate attention from U.S. observers—was now
reversed.

Throughout the late 1930s the U.S. legation in San Salvador was con-
siderably less alarmed about Martinez’s supposed fascist sympathies than
the outside world was. A likely explanation for the legation’s peace of
mind can be found in a combination of factors. First of all, Martinez kept
a low profile while Ubico and Carias were changing constitutions to fit
their needs and Somoza armed for battle with the Nicaraguan president.
The Salvadoran general’s declarations in favor of constitutionalism and his
(unsuccessful) attempts at mediation in Nicaragua impressed Corrigan.
The U.S. minister reserved his diatribes against dictatorship for Salvador’s
neighbors while Martinez’s reputation remained largely untarnished by
continuismo until about 1938.

Related to the previous point, Martinez’s self-identification as a propo-
nent of constitutionalism was not appreciated by his neighbors, who
appeared to be usurpers by comparison. This matter was complicated by
the fact that many politicians who were put on the sidelines in Guatemala,
Honduras, and Nicaragua initially sought the protection of the Salvadoran
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government. This made San Salvador, for a while at least, a seedbed of
plotting. Add to that mix the traditional rivalry between Guatemala and El
Salvador and it becomes clear why Martinez felt, around the middle of the
decade, that he was surrounded by hostile states.5!

Under these circumstances, it was not surprising that Martinez sought
to sell his government to the United States. The language of the Good
Neighbor policy was translated by the Salvadoran government and official
press to fit the circumstances of its regional position. The “international
peace” and “inter-American solidarity” aspects of Roosevelt’s foreign pol-
icy were appropriated by Salvadoran authorities and vigorously pushed in
the national press. The message, for anyone who cared to listen, was clear:
if peace-loving El Salvador ever got embroiled with its neighbors, the fault
was not on her side.

Frazer was naturally eager to jump on the Good Neighbor bandwagon
in El Salvador. It was, after all, his job to promote the Roosevelt adminis-
tration’s policy there. On several occasions the minister cheerfully told
local newspapers that, yes, the Roosevelt administration was interested in
peace and inter-American solidarity, and, yes, Presidents Martinez and
Roosevelt did seem to agree on those issues. At one point, Martinez was
so flattered by a press interview Frazer had given that he wrote him a per-
sonal thank-you note. In response, the minister wrote that the interviews
represented no less than his “heartfelt” admiration for the governments’
pro-American standpoints.®?

Yet Martinez was preparing for his continuance in office at the same
time. While Frazer never commented publicly on continuismo, interested
local observers could easily have gained the impression that the U.S. lega-
tion approved of it. Off the record, the minister regarded Martinez’s
“reelection” and the supposed Nazi influence—that The New York Times,
for example, thought to be behind it—as philosophical matter. To the
Latin mind, Frazer wrote to the Department, “a strongly centralized
Government, tantamount to a dictatorship suppressing all but the outer
form of representative government, does not constitute a denial of the
aims of American democracy as long as it is free from the label of fascism
or Naziism, however similar it may be in actual form.” As it was, the min-
ister and his superiors in Washington were satisfied to leave these philo-
sophical questions for what they were and to focus on the Good Neighbor.
And by that measure, Frazer reported, El Salvador was the country where
the Good Neighbor policy “has borne the finest fruit.”%?
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TRADITIONAL DICTATORSHIP VERSUS FASCISM

Initial concerns in Washington about the fascist inclinations of the
Southern neighbors had abated by the time the war broke out in Europe
when policymakers had concluded that theirs was a familiar, non-
threatening, traditional sort of dictatorship. The fact that Departmental
studies on this matter leaned heavily on reports from the field shows that
this understanding was built from the ground up and originated in the
caudillos” goodwill campaigns and their personal relations with local min-
isters. One such study argued that “dictatorship as distinct from Fascism
so-called [is] no new phenomenon in the American Republics and ... were
one of the American Republics at this time to adopt Fascist forms of gov-
ernment, its Fascism would be merely a new cloak for traditional Latin-
American personalist dictatorship.”

In Central America, the Department argued, there was reason to
remain alert because “Naziism and Fascism are said to have made some
converts in high Government circles.” That the caudillos themselves had
been successful in dissociating themselves from fascism in Washington,
however, is evident from the Department’s assertion that: “Eyen such a
self-admitted dictator as President Ubico of Guatemala has solemnly
assured U.S. representatives that he will oppose in every way the spread
of European rightist totalitarian principles in this country and will follow
the lead of the United States as long [szc.] as this country does not swing
to Communism.”%*

The legations in Central America were more enthusiastic by this time.
As the United States moved ever closer to involvement in the European
war, U.S. ministers started to develop a symbiotic relationship with the
local regimes. The groundwork for that relationship had been laid during
the late 1930s. It should be stressed that the caudillos themselves played a
major role in the development of a cordial working relationship by adopt-
ing the U.S. concerns for a fascist threat and representing their own gov-
ernments as an important barrier against it. But the fact that the caudillos
were ultimately more successful than their opponents in appropriating
anti-fascist language was also due to pressure from Washington on the
legations. Toward the end of the decade, the Department showed little or
no interest in field reports on local political matters. The legations accord-
ingly learned to put aside their concerns about local dictatorial measures
and to focus on subjects of inter-American solidarity and foreign threats
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thereto. As a result, the regimes of Ubico, Carifas, and Martinez came to
be associated, for the first time since they had come to power, with the
goals of the Good Neighbor. That development was completed during
World War II.

NoOTES

—

. See Chap. 4, section “Constitutionalism in El Salvador”.

2. Benjamin L. Alpers, Dictators, Democracy, and Amervican Public Culture:
Envisioning the Totalitavian Enemy, 1920s—-1950s (Chapel Hill, NC:
University of North Carolina Press, 2003), 1-2.

3. Edward A. Purcell, The Crisis of Democratic Theory. Scientific Naturalism
and the Problem of Value (Lexington, KY: University Press of Kentucky,
1973); Alpers, Dictators, David F. Schmitz, United States Foreign Policy
toward Fascist Italy, 1920-1940 (PhD Thesis: New Brunswick, 1985).

4. For example: Dunkerley, The Long War, 33. Also see n. 27-35 below.

. Grieb, Guatemalan Caundillo, 248-251. See below for further discussion.

6. At the time, U.S. legations in Central America and Mexico kept each other
and the Department informed about important activities of exiled opposi-
tionists. For example: Harold A. Collins (U.S. Chargé d’Affaires a.i. to
Costa Rica) to Department, February 5, 1937, PRHO, box 23, class 800.
For historians, another source on the activity of these exiled communities,
as well as collaboration between the caudillos to keep an eye on them,
would be the published records of Carfas’s secret police: Inestroza,
Documentos Clasificados, especially Chap. 2.

7. Erwin to Department, August 19, 1941, PRHO, box 68, class 800.B;
Cramp to Department, August 9, 1937, PRHO, box 23, class 800.

8. Argueta, Carins, 295-299.

9. El Comité Central del Partido Liberal Hondureno to Erwin, July 4, 1938
enclosed in: Erwin to Department, July 12, 1938, PRHO, box 35, class
800; Venancio Callejas to Franklin D. Roosevelt, November 30, 1936
enclosed in Callejas to Keena, December 11, 1936, PRHO, box 8, volume
IX, class 800; Kenneth J. Grieb, “The Myth of a Central American
Dictator’s League”, Journal of Latin American Studies 10:2 (November,
1978), 329-345.

10. Grieb, “The Myth”, 329 and 330.

11. Ibid.

12. “A Dictatorship Belt”, NYT (September 5, 1937), 98; “Dictators Agree in

Latin America”, NYT (July 20, 1937), 18; “Salvador Extends President’s

Term 6 Years”, NYT (January, 1939), 1; “Pact Stirs Central America”,

NYT (November 14, 1937), 68. The articles of July 20 and November 14

(92}



156

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.
18.

19.

20.

J. VAN DEN BERK

are also mentioned in Grieb, “The Myth”. Reiner Pommerin, Das Dritte
Reich und Lateinamerika. Die Deutsche Politik gegeniiber Siid- und
Mittelamerikn, 1939-1942 (PhD Thesis: Diisseldorf: Droste, 1977),
27-33 shows that Germany had little interest to expand the anti-Comintern
Pact to Latin America. Neither were Latin American States much inter-
ested to join the alliance.

Des Portes to Department, June 9, 1937, National Archives Microfilm
Publication, M1280, roll 4, Jorge Ubico: 652-658; Des Portes to
Department, August 30, 1937, M1289, roll 2, Political Affairs: 1308; Des
Portes to Welles, July 17, 1937, National Archives of the United States at
College Park, MD, Record Group 84: Records of the Foreign Service
Posts of the Department of State, Legation in Guatemala [PRGU],
Confidential Files [CF], box 9, file marked “Des Portes”; Des Portes to
Welles, August 6, 1937, PRGU, CF, box 9, file marked “Des Portes”.
Unknown author to Des Portes, Memorandum on present conditions in
Guatemala, April 24, 1937, PRGU, CF, box 1, class 800.

Des Portes to Department, February 2, 1937, PRGU, CF, box 1, class
800.

Welles to the U.S. Embassies and Legations in Latin America, March 7,
1938, PRGU, CF, box 2, class 820.02; Des Portes to Department, June 9,
1937, M1280, roll 4, Jorge Ubico: 652-658.

Keena to Department, November 13, 1936, PRHO, box 8, class 800.
According to Adam Fenner, Carfas instigated the boundary dispute “to
inspire Honduras nationalism, improve employment opportunities for
Hondurans, and rally the domestic opposition to his side.” In the mean-
time, he “successfully completed an elaborate ruse to make Washington
believe that he desired a swift resolution” of the dispute. Adam Fenner,
“Puppet Dictator in the Banana Republic? Re-examining Honduran-
American Relations in the Era of Tiburcio Carfas Andino, 1933-1938”,
Diplomacy and Statecraft 25:4 (2014), 613-629, there 620. Considering
the criticism from the legation, Carfas’s ruse was perhaps not that effective
initially, but he would ultimately establish a very satisfactory relation with
Erwin. I would suggest that U.S. appreciation for Carfas’s government as
a dictatorial government came much later than Fenner suggests and the
president’s manipulation of the fear for fascism was an important cause for
that outcome. However, Fenner’s argument that this appreciation was
“purposefully earned, not inadvertently won” (618) definitely holds true.
Cramp to Department, August 17, 1938, PRHO, CF, box 1, volume
1938, class 800. Also see Cramp to Department, September 2, 1938,
PRHO, CF, box 1, volume 1938 class 800.

Cramp to Department, August 17, 1938, PRHO, CF, box 1, volume
1938, class 800. The Department initially responded positively to this



21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

BECOMING BENIGN DICTATORS: THE GOOD NEIGHBOR AND FASCISM... 157

analysis by Cramp, noting that it would be “of assistance to the Department
in evaluating the future political developments in Honduras.” Adolf
A. Berle (Acting Secretary of State) to Cramp, September 17, 1938,
PRHO, CF, box 1, volume 1938, class 800.

Erwin to Department, November 12, 1938, PRHO, CF, box 1, volume
1938, class 800; Erwin to Department, November 15, 1938, PRHO, CF,
box 1, volume 1938, class 800; Erwin to Department, December 14,
1938, PRHO, CF, box 1, volume 1938, class 800; Erwin to Department,
December 2, 1939, PRHO, CF, box 1, volume 1939/1, class 500;
Unknown author, Memorandum of Conversation with Don Fernando
Lardizibal at the American Legation, November 24, 1939, PRHO, CF,
box 1, volume 1939/1, class 500; Erwin to Department, May 20, 1939,
PRHO, CF, box 2, volume 1939 /11, class 800; Erwin to Department,
June 2, 1939, PRHO, CF, box 2, volume 1939 /11, class 800; Erwin to
Department, December 7, 1939, PRHO, CF, box 2, volume 1939 /11,
class 800.

Erwin to Department, December 18, 1939, PRHO, CEF, box 2, volume
1939 /11, class 800.

Des Portes to Department, despatch 371, August 30, 1937, M1289, roll
2, Political Affairs: 1308; Duggan to Welles, March 9, 1937, Lot Files,
Records of the Office of American Republic Affairs, its predecessors, and
its successors [ARA], entry 211: Memorandums Relating to General Latin
American Affairs, January 4, 1937 to December 31, 1947 [entry 211 ], box
2, folder marked January to June 1937; “Salvadorean” to Walter
W. Hoffman (U.S. Chargé d’Affaires a.i. to El Salvador), September 17,
1938, PRES, box 13, volume VI, class 800; Rafacl Menendez et al. to
Frazer, January 6, 1939, PRES, box 21, volume VII, class 800.

H.H.S. Birch (British Minister to Guatemala) to Des Portes, August 18,
1938, PRGU, CF, box 2, class 800; Des Portes to Department, August 19,
1938, PRGU, CF, box 2, class 800; Lt. Col. ]J.B. Pate (U.S. Military
Attaché to Guatemala) to the Secretary of War, March 7, 1938, PRES, box
14, volume VII, class 820.02; Pate to the Secretary of War, March 11,
1938, PRES, box 14, volume VII, class 820.02; Pate to the Secretary of
War, March 11, 1938, PRES, box 14, volume VII, class 820.02; Capt.
FE.M. Lamson-Scribner (U.S. Naval Attaché to Guatemala) to Frazer,
January 13, 1938, PRES, CF, box 1; Lamson-Scribner to Frazer, January
20, 1938, PRES CF, box 1.

Hoffman to Department, August 24, 1938, PRES, box 13, volume VI,
class 800; Frazer to Department, February 24, 1939, PRES, box 21, vol-
ume VII, class 800. However, also note: Hoffman to Department, October
15, 1937, PRES, box 9, volume V, class 700; Frazer to Department,
February 9, 1938, PRES, box 13, volume VI, class 800.



158

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.

37.
38.

J. VAN DEN BERK

Duggan to Welles, March 9, 1937, Lot Files, ARA, entry 211, box 2,
folder marked January to June 1937.

On the Central American military, the glorification of violence, and
rejection of politics, consult: Susy Sanchez, “El Golpe de Estado
Somocista de 1936: Un Especticulo Politico de Exaltacién a la
Violencia”, Boletin de la Asociacion para el Fomento de los Estudios
Historicos en Centroamérica 49 (April 4, 2009); Robert H. Holden,
Armies without Nations: Public Violence and State Formation in Central
America, 1821-1960 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004 ), 50-95;
Elam, “The Army and Politics in El Salvador, 1840-1927”, in Brian
Loveman and Thomas M. Davies, Jr. eds., The Politics of Antipolitics:
The Military in Latin America (updated and revised: Wilmington, DE:
Scholarly Resources, 1997), 52-57. On corporatism in the political ide-
ology of the Carfas regime, consult: Dodd, Carins, 85-86 and 111-
112. On the centrality of racism in Guatemala’s political culture,
consult: Casaas Arza, Linaje y Racismo.

Pommerin, Das Dritte Reich; Pommerin, “Das nationalsozialistische
Deutschland und Lateinamerika, 1933-1945”, in Karl Kohut, Dietrich
Briesemeister, Gustav Siebenmann eds., Deutsche in Lateinamerika—
Lateinamerika in Deutschland (Frankfurt am Main: Vervuert, 1996),
398-406; Giinter Kahle, “Deutsche Landsknechte, Legionire und
Militirinstrukteure in Lateinamerika”, in Kohut, Deuntsche in Lateinamerika,
35—47; Thomas M. Leonard and John F. Bratzel, Latin America during
World War II (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2007); Friedman,
Nazis and Good Neighbors.

Leonard and Bratzel, Latin America, 9; “Guatemala”, in Booth, Wade,
and Walker eds., Understanding Central America, 115-116; Lindo-
Fuentes et al., Remembering, 82-86; Parkman, Nonviolent Insurvection,
28; Elam, “El Salvador, 1840-1927”, 57; Dunkerley, The Long War, 33.
Leonard, Search for Stability, 109-110.

Dodd, Carias, 85-86 and 111-112.

Grieb, Guatemalan Caundillo, 248-249.

Ibid., 250-251.

Ibid.

Ibid., 71.

Des Portes to Department, September 29, 1937, PRGU, box 11, class
710; Des Portes, Memorandum for the files, November 1937, PRGU, CF,
box 1, class 820.02; Des Portes to Department, September 29, 1937,
PRGU, box 11, class 710.

McKinney to Department, January 25, 1938, PRGU, box 17, class 800.1.
Des Portes to Department, despatch 512, February 23, 1938, M1280, roll
4, Jorge Ubico: 87.



BECOMING BENIGN DICTATORS: THE GOOD NEIGHBOR AND FASCISM... 159

39. Grieb, Guatemalan Caundillo, 35. Ubico’s relation with the Indian popula-
tion was in fact much different from the situation described by Des Portes.
Consult: Richard N. Adams, “Ethnic Images and Strategies in 1944”, in
Carol A. Smith ed., Guatemalan Indians and the State: 1540 to 1988
(Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 1990), 141-162, there 141-142;
McCreery, Rural Guatemaln, 312-322; Casals Arza, Linaje y Racismo,
especially 133-135.

40. This information comes from letters of Des Portes to his cousin, on his
mother’s side, Bernard Baruch and quoted in Margaret L. Coit, Mr. Baruch
(Reprint: Washington, DC, 2000), 400.

41. Des Portes to Department, despatch 512, February 23,1938, M1280, roll
4, Jorge Ubico: 87; Gerald Drew (Division of American Republic Affairs)
to Duggan, untitled memorandum, March 3, 1938, M1280, roll 4, Jorge
Ubico: 87.

42. As an illustrative sample, consult: Des Portes, Memorandum of
Conversation with Ubico, June 15, 1938, PRGU, box 23, class 800; Des
Portes, Memorandum of Conversation with Ubico, February 27, 1939,
PRGU, box 23, class 800.1; Des Portes, Memorandum of Conversation
with Ubico, June 15, 1939, PRGU, box 23, class 800.1; Des Portes to
Department, June 15, 1937, PRGU, CF, box 1, class 710; Des Portes to
Department, October 28, 1937, PRGU, CF, box 1, class 800; McKinney,
Memorandum of Conversation with Ubico, December 6, 1938, PRGU,
CF, box 2, class 820.02; Des Portes, Memorandum of Conversation with
President Ubico, September 23, 1938, PRGU, CF, box 2, class 8§20.02;
McKinney, Memorandum of Conversation with President Ubico,
December 6, 1938, PRGU, CF, box 2, class 820.02.

43. Des Portes to Department, May 15, 1938, PRGU, CF, box 2, class 800.C.

44. A representative sampling of such instructions: Frazer to Erwin, February
5, 1938, PRHO, box 36, class 820; Welles to the U.S. Embassies and
Legations in Latin America, May 7, 1938, PRHO, box 36, class 820; Hull
to the U.S. Embassies and Legations in Latin America, June 27, 1939,
PRHO, box 49, class 824; Welles to Certain American Diplomatic and
Consular Officers in Latin America, July 5, 1938, PRHO, CF, box 1, class
800; Berle to the U.S. Embassies and Legations in Latin America,
September 20, 1939, PRHO, CF, box 1, volume 1, class 121; Berle to
Albert H. Cousins, Jr. (U.S. secretary of legation in Honduras), October
21, 1940, PRHO, box 58, class 820.02.

45. Gilderhus, Second Century, 91-96.

46. Des Portes to Department, May 15, 1940, PRGU, CF, box 3, class 711.

47. Des Portes to Department, September 24, 1938, PRGU, CF, box 2, class
800; McKinney, Memorandum of Conversation with President Ubico,
December 6, 1938, PRGU, CF, box 2, class 820.02; Des Portes,



160

48.

49.

50.

51.
52.

53.

54.

55.

56.
57.

J. VAN DEN BERK

Memorandum of Conversation with President Ubico, September 23,
1938, PRGU, CF, box 2, class 820.02.

Des Portes to Department, September 24, 1938, PRGU, CF, box 2, class
800; Des Portes to Department, December 13, 1938, PRGU, CF, box 2,
class 800.B; McKinney to Department, December 13, 1938, PRGU, CF,
box 2, class 820.02.

John M. Cabot (U.S. secretary of legation in Guatemala), Memorandum
of Conversation with Ubico, February 5, 1940, PRGU, box 29, class
800.1; Des Portes, Memorandum of Conversation with Ubico, June 21,
1940, PRGU, CF, box 3, class 711; Hartwell Johnson (U.S. secretary of
legation in Guatemala), Memorandum of Conversation with Ubico,
August 14, 1941, PRGU, CF, box 4, class 800.1.

McKinney to Department, June 14, 1938, M1280, roll 2, Political Affairs:
1321; McKinney to Department, December 13, 1938, PRGU, CF, box 2,
class 820.02.

Des Portes to Duggan, July 28, 1938, PRGU, CF, box 2, class 800.
Erwin to Department, March 29, 1938, PRHO, box 35, class 800; Erwin to
Department, March 30, 1939, PRHO, box 47, class 711; Erwin to
Department, November 16, 1939, PRHO, box 47, class 711.1; Hull to the
U.S. Legations in Central America, December 15, 1939, PRHO, box 47, class
711.1; Erwin to Department, December 16, 1939, PRHO, box 47, class
711.1; Erwin to Department, December 21, 1937, PRHO, box 47, class
711.1; Welles to Erwin, December 22, 1939, PRHO, box 47, class 711.1;
Erwin to Department, December 30, 1939, PRHO, box 47, class 711.1;
Erwin to Department, January, 29, 1940, PRHO, box 57, class 711.1.
Erwin to Department, June 21, 1939, PRHO, CF, box 2, volume 1939/
11, class 800; Hull to the U.S. Legations in Central America, May 13,
1940, PRHO, box 57, class 711.1; Erwin to Department, November 16,
1938, PRHO, CF, box 1, volume 1938, class 800; Fred K. Salter (U.S.
secretary of legation in Honduras) to Department, October 3, 1939,
PRHO, CF, box 2, volume 1939 /1, class 800.

While it doesn’t deal with the war years, Fenner, “Puppet Dictator”, sug-
gests that Carfas had used such tactics to influence the perceptions of
Hondurans and U.S. observers during the 1930s.

Erwin to Department, December 21, 1939, PRHO, box 47, volume VII,
class 711.1; Salter, untitled memorandum, March 28, 1938, PRHO, box
35, volume VI, class 800; Erwin to Department, December 6, 1938, box
36, volume VII, class 801; Erwin to Department, December 26, 1939,
PRHO, box 47, volume VII, class 711.1.

Erwin to Department, December 27, 1940, PRHO, box 57, class 800.1.
On Honduran war measures: Erwin to Department, June 21, 1939,
PRHO, CF, box 2, volume 1939 /1, class 800; Erwin to Department, June



58.
59.

60.

6l.

62.

63.

64.

BECOMING BENIGN DICTATORS: THE GOOD NEIGHBOR AND FASCISM... 161

24, 1939, PRHO, CF, box 2, volume 1939/1, class 800; Erwin to
Department, May 21, 1940, PRHO, CF, box 2, volume 3, class 820.02;
Hull to the U.S. Legations and Embassies in Latin America, June 3, 1940,
PRHO, CF, box 1, volume 1, class 711; Erwin, Memorandum of
Conversation at the Presidential Palace, June 14, 1940, PRHO, CF, box 1,
volume 1, class 711; Unknown author, Memorandum of Staff Conversations
between Representatives of the Government of Honduras and the Military
and Naval Services of the United States, PRHO, CF, box 1, volume 1, class
711; Erwin to Department, July 1, 1940, PRHO, CF, box 2, volume 3,
class 820.02. On the legation’s perception of El Cronista: Salter to
Department, October 3, 1939, PRHO, CF, box 2, class 891.

See Chap. 6, section “The Sixth Column”.

Albert H. Cousins, Jr. (U.S. secretary of legation in Honduras) to
Department, March 11, 1941, PRHO, CF, box 3, volume 1, class 800.
Many files in that same folder deal with the supposed connection between
the Honduran Liberal Party and German agents. Also see: Erwin to
Department, May 31, 1940, PRHO, CF, box 2, volume 2, class 820.02;
RDG, Memorandum, October 21, 1940, PRHO, CF, box 1, volume 1,
class 800; Erwin to Department, October 22, 1940, PRHO, CF, box 1,
volume 1, class 800. Argueta confirms that Carfas justified his suppressive
measures by presenting them as measures against totalitarian subversion:
Mario Argueta, La Gran Huelya Bananera. 69 Dias que Conmovieron o
Honduras (Tegucigalpa, 1995), 13. At the same time, the published
records of Carfas’s secret police contain no information which suggests
that the regime was actually concerned about the link between opposition-
ists and Nazi or fascist agents: Inestroza, Documentos Clasificados.
Cousins to Department, March 11, 1941, PRHO, CF, box 3, volume 1,
class 800.

Corrigan to Department, October 18, 1935, PRES, volume 136, class
800; Corrigan to Department, August 26, 1936, PRES, box 4, volume 5,
800; Corrigan to Department, September 5, 1936, PRES, box 4, volume
5, 800.

Meredith Nicholson (U.S. Minister to Nicaragua) to Hoffman, May 5,
1939, PRES, box 17, volume II, class 123; Frazer to Department, August
7, 1939, PRES, box 17, volume II, class 123; Frazer to Maximiliano
H. Martinez (President of El Salvador), April 26, 1939, PRES, box 17,
volume II, class 123; Frazer to Department, April, 26, 1939, PRES, box
17, volume II, class 123.

Frazer to Department, February 9, 1938, PRES, box 13, volume VI, class
800; Frazer to Department, September 6, 1939, PRES, box 20, volume
VI, class 711.

Welles to the U.S. Legations and Embassies in Latin America, October 21,
1938, PRHO, box 36, class 820. Emphasis added.



162 ). VAN DEN BERK

Worxks CITED

UNPUBLISHED DOCUMENTS

National Archives of the United States, College Park, Maryland.
Record Group 59:
State Department Central Archives. Microfilms.
State Department Lot Files.
Record Group 84:
Post Records. Guatemala.
Post Records. El Salvador.
Post Records. Honduras.

NEWSPAPERS AND MAGAZINES

The New York Times. Digital archives accessed through Proquest Historical
Newspapers.

SECONDARY SOURCES

Adams, Richard N. 1990. Ethnic Images and Strategies in 1944. In Guatemalan
Indians and the State: 1540 to 1988, ed. Carol A. Smith, 141-162. Austin, TX:
University of Texas Press.

Alpers, Benjamin L. 2003. Dictators, Democracy, and American Public Culture:
Envisioning the Totalitarian Enemy, 19205—1950s. Chapel Hill, NC: University
of North Carolina Press.

Argueta, Mario. 1995. La Gran Huelga Bananera. 69 Dias que Conmovieron n
Honduras. Tegucigalpa: Editorial Universitaria.

. 2008. Tiburcio Carias: Anatomin de una Epoca. 2nd ed. Tegucigalpa:
Editorial Guaymuras.

Casats Arza, Marta Elena. 2007. Guatemala: Linaje y Racismo. 3rd ed. Guatemala:
F&G Editores.

Coit, Margaret L. 2000. M7. Baruch. Washington, DC: Reprint.

Dodd, Thomas J. 2005. Tiburcio Carias. Portrait of o Honduran Political Leader.
Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press.

Dunkerley, James. 1982. The Long War. Dictatorship and Revolution in El Salvador.
London: Junction Books.

Elam, Robert V. 1997. The Army and Politics in El Salvador, 1840-1927. In The
Politics of Antipolitics: The Military in Latin America, ed. Brian Loveman and
Thomas M. Davies Jr., 52-57. Updated and Revised. Wilmington, DE:
Scholarly Resources.




BECOMING BENIGN DICTATORS: THE GOOD NEIGHBOR AND FASCISM... 163

Fenner, Adam. 2014. Puppet Dictator in the Banana Republic? Re-examining
Honduran-American Relations in the Era of Tiburcio Carias Andino,
1933-1938. Diplomacy and Statecraft 25 (4): 613-629.

Friedman, Max Paul. 2003. Nazis and Good Neighbors: The United States Campaign
Agwinst Germans of Latin America in World War I1. New York: Cambridge
University Press.

Gilderhus, Mark T. 2000. The Second Century. U.S.-Latin American Relations
since 1889. Wilmington, DE: Scholarly Resources.

Grieb, Kenneth J. 1978. The Myth of a Central American Dictator’s League.
Journal of Latin American Studies 10 (2): 329-345.

. 1979. Guatemalan Caudillo, The Regime of Jorge Ubico: Guatemaln,
1931-1944. Athens, OH: Ohio University Press.

Holden, Robert H. 2004. Armies Without Nations: Public Violence and State
Formation in Central America, 1821-1960. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Inestroza Manzanares, Jesas Evelio. 2009. Documentos Clasificados de ln Policin
Secretn de Carins (1937-1944). Tegucigalpa: Instituto Hondureno de
Antropologia y Historia.

Kahle, Giinter. 1996. Deutsche Landsknechte, Legiondre und Militdrinstrukteure
in Lateinamerika. In  Dewutsche in  Lateinamerika—Lateinamerika  in
Deutschland, ed. Karl Kohut, Dietrich Briesemeister, and Gustav Siebenmann,
35—47. Frankfurt am Main: Vervuert.

Leonard, Thomas M. 1991. Central America and the United States: The Search for
Stability. Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press.

Leonard, Thomas M., and John F. Bratzel. 2007. Latin America during World
War II. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield.

Lindo-Fuentes, Héctor, Erik Ching, and Rafael A. Lara-Martinez. 2007.
Remembering o Massacre in EL Salvador: The Insurrection of 1932, Roque
Dalton, and the Politics of Historical Memory. Albuquerque, NM: University of
New Mexico Press.

McCreery, David. 1994. Rural Guatemala, 1760-1940. Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press.

Parkman, Patricia. 1988. Nonviolent Insurrection in EL Salvador: The Fall of
Maximiliano Herndandez Martinez. Tucson, AZ: University of Arizona
Press.

Pommerin, Reiner. 1977. Das Dritte Reich und Lateinamerika. Die dewtsche
Politik gegeniiber Siid- und Mittelamerika, 1939-1942. PhD Thesis, Droste,
Diisseldorf.

1996. Das nationalsozialistische Deutschland und Lateinamerika,

1933-1945. In Deutsche in Lateinamerika—Lateinamerika in Deutschland,

ed. Karl Kohut, Dietrich Briesemeister, and Gustav Siebenmann, 398-406.

Frankfurt am Main: Vervuert.




164 ). VAN DEN BERK

Purcell, Edward A. 1973. The Crisis of Democratic Theory. Scientific Naturalism
and the Problem of Vialue. Lexington, KY: University Press of Kentucky.

Sanchez, Susy. 2009. El Golpe de Estado Somocista de 1936: Un Especticulo
Politico de Exaltacion a la Violencia. Boletin de la Asociacion para el Fomento de
los Estudios Historicos en Centroamérica 49 (April 4).

Schmitz, David F. 1985. United States Foreign Policy toward Fascist Italy,
1920-1940. PhD Thesis, New Brunswick.



CHAPTER 6

The Best of Neighbors: The Alliance Against
Fascism, 1939-1944

After the outbreak of hostilities in Europe, the Central American dictators
were adopted in a hemisphere-wide, and later worldwide, alliance led by
the United States. Initially, the hemispheric alliance was aimed at keeping
the Americas out of the war. After Pearl Harbor, the new worldwide alli-
ance that came to be known as the United Nations was aimed at defeating
fascism. Whatever its aim or reach, though, the alliance that formed under
U.S. leadership was conceived of as a league of freedom-loving countries,
democracies even, who jointly faced the evil of totalitarianism.

The alliance was considerably more diverse than the symbolism of “the
democracies vs. the dictatorships” would permit, however. And its com-
mitment to the ideal of democracy was, at best, pragmatic. Of the Big
Three—the United States, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union—one was
an outright dictatorship, while the other two were colonial empires.
Hence, some subtle—and not so subtle—artifices were needed to force
the alliance partners into the mold of democracy. In the United States, for
example, Joseph Stalin, the notorious mastermind of the show trials and a
former ally of Hitler, was re-imagined as “Uncle Joe,” a benign patriarch
for the Russian people.!

Similarly, the caudillos of the American hemisphere were re-imagined
in the United States as staunch, if somewhat eclectic, defenders of democ-
racy. For example, U.S. journalist Hubert Knickerbocker, who visited
Honduras in 1939, suggested that Carfas’s impressive physique didn’t just
make him “the world biggest dictator,” but also “the most formidable
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physical obstacle” to totalitarian aggression. Knickerbocker cheerfully
noted that Carfas was “a third again larger than Stalin, twice the size of
Hitler, and would make three of Mussolini.”? As this prosaic description
of Carfas indicates, the caudillos were never conceived of as anything other
than dictators—that would have required outright denial of the facts. But
together with his formidable bulk (weighing in at 250 pounds), the jour-
nalist considered Carias’s firm hold on power to be an obstacle against the
spread of fascist influence in the Western Hemisphere. The sins of the
Central American dictators were absolved after the start of the war, because
they became allies in the fight against the even more vicious tyranny of
fascism.

Chapters 6 and 7 address this important development in the context
of U.S. diplomacy. After 1939, the Foreign Service established a close
working relationship with local dictatorships that was unlike anything
that had existed before. The current chapter argues that the two causes
for this development were the challenges that were specific to the Foreign
Service’s work in Central America—while U.S. military representatives,
for example, became skeptical of cooperation with the caudillos—and
the active campaigns of Ubico, Carfas, and Martinez to promote them-
selves as staunch allies of the United States. One consequence of this
wartime partnership between the Foreign Service and the caudillos was
that U.S. diplomats’ attitude toward the dictatorships of Central
America, which had been ambiguous before the war, came to include a
new conceptual framework for U.S. collaboration with local dictators—
specifically from the standpoint of them being dictatorships. However,
Chap. 7 will argue that a second consequence was that the alliance with
local dictators became problematic in light of the emergence of Central
American opposition movements that adopted the U.S. promoted lan-
guage of the war as one of democracy versus dictatorship. One of the
arguments of this book is that these wartime developments play a much
more important role in the history of U.S.—Central American relations
than is often recognized. Indeed, the war years can be said to constitute
a turning point. The development of a close working relationship
between the United States and the dictatorships and the development of
a progressive alternative to the dictatorships presented U.S. diplomats
with two policy alternatives immediately after the war. The way in which
diplomats and policymakers dealt with that choice would shape U.S.
policy during the early Cold War.
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WrtH FRIENDS LIKE THESE ...

During World War II, Washington had no policy aimed specifically at
Central America. Its plans for the region were part of a larger hemispheric
policy, which was itself part of a larger strategy to fight the war and,
roughly from 1943 onward, to shape the postwar world. United States
hemispheric policy as it concerned Central America was a strange mixture
of feverish activity and negligence. The activity sprang entirely from the
multifaceted efforts to win the war. Meanwhile, Washington also neglected
the region in the sense that matters not related to the war, matters that
had no significance beyond the strictly Central American context, received
no attention. There was only wartime policy and Central America played
a very small role in that policy, but there was no Central American policy
as such.

Perhaps as a consequence, historical assessments of the diplomatic and
political importance of U.S. wartime involvement in Central America are
relatively recent. Bryce Wood’s classic, two-volume account of the rise and
decline of the Good Neighbor policy, for example, almost entirely ignores
the war. The first book ends in 1939 with the observation that “[jlust
before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor ... it may be said that the
United States had established, with the assistance of certain Latin American
states, an unprecedented set of relationships productive of a nearly soli-
dary American attitude toward threats from without.” Especially as com-
pared to inter-American cooperation during World War I and the later
Korean War, the support that the United States received from its Latin
American allies was, according to Wood, the greatest triumph for the
Good Neighbor. Wood’s second monograph, this time on the decline of
the Good Neighbor, picks up the story in 1944, with Ambassador Spruille
Braden’s attempts to block the rise of Juan Perén in Argentina in 1944.
From that time onward, the Good Neighbor was steadily “dismantled.”?

Wood represents a generation of historians who regard U.S.-Latin
American cooperation during World War II as a high point for the Good
Neighbor policy, before the relationship soured again during the Cold
War. More critical voices emphasize the continuity between the early
twentieth century and the Cold War.* According to Lars Schoultz, for
example, the Good Neighbor represents only a tactical break with the
interventionist past. While military incursions ended, Washington started
to rely on local dictators to protect its interests during the 1930s. The war



168 J. VAN DEN BERK

only strengthened these ties and, in that sense, should be considered a
continuation of the 1930s situation, according to Schoultz. The U.S. sup-
ported the dictators in the interest of local stability and the dictators sup-
ported the U.S. in order to be illegible for lend-lease aid, flexible trade and
financial agreements, and prestigious United Nations status. After the war,
the relationship continued into the Cold War as the strong bonds with
local military regimes “would facilitate the transmission of anticommunist
values to Latin America.”®

The wartime alliance of American republics, which eventually included
every nation but Argentina, was undoubtedly a great diplomatic victory
for the Roosevelt administration. However, Schoultz raises an important
issue by drawing our attention to the fact that during the war, the United
States worked closely with authoritarian regimes, especially in Central
America and the Caribbean. An important related development was that
the celebrated non-intervention principle was silently abandoned during
the war. Washington introduced new treaties for the use of Central
American airfields and harbors; arrangements to share intelligence; assis-
tance in the blacklisting of German economic interests; collaboration with
local security forces, including the supply of lend-lease equipment; exten-
sive propaganda campaigns to sell the purpose of the war to American
allies; programs for the deportation of Axis nationals; and many more
initiatives. During the war years, U.S. legations (embassies from 1943
onward) in Central America were expanded to be able to deal with the vast
amounts of work relating to the war.®

Max Paul Friedman acknowledges that Washington abided by the
non-intervention principle more or less faithfully through the 1930s,
but abandoned it during, rather than after the war as Wood argues. He
argues that “overblown fears of an external threat to the hemisphere
brought about the end of the Good Neighbor policy during the Second
World War, not the Cold War.” As Friedman demonstrates, U.S.—
German economic rivalry and exaggerated concerns for the existence of
a Nazi “fifth column” in Latin America escalated into a U.S.-led depor-
tation program during the war. Part of a broader program of economic
warfare against German interests in the Western Hemisphere, thou-
sands of Germans and Japanese and hundreds of Italians were deported
from Latin American nations and interned in the United States. Much
like Schoultz, Friedman observes that it was the dictatorships of Latin
America who were especially keen to cooperate with the United States.
Many local strongmen used the program to their advantage as the
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properties of German deportees were expropriated, offering new
opportunities for enrichment and graft. The democratic nations more
carefully guarded their sovereignty against U.S. interference and tried
to protect the interests of deportees who were often long-time resi-
dents or citizens of the nations in question.”

Friedman’s focus on the deportation programs shows that the war years
brought important changes to U.S. policies and should not be regarded
merely as an extension of the 1930s. The remainder of this chapter extends
our understanding of this period by showing how non-intervention was
silently abandoned by U.S. diplomats and why the Foreign Service built a
strong relationship with local regimes. However, the next chapter also
cautions against the conclusion that the situation that existed during
World War II naturally evolved into Cold War policies.

Exactly how the United States came to abandon non-intervention to
work with Central American dictators (again, specifically because they
were dictators) during the war is not easily explained. This new reality
was not the result of high-level policy directives or decisions. Neither can
it be said, however, that it was an entirely unintended side-effect of the
war. Rather, U.S. Foreign Service officers first came to rely on, and then
came to appreciate and justify, collaboration with the dictators in
response to pressures from Washington and from local governments.
The State Department expected its envoys to negotiate a plethora of new
treaties, while the caudillos expected some pay-offs for their cooperative
attitudes.

In Central America, the State Department was mainly concerned with
the political side of the war—the war “on paper.” Inter-American coopera-
tion and coordination had always been important objectives of the Good
Neighbor policy and was put to good use throughout the international
crises that the Roosevelt administration faced. Reciprocal trade treaties
were pushed as a remedy against the Depression; neutrality policy was
coordinated at Pan-American conferences; and the American Republics
were all recruited into the allied camp during the war. Material benefits
were not always expected from inter-American cooperation. Individual
reciprocal trade agreements did not always yield beneficial economic
results and most American Republics were not thought capable to protect
their neutrality or to contribute to the war effort in the military sense. For
an important part—and this is particularly true where U.S.—Central
American relations are concerned—the benefits of inter-American coop-
eration were political in nature. The ability of the United States to mold a
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regional block in favor of its policies of either “free trade,” “peace,” or
“democracy” (as was the case with reciprocal trade, neutrality, and war
respectively) reflected on its ability and stature as a world leader.

Where Central America was concerned, the State Department never
expected substantial material benefits in the cases of reciprocal trade, neu-
trality, or war. The economies of the United States and Central America
were non-competitive, so there were generally no tariffs or trade barriers
against coffee and bananas in the United States, neither were there trade
barriers against manufactured products in Central America—yet, recipro-
cal trade agreements were duly negotiated. The Central American states
had no important political ties with either Europe or Asia—yet they duly
followed U.S. neutrality policy. Lastly, no one in the Roosevelt administra-
tion expected the isthmian republics to contribute to the war in a tradi-
tional military sense. For example, Secretary of War Henry Stimson noted
after a dinner with representatives of Latin American armies that “when I
saw the swarthy faces of some of the representatives of countries like
Honduras who sat in front of me at this table, I ‘had me doubts’, so to
speak, as to how much they would take of this burden [of military coop-
cration].”® Yet the political—or “moral” as it was sometimes called at the
time—support of Central American states for the war effort was aggres-
sively sought and greatly appreciated when forthcoming.

The caudillos actively supported U.S. international initiatives before
the start of the European war and this trend continued at an accelerated
pace after 1939. Events in Europe set in motion the machinery of inter-
American cooperation that was created at pre-war conferences and the
Department aggressively pushed the sister republics to toe the line. During
the first half of 1941, the Department considered measures to “motivate”
the Latin American republics to take a more aggressive stance against
totalitarian actions. At that point, a position of strict neutrality, which was
still the position taken by the major Latin nations, was no longer consid-
ered adequate by the Department. The benefits of lend-lease and “sympa-
thetic” consideration of export licenses were dangled before the southern
governments to make them go along with the U.S.? No such actions were
needed in Central America—its leaders apparently being well aware of the
U.S. ability to wield stick and offer carrot. In many cases, Central American
governments offered their help before it was solicited. Even before Pearl
Harbor, Ubico, Martinez, and Carfas told the ministers in their capitals
that they would follow the U.S. into war (if necessary).!® Those promises
were kept alive in the official press and resulted in the spontaneous
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declarations of war in December—those of Honduras and El Salvador
actually preceding the official U.S. declaration of war against Japan by a
couple of hours.!!

A brief overview of diplomatic actions around the start of World War 11
serves to illustrate the nature of cooperation sought by the United States
and provided by Central America. In the second half of 1939, Guatemala,
El Salvador, and Honduras proclaimed their neutrality, following U.S.
wishes. One month later, the Department requested that American nations
jointly condemn the Graf Spee incident off the Uruguayan coast—Central
American states concurred. On December 22 of that year, the Department
requested blanket permission for the use of Central American waters, air-
space, and airfields for the purpose of a “neutrality patrol.” The request
was quickly granted. In May 1940, the Central American states joined the
U.S. in condemnation of the Nazi invasion of the Low Countries and
provided maximum press attention to the event at the request of the
Department. During the summer of that year, the U.S. and Central
America agreed, at Washington’s initiative, to coordinate their actions
against Axis propaganda and started to exchange information on that sub-
ject. Around the same time, the State Department brought together rep-
resentatives from the War Department and the Central American armies to
hold preliminary talks on defensive cooperation. Carfas’s assertion that he
expected nothing in return for his complete cooperation particularly
impressed the War Department.

Naturally, 1941 saw another scurry of diplomatic activity. The
Department actively sought Latin American approval for a set of plans and
strategies called the “Defense of Democracies.” Central American states
applauded the initiative. The isthmian states also extended their “moral”
support for the occupation of Iceland and the European possessions in
Latin America. Closer cooperation toward the suppression of “totalitarian
activities” was achieved when the Central Americans agreed to keep a
check on Axis diplomatic activity, communications, and travel. The alli-
ance between Central America and the United States—which might be
said to have existed de facto for some time—became official with the isth-
mian declarations of war against the Axis. Toward the end of 1941, begin-
ning of 1942, Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras signed the Atlantic
Charter.!?

Considering such activities, wartime cooperation placed great demands
on the U.S. Foreign Service, even on the officers in the tiny Central
American republics. During the 1940-1945 years, the U.S. legations in
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Central America were expanded to be able to deal with the vast amounts
of work relating to the war.!® But this process was accompanied by consid-
erable confusion, especially in the 1941-1943 period when the workload
for legations rose very quickly while new personnel was not readily avail-
able. Already in September 1939, John Moors Cabot, first secretary at the
legation in Guatemala, wrote his friend Gerald Drew at the State
Department that the legation was cutting back on routine reports and
reports on political matters because the Department was probably being
“swamped” by other matters anyway, but also because the legation was
short on clerks.’* What had been a friendly reminder of a shortness of per-
sonnel in September became a desperate plea for help in July 1940. In an
official report to the Department, Cabot noted that “the work of this
Legation has substantially doubled in the past year” while the “personnel
of the Legation has not been expanded to handle this increase in busi-
ness.” The situation became so serious that “matters have now reached the
point where it is impossible to conduct the Legation’s business as it should
be conducted. Important matters requiring detailed study can not be given
the time which should be devoted to them. Less important matters must
be slighted in order that more important matters may receive attention.”
But when the legation had to deal with several urgent matters at the same
time, the staff was “utterly swamped” and it was very difficult to avoid
“slipshod work” or even “serious errors.” To compound these difficulties,
several people at the legation were showing physical signs of exhaustion
due to the workload and lack of leave. Two officers (probably Des Portes
and Cabot) were suffering from chronic stomach problems that, in Cabot’s
view, were in part caused by “the constant strain of work.” If this situation
continued, the secretary opined, there was the very real risk that “the
Legation’s business would be forced virtually to stop” or that one or more
members of the staff would “suffer a complete breakdown.”!®

The situation at other legations in Central America was substantially
the same. Beginning in 1941, Frazer reported that all his clerks were over-
worked and urgently asked for more personnel, both at the clerical and
officer level. In the following two years, every new addition to the person-
nel of the legation in El Salvador was only followed by more urgent appeals
for more people because the workload kept increasing.'® Similarly, Erwin
started pleading for more personnel in 1941. Halfway through 1942, the
minister reported that his legation was operating with a minimum of
employees. The clerks were overworked and, most damningly, the “minis-
ter [was] doing at least half his own typing.”'”
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Even if the Department sympathized with the dire situation at its
Central American posts, which was not always the case,!'® it was low on
personnel itself’ and devoted most of its attention to other parts of the
world. It was slow to react to the shortness of personnel in its relatively
unimportant Central American posts. From 1941 onward, the lega-
tions did welcome several new colleagues: officers, clerks, and special-
ists who were sent to work on war-related projects. However, it appears
that the increase in personnel did not keep up with the increasing
workload. Requests for extra personnel from the field continued until
at least 1943.2°

Not surprisingly, the work of the legations suffered from the constant
strain and shortages of personnel. This situation had some very significant
consequences for the efficiency of the Central American posts. First of all,
the attention of the legations shifted from their usual focus on internal
political matters to the many new tasks surrounding the war effort. As
Cabot indicated, routine reporting and in-depth analysis of local politics
did not receive as much attention as it would have under normal circum-
stances. Comments of outside observers, mainly State Department inspec-
tors and officers, confirm the direction of the trend away from political
reporting. A 1941 inspection report of the Honduran post, for example,
shows that the legation devoted most of its manpower to reports on sup-
posed Axis activities in the region, at the expense of reports on local condi-
tions. A broader State Department study of that same year noted that
political reports from the field focused mainly on totalitarian activities,
rather than local events.?! This was not just the fault of the men on the
ground, of course. The Department itself showed little or no interest
in local political affairs.??

Secondly, and perhaps more seriously, even war-related work was often
handled in a somewhat superficial manner. In and of itself, the need for
coordination between the many wartime agencies operating in Central
America; the complex and ever-changing requirements of economic war-
fare; the surveillance of thousands of locally resident Axis nationals; the
negotiation of new agreements and treaties, and so forth, was so demand-
ing a job, especially considering the lack of personnel, that the legations
mainly confined themselves to the handling of these matters on paper.
There was no manpower available to handle the practical side of these
matters or even to check up on their execution. For example, when the
Department inquired after the efficiency and significance of the work that
several wartime agencies were doing in Honduras under the general coor-
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dination of the legation, the best answer that the legation could provide
was that “aside from wasting money and time, the agencies appear to do
no particular harm.”?

The State Department rarely pressured its legations to follow up on the
cooperative agreements negotiated with the caudillos, except, perhaps,
where the suppression of fifth column activities and the flow of strategic
materials was concerned. The Department never expected much in the
way of material benefits from its Central American alliances. It wanted the
isthmian states to back the inter-American war measures; it wanted photo-
graphs of the caudillos signing their declarations of war; it wanted quota-
tions from the local president’s speeches that gave voice to local support
for the war effort, all of it in the interest of presenting a united bloc of
states under U.S. leadership for the benefit of both domestic and foreign
audiences.?* In a word, the Department was well aware of, and imminently
satisfied with the fact that cooperation with the Central American repub-
lics existed mainly on paper.

The result of these developments for the relationship between the lega-
tions and the local regimes was twofold. First, the legations relied more
and more on their personal associations with the local presidents and their
trusted allies. Second, the legations lost sight of the local political situa-
tion. As the context of local politics faded from the legations’ reports, the
relation with local dictatorships was now almost entirely understood in the
international context of fighting a totalitarian enemy.

Outwardly, the Central American administrations showed themselves
very willing to cooperate with the legations. For the handful of over-
worked officials at the U.S. legations, this cooperative pose must have
been very gratifying. Without it, it would be well-nigh impossible to meet
the demands of the State Department. The stability and continued rule of
the Central American regimes thus became an important asset to the U.S.
legations—leading to a grossly inflated estimate of the importance of the
regimes to U.S. wartime interests and of the consequences of their possi-
ble demise. Erwin did not let an occasion go by to emphasize Carias’s
personal cooperative stance. The minister also came to believe that if any-
thing happened to Carfas the country would be thrown into chaos, because
there was no one in Honduras who was of sufficient prestige to take his
place.?® Des Portes argued, in a personal letter to Lawrence Duggan of the
State Department, that “any political disturbances” would be very unfor-
tunate “in view of the international situation.” The minister goes on
that—despite the views of some observers who feel that the government is
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dominated by Nazi sympathizers—he personally felt that “we are getting
one-hundred percent cooperation from President Ubico ... and any
change that might occur could only operate to the detriment of our war
effort.”?¢

This sentiment was largely shared by the State Department, where the
Central American desk was occupied by John Cabot, who was previously
Des Portes’s secretary in Guatemala. Synthesizing the reports coming in
from the field, Cabot noted that “in the larger aspect ... we are unfortu-
nate in having to back in effect at least three long-standing dictatorships in
Central America which no longer command the confidence and respect at
home and abroad that they once did. There is danger that we will find
ourselves caught in the dilemma of either supporting an unpopular tyr-
anny or of fomenting disorder which could scarcely fail to redound to the
benefit of the totalitarians.”?” This seems to be the highest level at which
this problem was contemplated and for the duration of the war, the State
Department was satisfied to let matters in Central America run their course
as long as cooperation was forthcoming.

How the developments described above influenced the thinking of the
U.S. ministers in Central America can be more readily appreciated, if we
contrast their views with those of the U.S. military representatives in the
region. It should be noted that historian Eric Paul Roorda does the same
for diplomatic and military representatives in Trujillo’s Dominican
Republic, but the outcome of his analysis differs sharply from the one
presented here. According to Roorda, it was the Foreign Service that was
most alert to the sacrifice of civil liberties under the Trujillo dictatorship,
while representatives of the U.S. military appreciated the efficiency of the
regime. In Central America, the situation appears to have been the reverse,
during the war years at least.?® Around the beginning of the war, military
representatives greatly expanded their political reporting. Apparently, they
were acting on the orders of the War Department, which were desirous to
know how the political situation on the ground could affect military plan-
ning. The reports of the naval attaché in Central America, Frank June, are
greatly at odds with the reports of the U.S. legations.

Taking Guatemala as an example, June was carefully optimistic about
Ubico’s willingness to cooperate with the United States at the start of the
war. Only a few months into the war, however, the naval attaché came to
the remarkable conclusion that while the Guatemalan government gave
the appearance of cooperation, closer scrutiny “reveals certain flaws in
her spirit of cooperation which tend to indicate that the Government is
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pursuing perhaps a policy of economic and political expediency.” Even
more seriously, June believed that “Guatemala may be prepared to reverse
its position at some time in the future, if such reversal is warranted by
world events.” The attaché came to this conclusion after a very extensive
investigation of Guatemala’s practical contributions to the war effort.
June noted that Guatemala refused to use its own artillery to protect its
ports; that it had deported Nazi prisoners to the U.S. only to be rid of the
burden of taking care of them; that its decrees against Nazi activities
lacked “teeth”; that its government was full of Nazi sympathizers, and so
on. Concerning the last point, the legation agreed with June, but he was
not convinced (as the legation was) that Ubico himself was pro-American
and that any signs of a non-cooperative attitude were the responsibility of
his subordinates: “in a country which is so dominated by one man, it is
difficult to believe that he should be unaware of the topics brought out
in this [report].”?’

The attaché stuck to this analysis throughout his tenure in Guatemala
and even grew more disillusioned as time progressed. Over the course of
about two years, he became convinced that Ubico only cooperated because
he wanted U.S. military and economic assistance without the sacrifices
involved in fighting the war.*® In March of 1942, June summarized the
effects of U.S. policy on Central American governments in general:

They regard us as A-1 suckers. They believe that their own particular coun-
try is now vitally important to the United States and that they can therefore
put pressure on the United States to obtain economic or other concessions
in exchange for permitting the use of their territory for military purposes.
They construe our foreign policy, in its application to them, as anemic and
as a sign of our softness and impending disintegration. While they are will-
ing to accept our handouts, they neither trust nor respect us ... The dictator-
presidents of some Central American Countries are so accustomed to dictate
to their own people that they are under the impression that they can now
dictate to the United States also.

June blamed Guatemala’s lax cooperation in the war effort on U.S. for-
eign policy, which he believed “has been on the wrong track or ... has
been improperly administered in the field.”3! Des Portes, for his part,
complained on several occasions that June and other military representa-
tives were venturing beyond their jurisdiction with their political reporting.
The State Department agreed, but was unwilling to tell the War or Navy
Departments to silence their representatives abroad.??
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While Frazer seemed to have had little trouble with the military people,
Erwin’s relationship with the military attachés was even tenser than that
between Des Portes and June. In many cases the point of contention,
cooperation with the local regime, was the same. Erwin reported that his
military attaché, Thomas Austin, was paranoid about the intentions of the
Honduran government. On a later occasion, Erwin proclaimed—at least
somewhat diplomatically—his belief that “our Military Attaché obtained
[his] information where the spider gets the material for his web and that
some of his reports had little more substance.” When a U.S. military
instructor, “after much soul searching,” informed the legation that the
military preparedness of Honduras against foreign aggression (as opposed
to internal opposition) was not up to par, Erwin ofthandedly dismissed the
information because, the minister believed, the instructor was biased and,
due to his low military rank, not fit to evaluate state policies anyway. When
the same instructor offered further information on the substance of
Carfas’s cooperation, Erwin refused to listen to him, choosing to believe
that the local regime was entirely frank in its support of the war-effort.??

Why did the views of some of the military people differ so much from
those of the legations? A major part of the explanation must be that U.S.
diplomats and military officers worked with widely different sources of
information. The legations came to rely on their personal relations with
the local presidents, who put up quite a show to convince them of their
cooperative stance. Furthermore, the legations were overwhelmed by the
“paper” side of wartime cooperation, while June and others were more
intimately familiar with the practical sides of that cooperation. Guatemala,
for example, cooperated fully on paper (as June also attests), but its practi-
cal cooperation lagged behind. It seems probable that the legation was
only acquainted with the different war-time treaties and agreements
between the United States and Guatemala and did not have the manpower
or the expertise to evaluate the execution of those treaties.

As June argued, the Ubico administration regarded anyone who
showed undue enthusiasm for the war against dictatorship with suspicion
(for obvious reasons) and it did everything it could to prevent people from
visiting the U.S. legation to voice their concerns about the Guatemalan
dictatorship. Meanwhile, the attaché himself became well acquainted with
the growing dissatisfaction over Ubico’s long-time reign.** During the
early 1940s, junior officers in the Guatemalan army became restless
because the Ubico administration hampered their upward mobility and
relied mainly on the support of Guatemala’s many generals (in 1944, these
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junior officers would have a major role to play in the revolution). Unlike
the diplomatic officers at the legation, June witnessed this growing
discontent through his close acquaintances in the Guatemalan army. For
the time being, however, the legations were out of touch with the latest
internal political developments and apparently unaware of growing inter-
nal opposition. Foreign Service officers focused on war-time cooperation
and, especially due to the perception of fifth column threats, developed
new justifications for the cooperation with local dictators.

TaE SixtH COLUMN

The story of the fifth column scare and the (largely) unjustified program
of internment of U.S. citizens and residents of foreign origin is fairly well
known.? Somewhat less familiar is the fact that Washington actively pur-
sued the alleged fifth column in Latin America too. The U.S. perception
of a fifth column threat to Latin America led to the establishment of a
hasty program for the deportation and internment of thousands of
Germans and Japanese. It also justified the U.S. expansion of intelligence
activities in the region and the establishment of firm military ties with
Southern governments. Historians assert that the danger of actual enemy
subversion was too small to justify the disruptive and ethically question-
able measures taken against the “fifth columnists.” Reiner Pommerin
establishes that up to about 1941, Hitler was in fact careful not to antago-
nize the United States. Some halfhearted programs to establish spy rings
or to elicit the loyalty of German colonies on the American continent were
developed by the middle sections of the German Foreign Ministry and the
Auslandabteilung of the Nazi Party. These programs failed because of lack
of support from the German leadership; rivalry between the state bureau-
cracy and the Party; resistance from the German colonies; and watchful-
ness of the American nations. Only the German program to improve trade
relations with South America was modestly successful before 1939, but
quickly fell apart after the start of the war. The small German “spy rings”
that did exist, notably in Uruguay and the United States, were amateurish
affairs and were quickly eliminated by local intelligence services.? Max
Friedman quips that the real threat to Latin American society was not the
fitth column, but a sixth column of people who believed in the existence
of the fifth column.?”

The consequences of U.S. actions against the alleged German threat to
Latin America were significant, however. In the words of Friedman: “The
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campaign against the Germans living in the region not only ruined the
temporary gains of the Good Neighbor policy and failed to achieve its
central goal of improving hemispheric security; it also created a precedent
for the excesses of the anti-Communist crusade that obsessed the United
States over the next fifty years.”3® It might be added—or specified—that
the Nazi hunt in Central America had a particularly negative effect on the
Foreign Service, which was the backbone of the “sixth column” there.
First of all, the legations allowed themselves to lose sight of local events
while they focused their attention on the apparition of the fifth column.
Second, the non-intervention principle was all but abandoned in the inter-
est of “fighting” the war. Third, and most damningly perhaps, Foreign
Service officers in Central America and Washington started to appreciate
the usefulness of having dictators on their side against the Nazis. During
the war, U.S. diplomats developed the justifications for tolerating and
even supporting local tyrannies that would also inform Cold War policy.
In the context of the fight against fascism, U.S. diplomats became
increasingly tolerant—even appreciative—of harsh measures to “save” the
“free world.” Many formerly cherished aspects of international law and
the Good Neighbor policy were abandoned because imminent dangers
appeared to require it. One cannot define a single government directive or
State Department decision that revoked the previously “neighborly” atti-
tude of the United States toward Latin America. Rather, the prewar taboo
on such things as intervention, propaganda measures, and military and
intelligence cooperation with local tyrants were slowly and sometimes
unconsciously subverted—be it in the name of protecting democracy
against fascism—by State Department and Foreign Service officials. In the
meantime, the ideal of Good Neighborliness was still upheld rhetorically.
Up to about 1940, the State Department and the Foreign Service
maintained a principled attitude in matters such as intervention, propa-
ganda, intelligence, and arms trade. For example, the State Department
felt that using cultural attachés to improve the image of the U.S. abroad
was inappropriate, because “the conception of an official culture is entirely
alien to the United States ... [1]t may be pointed out that it has been par-
ticularly the totalitarian states which have been desirous of appointing
‘cultural attachés’, whose activities and whose identification with propa-
ganda not conductive to the maintenance of stable conditions in the
receiving countries, are sufficiently well known.”?*? An illustrative example
of the Department’s attitude toward intelligence gathering is Secretary of
State Henry Stimson’s famous decision in 1929 to cut funding of the
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“Cipher Bureau”—a Department agency devoted to cracking the diplo-
matic codes of other countries. The reason given by the secretary was that:
“Gentlemen do not read each other’s mail.” In 1940, the Department did
suggest, tentatively, that its legations in Latin America should use “to a
greater extent than heretofore the information available to intelligent and
loyal American citizens resident abroad” in connection with “present
world conditions.” However, the Department refused to acknowledge
that it was “organizing an intelligence service.” Instead, it considered its
first steps into the realm of intelligence gathering merely as an informal
arrangement with trusted U.S. citizens abroad: “The Department believes
... that most reputable Americans will welcome an opportunity to be of
service at this time even though their activities must necessarily be ren-
dered gratis (no funds being available for the purchase of information) and
without evidence of public recognition.”*0

During the war itself, however, cultural attachés and FBI agents
(“legal attachés”) were sent to all American republics to conduct large-
scale propaganda programs and to gather intelligence on “non-Ameri-
can” activities. These men were joined by military instructors who were
to ease the introduction of U.S. armaments to the sister republics and
economic advisors to wage economic warfare on Axis nationals. These
new activities were also accompanied by more benign programs for the
improvement of roads, hospitals, sewers, agricultural techniques, and
educational programs—all intended to bolster the stability of local gov-
ernments and thus secure a constant flow of strategic materials to the
United States. The effect was that more and more Central Americans
came into direct contact with U.S. representatives, encouraging the view
that the United States took a direct interest in their affairs (while the
opposite was true).*!

The legations were probably not completely aware of the extent to
which U.S. agencies were interfering in Central America. While the min-
isters were supposed to coordinate all activities in the country where they
served, it proved difficult to manage the expanding duties of the legations
themselves and still be aware of the details of programs executed by repre-
sentatives of the War Department, Justice Department, Sanitation
Division, Coordination Committee, and so on. Furthermore, activities
expanded faster than regulations on lines of command, so there was a lot
of uncertainty about which agencies fell under the jurisdiction of the min-
ister and which ones did not. That the ministers in Central America were
not professionals, except for Frazer, probably did not help.
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However, the legations themselves were very much involved in the
internal affairs of Central America as well. Far-reaching economic warfare
on German companies, for example, could only be accomplished by
far-reaching cooperation with the local governments—to the point where
the legation in Guatemala prepared the laws that the local government
needed to implement to make economic warfare possible.*? Paradoxically,
the rhetorical commitment to non-interference remained intact, although
it was necessary to come up with new definitions and justifications to har-
monize wartime activities with the supposed attitude of non-interference.
In 1941, for example, Frazer argued that encouraging Salvadoran newspa-
pers to print “solidarity-of-the-Americans propaganda” did not constitute
propaganda: “to regard the exercise of such an influence [over the
Salvadoran press] as circumscribing their independence is, we think, per-
haps an extreme view. As a matter of fact, the entire press of Salvador is
pro-Pan-American anyhow, so that no paper would be violating its prin-
ciples or sacrificing its ideals by printing [U.S. propaganda].”* Likewise,
when the Honduran government arrested four Honduran citizens of
German stock at Erwin’s request, the minister maintained that “in supply-
ing these names to the Honduran Government, I did so informally and
merely suggested the possibility that the Government might wish to con-
sider the desirability of removing them.”**

Interestingly, in 1942 the Department of State became concerned
about the “impression” prevalent in some Latin American countries that
the United States had abandoned its popular non-intervention policy dur-
ing the war. The Axis nations were using this sentiment to their advantage,
the Department believed, with propaganda about “Yankee Imperialism.”
“The pretext for this propaganda,” the Department opined, “is the
increasing activity of this government in various enterprises on the soil of
the other American republics: the construction and operation of military
and naval bases, the Proclaimed List, deportations, a wide variety of eco-
nomic operations (ranging from the war-connected rubber programs to
projects with a pronounced ‘welfare” aspect, such as the health and sanita-
tion program).” The Department emphatically rejected the notion that
such activities were acts of intervention: “After all, intervention on behalf
of special groups in the United States [a reference to business interests|
has not been revived.” Furthermore, all U.S. activitics were executed on
the basis of “collaboration” and “what can honestly be described as [the]
interests of the whole hemisphere.” This turned out to be the magic for-
mula. As long as local collaborators could be found and as long as the
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objectives of the United States could be described as serving a common
cause, the Department was not, in fact, intervening: “We must get off the
defensive. The expression ‘nonintervention’ should give way to
‘collaboration’; as a sign of changed conditions.” Although it was not
acknowledged at the time, the problem remained that local collaborators
might use their connections to U.S. programs to increase their own power
and prestige. Also, there was no democratic method by which the defini-
tion of the “common good” could be established. The State Department
would take it upon itself to determine that.*®

In terms of cooperation with the Central American regimes, U.S. dip-
lomats began to appreciate the harsh measures against subversion taken by
local dictatorships. For example, in the early summer of 1940, Ubico sug-
gested to the legation that he could have the whole German colony
expelled if this would further the cause against Nazism. John Cabot, the
chargé at that time, admits that his first reaction to the plan was to “recoil
at its drastic and rather inhumane implications.” However, “after having
the opportunity to think it over several days,” he came to the conclusion
that the idea merited serious consideration. On July 23, Cabot wrote to
his superiors that the “natural instinct” to be shocked by such mass expor-
tation should be suppressed, since the Nazis themselves deported thou-
sands of Germans from Tyrol and the Baltic States—not to mention their
policies against the Jews. So, even if “two wrongs do not make a right”, it
was true that Hitler would not be “appeased” and that only a firm stand
might stop him. To summarize his views, Cabot argues that “[it] is one
thing to behave like a gentleman in a drawing room, and quite another
thing to be a Casper Milquetoast when confronted by a thug in a dark
alley.” The dictatorial allies in Central America were particularly useful in
this regard, since Washington’s reply to Ubico’s plan could be “worded in
such a way as to place the decision entirely in the President’s [i.e. Ubico’s]
hands.” That way, the U.S. could conveniently keep its hands clean.*¢

In the context of expanding intelligence and propaganda activities and
the arming of the Southern neighbors, the military dictatorships of Central
America turned out to be peculiarly useful allies. Not only were they par-
ticularly keen to follow U.S. policies, they also had standing armies, intel-
ligence networks, permissive laws against subversion, and propaganda
machines that could—with a little help and direction from the United
States—Dbe employed to fight the fifth column. The only liberal country in
Central America, Costa Rica, was at a disadvantage in this regard: “German
and Italian activities in Costa Rica date from the very beginning of the
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Nazi and fascist regimes in Germany and Italy. This is accounted for by the
fact that ... the Government of Costa Rica is democratic in every sense of
the word and activities could therefore be carried on without any
hindrance.”*” Ironically, the most democratic republic of the isthmus was
most vulnerable to totalitarian subversion.

The only problem was that the armies and security forces of the dicta-
torships were, in the view of U.S. observers, hopelessly backward institu-
tions. The War Department warned the State Department on several
occasions that any weapons it sent to Central America would go to waste,
because no one in those countries knew how to operate them. Thus mili-
tary missions and FBI instructors were eventually sent to Central America
to train the local security forces in the use of modern weapons, intelligence
gathering, and surveillance—increasing the regimes’ capability to control
itsown population. Nelson Rockefeller’s famous Coordinating Committees
financed the dictators’ official press and supplied upbeat “information”
about the war and the United Nations—thus strengthening the impres-
sion that the dictators were important allies of the United States. Economic
advisors helped the local authorities to nationalize German interest—giv-
ing the regimes new sources for graft and illegal enrichment. U.S. engi-
neers built roads, sewers, hospitals, and schools with U.S. funds—but the
local leaders claimed that the new services were the result of their progres-
sive policies.

Among these many programs and activities, the growth of inter-
American military relations, with its obvious implications for U.S. rela-
tions to military dictatorships and military suppression of communism
during the Cold War, is one theme that has received fairly continuous
attention in the historical treatment of the war years. Even before the war,
the War Department had embarked on a project to push out external
(mainly European) arms dealers and to make U.S. arms the standard for
the entire continent. While this obviously benefited U.S. producers, the
rationale for this move was that it enabled inter-American defense coop-
eration. The war was a significant catalyst for inter-American military
cooperation. United States lend-lease arms, military instructors, and mili-
tary missions flooded the hemisphere. For historians, the proliferation of
U.S. arms and military know-how raises the question of whether the U.S.
military program helped authoritarian military regimes, such as those of
Central America, to maintain themselves in power. There is no easy answer
to this question.*® On the one hand, U.S. military aid to Central America
was very limited both in terms of the overall lend-lease program and in
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terms of the inflated requests for arms made by the military regimes them-
selves. On the other hand, the military establishments of Central America
were poorly armed and used antiquated weaponry before the war. Even a
small delivery of modern machine guns or a single detachment of modern
tanks represented a significant strengthening of local military forces.

The program of lend-lease was intended to provide to the American
governments the means by which they could defend themselves against
outside aggression and, as such, could not be described as intervention
according to the State Department. But in Central America, where oppo-
sition to the dictatorships mounted during the war, as will become clear in
the next chapter, many people considered lend-lease to be a form of sup-
port for the local regime against its people. The State Department estab-
lished jurisdiction over arms deliveries to Latin America in 1940 and was
aware of the fact that any arms sent to the region could be used by the
military dictatorships to maintain themselves in power. Therefore, the
Department was extremely reluctant, before 1941, to deliver weapons to
Central America. Such sage considerations were abandoned over the next
two years, however.

During those years, it should be remembered, there appeared to be a
very real probability that Germany would win the war or that Japan might
bomb the Panama Canal. So it is understandable that the Department
temporarily abandoned its carefulness in the interest of the common
defense. But once the floodgates were open it was difficult to keep a check
on the amount and sort of weapons that reached the arsenals of Central
America. In 1941, for example, a representative of the Auto Ordnance
Company inquired whether the Department had any objection to its pro-
motion of the Thompson submachine gun among the U.S. military atta-
chés in Latin America. The so-called “Tommy gun” was particularly useful
for street fighting and could hardly be said to serve the “common
defense”—the weapon would most likely be used to suppress indigenous
discontent. Yet, the Department somewhat cynically informed the com-
pany that “In view of the policy which the Department has adopted of
lavishing weapons and ammunition on the other American Republics ...
there was no reason why [the company] should not make [its] product
known to attachés here.”*

Apart from the Department’s own reasons to provide the Central
American regimes with modern weaponry, the sense of crisis that marked
the early war years—up to the Battle of Stalingrad and the invasion of
North Africa—gave the caudillos a good bargaining position. And they
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used it. The prime example is that of Jorge Ubico, who managed to
squeeze the North Americans into promising him the second best lend-
lease terms of any nation—only Great Britain received arms on better
terms at the time.?® It was not the first time, of course, that the Guatemalan
dictator tried to obtain modern U.S. weapons for his army. In 1939, the
Guatemalan foreign minister suggested that his government had 200,000
well-trained soldiers at its disposal if the United States would supply them
with weapons—in fact, the army was no larger than some 5000 badly
trained recruits. In 1940, Ubico again claimed that he needed 200,000
rifles for his “trained soldiers” if his country was to be of any use to the
United States in case of war. At that point, the legation and the military
attachés agreed that substantial arms deliveries for Guatemala would go to
waste, since the Guatemalan army was only trained for parade exercises
and “not remotely capable” of using modern arms. But since Ubico would
be “very hurt” if the request were denied outright, and might even turn
to the Axis for supplies, the Department decided to just stall the issue by
insisting that intensive studies should first be made of the training, capa-
bilities, and needs of the Guatemalan army.>!

Ubico, however, considered such studies unnecessary and was hostile
to the idea that his soldiers might require further training. So in 1941, he
upped the ante. First, the Guatemalan Ministry of Foreign Relations
pointed out on several occasions that fascist Spain had offered a very inter-
esting coffee-for-weapons deal. The State Department answered that it
would “prefer” that the deal did not take place, considering the “political
orientation” of the government of Spain. Indeed, the deal was never made,
but the Guatemalan government kept reminding the North Americans
that a deal with Spain was a possibility. Over the course of the next year,
many more opportunities to put pressure on Washington were thrown
into Ubico’s lap. In September, 1941, the United States started blacklist-
ing German companies in Latin America, but Ubico stalled the matter for
some time while the official newspaper of the capital started a bitter edito-
rial campaign against the plans. By the end of that year, the United States
started negotiations for the unlimited use of Guatemalan airfields and
ports, but Ubico delayed the matter by insisting that diplomatic protocol
and ceremony be observed during the negotiations. Around that same
time, Ubico allowed one of his cabinet ministers, José Gonzales Campo,
to publish several articles critical of Minister Des Portes in the official press
(the two had been on bad terms for some time). All the while, however,
the Guatemalan president was sensible enough not to push the issue too
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far. After Pearl Harbor, Guatemala immediately declared war on the Axis
and some time later, Ubico suspended Guatemalan claims on British
Honduras—long a source of friction with Great Britain—for the duration
of the war. With this carefully balanced “push-pull” policy, Ubico man-
aged to keep the State Department in suspense. Eventually, the U.S.
decided that a token of goodwill had to be made to ensure Guatemalan
cooperation.®?

Around the end of January 1942, the Guatemalan government
implied that it was still waiting for a delivery of rifles for some 10,000
soldiers, but that it did not plan to pay 60 percent of the bill as sug-
gested by the new lend-lease laws. Rather than feeling that Ubico was
pushing them around, Department officials actually felt that it had not
shown proper gratitude for Guatemalan cooperation. The Division of
American Republic Affairs believed that there was something to be said
for the idea of supplying weapons at nominal cost to countries that had
declared war spontaneously. Philip Bonsal permitted that no-one really
expected Britain to pay back a fraction of 60 percent of the cost of lend-
lease arms. So in June of 1942, around the time that the Department
was negotiating an agreement for the use of airfields in Guatemala,
Washington offered Ubico an even better deal than he had been lobby-
ing for: his army was to reccive arms to the value of $3 million—no
strings attached!>3

Interestingly, the War Department dragged its feet all the while, argu-
ing that the weapons earmarked for Guatemala could be put to much
better use and that the country’s ports and airfields were not even that
important from a strategic point of view. It should be stressed, therefore,
that the decision to deliver arms to Guatemala and its neighbors was
motivated by political considerations. Cabot wrote his chief at the
Division, for example, that the rejection of arms requests by the caudillos
would “reveal a clear distrust of our allies, and thereby [give] them a
cause for offense of greater intrinsic importance than any benefit they
might derive from a driblet of arms ... .”** Only after about 1943, when
the U.S. arms industry was at peak production and the military started to
make plans for a postwar world dominated by U.S. arms and military tac-
tics, did the War Department change its position on arms deliveries.
Ironically, toward the end of the war the State Department began to take
a dim view of the lend-lease agreements it had negotiated around 1942.
With the real crisis of the war over, the diplomats began to question the
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effects that the arms deliveries would have locally. In 1943, for example,
John Cabot noted that “99 percent” of supposedly strategic reasons to
supply arms to Central America had been eliminated and that future arms
deliveries could “only be used either to put down local opposition to the
dictatorships, or to bestow a hail of lead on the neighbors. We would
scarcely wish to connive at either.”®® The deliveries of tanks, airplanes, and
machine guns that had been negotiated in 1942 only began to arrive in
the Central American capitals by 1944. In that year, the Central American
populations began to mobilize against their tyrannical governments. As
they marched on the presidential palaces, they encountered tanks clearly
marked “U.S. army.” In the end, the Department could count itself lucky
that the caudillos did not have the stomach to use U.S. weapons on their
own people (at least not on a large scale) and that rebel army units man-
aged to capture some of the lend-lease material before it could be
deployed. But, as will be discussed in the next chapter, the proliferation of
U.S. arms was just one consequence of the war.®

BEsT FRIENDS FOREVER?

A very real external threat combined with the pressure of wartime coop-
eration and the overrated threat of the fifth column drove U.S. legations
in Central America into the arms of the local caudillos and offered the
latter opportunities to lobby for aid. While this reasoning makes the war-
time alliance of convenience between the United States and the isthmian
dictatorships justifiable—in a utilitarian sense anyway—and perhaps even
understandable, the conceptual integration of these same dictators in a
nominally democratic league of nations was not without its consequences,
some of them imminently unjustifiable and difficult to understand.*”

In the short term, the legations’ close cooperation with the Central
American regimes, and their redefinition of those regimes as part of a
democratic alliance, blinded diplomats to the fact that a new, democrati-
cally inspired opposition movement was developing against the dictator-
ships. Taking Guatemala as an example, broad-based popular opposition
to Ubico’s regime emerged. Partly inspired by wartime propaganda
against dictatorship and partly inspired by purely local events, large groups
in Guatemala’s society rejected Ubico’s rule by 1944 and they would
eventually topple his regime and that of his short-lived military successors.
One would expect to find some evidence that the U.S. legation was aware
of these developments, if only because they had the potential of disturbing
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cooperation during the war. But in fact, the legation was blissfully unaware
of the extent of opposition against Ubico. Even if its officials were not
completely ignorant of Ubico’s declining popularity, they did underesti-
mate the dangers the regime was in. This is not to say that the U.S. lega-
tion supported Ubico in the face of mounting opposition, but merely to
argue that it expected Ubico’s administration to outlast the war and that,
therefore, U.S.—-Guatemalan cooperation during the war was secure.
Meanwhile, the new middle sector, democratically inclined forces of
Central America became disillusioned about U.S. cooperation with the
outmoded dictatorships. The North Americans, for their part, were unable
to integrate the existence of a genuinely pro-democratic movement into
their conception of Central American politics.

In the long term, the language created during the 1940s to conceptual-
ize the fight against fascism reemerged toward the 1950s to give form and
substance to the new alliances that formed to battle Soviet communism.
While the supposed threat of “communistic” uprisings and disturbances
played its own role in Central American politics during the 1930s, the idea
that a fifth column could deliver whole countries to a foreign enemy with-
out a shot being fired—an idea that became widely accepted during the
war—influenced the way in which U.S. diplomats dealt with the commu-
nist specter. Also, the hollowing-out of non-intervention and the toler-
ance for harsh suppression of anti-establishment forces—also tendencies
developed during the war—allowed the Foreign Service to play a much
more significant role in support for Central American military administra-
tions toward the end of the 1940s and especially the 1950s.

But while it is now obvious that World War IT would be followed closely
by the Cold War, it should be stressed that the future of U.S.—Central
American relations remained uncertain for contemporary observers as the
war came to its end. In fact, two very contradictory strands of thoughts
would compete for dominance after about 1945. Firstly, many Foreign
Service officers had felt uncomfortable with dictatorial rule in Central
America ever since the continuismo campaigns. While there was very little
that could be done to change the political reality in Central America under
the 1930s Good Neighbor policy, the non-intervention principle was all
but hollowed out during the war. Democratically inclined diplomats had a
free hand, after the war, to pursue the export of their ideology—especially
because democratic opposition was growing within Central America itself.
Secondly, the Foreign Service establishment had learned to work closely
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with the caudillos. Since internal political developments, including the
growth of opposition, had largely been ignored by the legations, some
diplomats were convinced that cooperation with the military regimes
should be continued after the war. Which one of these two perceptions of
Central American affairs would come out on top would be worked out
after the 1944 Revolutions.
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CHAPTER 7

The Casualties of War: The Central American
Upheavals of 1944

In the summer of 1943, Julian Nugent, the U.S. vice-consul at the small
consulate of Puerto Cortés, Honduras, toured his district to collect eco-
nomic information for his reports. It was a difficult journey, quite unimag-
inable from a modern standpoint or even from the standpoint of the U.S.
embassy in Tegucigalpa at the time. Nugent had to make part of his trip
on a mule; was immediately involved in local intrigues in every village he
passed; and found himself caught up in talk of machete charges on the
presidential palace in the grungy cantinas along the road. Inevitably,
Nugent got in touch with people that were beyond his regular circle of
acquaintances. Like an entomologist finding a rare species of butterfly,
Nugent was surprised to encounter, on one of his mule treks, a “seemingly
genuine representative of the average low-income class in Santa Barbara.”
Even more astonishingly, the vice consul reported how this particular
specimen:

...described most fulsomely the lost liberties enjoyed during previous
regimes, as compared with the present element of suppression. Since this
person has never held public office and has little hope of ever getting one
under any regime, his opinions—even if they turn out to be illusions—do
not appear to be those of a thwarted office seeker. The fact that they are not
wholly correct from a historical viewpoint would seem to make little
difference, if this person and sufficient other countrymen really believe such
opinions.!
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U.S. observers in Honduras had apparently forgotten that there had been
free elections and comparative political liberty in that country during the
late 1920s. Hondurans, evidently, had not. And even if the Honduran
worker from Santa Barbara idealized the time before the Carinto some-
what, his historical recollections were not incorrect either.?

Nugent’s encounter is informative in other respects. The idea that
Hondurans could entertain political ideologies that had anything but a
direct connection with their immediate interests was quite foreign to the
vice-consul. Thus, Nugent found the fact that his companion had little
hope of obtaining public office particularly noteworthy. It was an indica-
tion that the latter’s ideas were not a mere rationalization for his political
ambitions. The idée recue among officers at the embassy was that Honduran
politics were an eternal struggle between the “ins” and the “outs” and
that there were no significant ideological differences between the two,
only conflicting ambitions. Erwin, for example, believed that “the desire
to bring about [Carfas’s] overthrow is not widespread and is confined to
political cliques dominated by disappointed seekers for presidential
office.”? The fact that, by 1943, discontent had spread beyond the tradi-
tional political cliques and involved more than thwarted ambitions had
not yet been digested by the embassy’s officers.

Lastly, and intractably tied up with the U.S. perception of Honduran
history, politics, and politicians, there is considerable irony in the fact that
Nugent was surprised to find that “when people here read and hear
American statements regarding the termination of the war, they think of
local as well as of European dictators.” During the war the State
Department and other government agencies had vigorously pushed the
dissemination in Latin America of propaganda about the fight against dic-
tatorship in order to create more sympathy for the “democratic cause.”
Due to the notion that Hondurans were backward and politically oppor-
tunistic, few diplomats had considered it possible that the “locals” would
conceive of the high ideals behind the war as applying to them. Some were
more careful than others. Des Portes, for example, cautioned the
Department in 1942 that a propaganda leaflet about the “Four Freedoms”
would not be “politically acceptable in Guatemala.”* Also, when Charlie
Chaplin’s The Great Dictator reached Guatemalan cinemas, Des Portes
and some of Ubico’s advisors worried that the local, smaller dictator might
take the movie personally (as it turned out, Ubico loved the film—he was
not a man prone to self-reflection).® Erwin, on the other hand, never con-
sidered the possibility that anti-dictatorial propaganda would affront the
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local government or upset the political status quo. Considering allied pro-
paganda as nothing more than a conceptualization of the war, and
Honduras as nothing less than an enthusiastic wartime ally, the minister
reported in 1942 that the distribution of a leaflet about the “Four
Freedoms” would, in fact, be welcomed in Honduras.® Erwin was not
naive about the nature of Carfas’s government, he knew full well that it
was a dictatorship, it was just that he never dreamed that Hondurans could
believe that the Four Freedoms applied to them.

Even though Honduras had its own history of liberal politics, as the
worker from Santa Barbara rightly reminded Nugent, U.S. wartime pro-
paganda’ did contribute to local discontent about the dictatorship.
Considering the extent of U.S. wartime propaganda activities in Latin
America, several scholars suggest that a connection must exist between
U.S. public diplomacy and the opposition against dictatorships through-
out the Western Hemisphere. Exactly what that connection is remains
unclear, however. It is unlikely that U.S. propaganda caused resistance to
local dictatorships, especially since such opposition predates programs for
the output of information about the war, but it must have had a support-
ing influence.® The current chapter secks to extend our understanding of
the reception of allied propaganda in Central America. While it is difficult
to present a full picture of how Central American oppositionists might
have discussed that propaganda among themselves, this chapter will show
what role it played in the interaction between the rising opposition and
local embassies. When considering the collections of opposition letters
that are available in U.S. embassy archives, it becomes clear that Central
American oppositionists actively adopted and adapted the language of, for
example, the Four Freedoms and the Atlantic Charter, to translate the
objectives of their struggle against the local dictatorships to U.S. diplo-
mats. In turn, while the United States would ultimately denounce the
“dictatorships and disreputable governments” of Latin America, as will be
discussed in Chap. 8, the failure of the Foreign Service to respond effec-
tively to the overtures of oppositionists prevented it from playing a more
positive role in the 1944 experiments with democracy.

THE EMBASSIES AND THE OPPOSITION

U.S. public diplomacy in Latin America should be understood within the
context of wartime interventionism discussed in the previous chapter. In
order to strengthen “economic and cultural ties with Latin America and
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ensure hemispheric solidarity in the face of a growing Axis presence,” the
Roosevelt administration founded the Office for the Coordination of
Commercial and Cultural Relations between the American Republics
(later Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs, or OCIAA).
Headed by Nelson Rockefeller, the OCIAA initiated a range of projects,
but it is best known for its cultural activities. Combining private initiative
with government coordination, the OCIAA promoted the dissemination
of Hollywood movies, radio shows, news items, and printed materials
throughout the continent. According to Uwe Liibken, policymakers
regarded the cultural programs as a benign alternative to forceful inter-
vention, which was still taboo under the Good Neighbor.? When viewed
in the context of other wartime programs, however, it is clear that OCIAA
propaganda represents one side to a more interventionist policy.

The OCIAA headquarters in Washington relied on coordinating com-
mittees in each Latin American nation to adapt its programs to local con-
texts and to disseminate information through such sources as were
available. Coordinating committees were established in Central America
in 1942 and their staffs of volunteers were recruited from U.S. business-
men with connections in local communities. Each committee worked with
certain constraints, the most important of which were the interest that
their voluntary stafts took in their task; the attitudes of the local govern-
ment and the local U.S. embassy; and the communications infrastructure
of the host nation. In Central America, the most important obstacle to the
committees’ effectiveness turned out to be the limited infrastructure of
the countries involved, especially outside of the main cities. The commit-
tees distributed news materials to newspapers, spread posters and pam-
phlets, offered scripts for radio programs, and showed movies, among a
variety of smaller activities. However, due to poor transportation facilities
and restricted radio ownership, the committees” main audiences were the
upper and middle classes of the capitals.

According to Thomas Leonard, the OCIAA informational programs
for Central America concentrated on “the military strength of the United
States, its wealth, resources, and productive capacity; its traditional con-
cept of freedom and tolerance, and its lack of imperialistic motives; its
sincere effort toward improved social conditions for all; and the impor-
tance of culture in American life.” By mid-1943, the coordinating com-
mittees in Central America had come to focus on the themes of
inter-American solidarity and postwar economic and social ties. Walter
Thurston, U.S. ambassador in El Salvador, also noted widespread attention
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for the Four Freedoms and Atlantic Charter, which were, “blazoned by us
throughout El Salvador in the form of posters.” As the coordinating com-
mittees kept careful track of their audience’s main interests, we know that
the middle and upper classes in Central America expected a postwar world
with strong ties to the United States and the possibility of greater partici-
pation in more democratic governments. Whether those expectations
were directly linked to U.S. programs, is, in the words of Leonard, one of
“the most perplexing” questions about the coordinating committees’
work.1?

As the OCIAA set up its activities, Central America’s small middle sec-
tor was expanding and asserting itself. Through natural increase and rural—-
urban migration, the middle sector had become an identifiable element in
the populations of Central American capitals by the 1940s. However, this
growing class was not represented in the political system. Upwardly mobile
groups such as university students and junior military officers saw their
social advancement cut short by stagnant and aging groups of senior offi-
cers and government officials. During the war, moreover, economic
growth in Central America’s urban centers fell behind due to the decline
in commerce, causing further frustration for middle sector groups. These
social and economic factors combined with the “espousal of the Atlantic
Charter and Roosevelt’s Four Freedoms” would add up to “a powerful
case for political change,” according to Victor Bulmer-Thomas. The
developing middle-class opposition movement was “heartened” by the
idealism of the war, Patricia Parkman finds, because it conferred respecta-
bility and legitimacy to its ambitions.!!

The case of El Salvador, which was the first of the nations discussed
here to be touched by major protests against dictatorial government,
clearly shows that Central American oppositionists apparently also used
the language of U.S. propaganda to strike up a dialogue with the local
embassies.’? Already in May 1942, for example, one among several
attempts was made to involve Minister Frazer in local politics by a newly
founded organization of “anti-Fascist” writers—the so-called Grupo de
Escritores Anti-Fascista, composed of journalists who hoped that they
could avoid the regime’s censors by defining their activities in terms of the
allied cause. The organization promptly named Frazer its honorary presi-
dent and informed the legation that it would gladly follow its instructions,
in effect surrendering itself to its protection. Frazer remained noncommit-
tal, however. When the Martinez regime started to harass the anti-fascist
writers, the legation brushed it off as the latest episode of “political
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passions.” Likewise, when the legation found that the Salvadoran govern-
ment had temporarily imprisoned political exiles from Honduras, Frazer
would not confront the authorities about this because it was extremely
“sensitive” to critique on its practice of keeping prisoners incommunicado
and Frazer did not want to give “needless offence.”!?

In early 1943, Frazer reached retirement age and left the service. Walter
Clarence Thurston took charge of the Salvadoran post. Like Frazer—but
unlike his colleagues at the other Central American capitals—Thurston
was a career diplomat with extensive experience in Latin American affairs
and he had an admirable grasp of the Spanish language. Born in the nine-
teenth century, Thurston was an “old school gentleman” who liked to
quote Talleyrand and told his younger officers not to display “too much
zeal.” The new minister was distinctly proud of what he claimed was his
involvement in developing the Good Neighbor policy, particularly the
non-intervention element. Thus, Thurston was both temperamentally
inclined to remain aloof of politics and—unlike Frazer whose justifications
for non-interference were somewhat uncertain—entertained a sophisticated
understanding of his diplomatic duties, based on the Good Neighbor
principle.'*

Thurston was a serious looking man who, with his round spectacles and
impeccably combed hair, looked more like a village school teacher than
the tested diplomat that he really was. In 1939, he led the evacuation of
the U.S. legation near the Republican government of Spain, running a
“gantlet of bombs” while Barcelona surrendered to Franco’s troops. Some
years later, when distinctly unlucky Thurston was chargé d’affaires in the
Soviet Union, he had to evacuate his post because German troops were
quickly advancing on the capital. Neither was he a stranger to Latin
American rebellions: in 1920, he was the U.S. chargé to Guatemala during
the overthrow of the dictatorial regime of Manuel Estrada Cabrera. The
Salvadoran assignment offered no respite to the new minister. The pres-
sures of wartime diplomacy had not abated yet while local political ten-
sions were coming to the surface. Thurston was to lead his post through
yet another crisis.'®

By 1944, local politics were heating up as rumors spread that Martinez
was preparing another “reelection,” this time for the 1944-1948 tenure.
Both the regime and the growing opposition used the U.S. language of
the war in an attempt to draw the embassy into the fray. The Salvadoran
president himself attempted to mentally prepare the minister for the con-
tinuismo campaign almost from the day he arrived at his post. He
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explained to Thurston, during the ceremonies surrounding the latter’s
presentation of credentials, that “liberty” in El Salvador was not the kind
of liberty that a North American might be used to.1¢ As Erik Ching shows,
Martinez had developed an elaborate defense of his regime’s support for
a “prodemocratic antitotalitarian foreign policy without animating
demands for genuine democracy at home.” In his weekly radio addresses,
which were at least in part intended for international audiences, he
defended the cause of the democratic nations while also insisting that
democracy was a “mental state,” that did not necessarily “exist in the
public sector or in political structures.”!” In his speeches, the general also
regularly referred to wartime cooperation and the many U.S. projects to
improve roads, sanitation, and agriculture—suggesting that his regime
provided an irreplaceable link between El Salvador and Washington’s lar-
gesse.!® Complementing the government’s public propaganda was the
tried-and-tested tactic of the “whispering campaign”: a welter of planted
rumors which suggested that the United States would never accept a
change of regime during the war.'?

Naturally, Martinez needed some more substantial signs of U.S. sup-
port to back up his claims. So, on July 7, Thurston was officially invited to
attend a banquet in Santa Ana in honor of Martinez, which turned out to
be the official kick-off of Martinez’s reelection campaign. The embassy
found out about the real purpose of the banquet when it was too late to
decline the formal invitation outright without causing something of a dip-
lomatic scandal.?® Even more deviously, the Salvadoran regime attempted
to geta U.S. fiat for the constitutional changes that were necessary to keep
Martinez in power by claiming that a review of the country’s first law was
necessary anyway to allow for the expropriation and sale of “Axis” posses-
sions in El Salvador.!

The underground middle-class opposition movement also aligned its
goals with those of the war and also sought the support of the U.S.
embassy. Trying to avoid censorship, the opposition press published edi-
torials and open letters to President Roosevelt on the ideals of the United
Nations while, in the opinion of Ambassador Thurston, “transparently
alluding to local conditions.” Oppositionists visited the ambassador and
sent him letters and memoranda on the establishment of civic societies in
support of the fight against fascism. While many of those communications
were careful to avoid direct criticism of the regime, others were more
explicit in their assertion that the Martinez government was a despotism
“cqual in pride and vanity to those we fight abroad.”*?
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Toward the end of 1943, a local student organization, the Frente
Democritico Universitario (University Democratic Front), attempted to
involve the embassy more directly in its protests against the regime. On
December 4, the students presented a plan to Thurston to hold a parade
on the anniversary of Pearl Harbor, supposedly to demonstrate their sup-
port for the Four Freedoms and Atlantic Charter and their solidarity with
the people of the United States. The students asked the embassy for U.S.
flags, pictures of President Roosevelt, and posters about the Four Freedoms
to brighten their parade. The march would end at the embassy and its
climax would be a speech in support of the United States, which (in its
eventual form) called on “Latin American citizens” to “vigorously fight”
the transplantation of fascism “on our continent.”??

While Thurston lacked firm policy guidelines about local politics, or
even the opportunity to do an in-depth investigation of the local situation,
his natural inclination as an experienced “Good Neighbor” was to avert all
attempts to draw him into local politics—which he did with considerable
skill. On the one hand, the ambassador discouraged the “scoundrels” of
the regime to seek his help. Being unable to ignore the invitation to the
government’s banquet in Santa Anna outright, Thurston convinced the
organizers that pressing matters prevented his attendance and sent two
lower ranking officers in his place.?* Seeing through the regime’s ploy to
involve the embassy in a reform of the constitution, the embassy informed
authorities in definite terms that the United States had requested no
changes to the constitution; that Salvadoran laws enabling the prosecution
of the war were deemed adequate; and that the government should make
no attempt to convey the impression that the United States was in any way
involved with the contemplated revisions.?® Perhaps Thurston’s most sig-
nificant action was to cancel the shipment of 1000 U.S. sub-machine guns
to the Salvadoran government. Navy intelligence had informed the
embassy that these weapons would probably be distributed to members of
Pro-Patrin, to be used against the opposition in imitation of the 1932
Matanzn

Having told off the president’s henchmen, Thurston felt that he had to
take the same position in his dealings with the opposition.?” Thus, the
ambassador often received oppositionists personally and politely listened
to their criticism of the government, only to inform them that he was
completely neutral in the matter.?® The case of the student demonstration
offered something of a challenge since its purported intention was to sup-
port the allied cause. Initially, the ambassador informed the students that
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he appreciated their initiative, but that he could not support their parade
of December 8, as President Roosevelt had recently vetoed a bill propos-
ing to commemorate the yearly anniversary of Pearl Harbor. Having no
intention to give up that easily, the students informed Thurston that they
would happily postpone their parade to December 11, the day that war
was declared on fascism. This time, Thurston could only offer the rather
thin excuse that he wished all manner of celebration to be called oft until
final victory in the war was secure. Without the embassy’s patronage, the
student parade, which had been intended to be a grand affair with much
waving of the Salvadoran and U.S. flags, turned out to be a modest gath-
ering of some 400 nervous students (one-sixth of whom, in the estimate
of an embassy observer, were actually undercover policemen). While the
government did not break up the supposedly pro-allied demonstration,
some of the student leaders were spirited away by what oppositionists had
come to describe, tellingly, as the Gestapo Martinistn.*®

Despite Thurston’s evasive tactics, the embassy in El Salvador was most
fully informed of the views that local discontents held of the war, U.S.
policy, and the Martinez dictatorship, due to the efforts of a local U.S.
businessman who was in close touch, and apparently in sympathy with,
local oppositionists. The businessman in question was Winnall Dalton, a
very wealthy and successful businessman of mixed Mexican and U.S.
descent. Dalton did business with Salvadorans and apparently mixed well
with the capital city’s well-to-do. He is of course most famous for being
the father (out of wedlock) of Roque Dalton, the Salvadoran poet and
revolutionary who would write often about his distant and violent father.
Although the pater familins was considerably more conservative than his
son, in the context of 1944 El Salvador he was a true rebel. And thanks to
his position as one of the most successful U.S. businessmen in San Salvador,
he had the attention of the ambassador.*

Dalton’s first attempt to approach Thurston about the rising discontent
among the professional classes was a letter which described the latter’s
plight in detail. Dalton claimed that he merely wanted to know how to
respond to questions from his Salvadoran friends, who observed that while
the State Department would not intervene against the dictators, it had in
fact intervened on many occasions during the war and therefore had a
“moral responsibility” toward the Salvadoran opposition. The United
States, Dalton’s friends said, had intervened to keep Nazi-sympathizers
from being appointed to government offices; to deport Axis nationals and
liquidate their property; to protect U.S. economic interests; to plant



208 ). VAN DEN BERK

pro-Ally information in the papers; to supply lend-lease weapons to the
regime, and so on. Furthermore, Minister Frazer had publicly defended
the Martinez regime and its cooperative stance during the war and had
allowed the dictator to adopt the pro-democratic language of the war
while he was in effect a “nazi-fascist.” Aside from the political and eco-
nomic angle:

You intervened, with sincere sentiments we desire to believe, to give us sew-
ers and modern slaughterhouses, swimming pools and bridges, highways
and school-children feeding-programs. WHY? ... We have had no voice in
accepting these gifts you have brought. You have dealt with the illegal gov-
ernment your legation helped to perpetuate and your country has sustained
by recognition. We resent this Good Neighbor program of yours—we do
not want charity and you offend us by extending it. You are a great and
powerful people—why do you give us sewers but aid in the denial of Human
Rights?

Dalton’s letters indicate that many Salvadorans had come to see war-time
programs as direct intervention and they represent the gap that had come
to exist between the United States’ conception of fighting a war for
democracy and the Central American conception of living under a U.S.
supported dictatorship. “Will it not be shameful for you Americans to see
our people mowed down by your General Grant tanks? Could you not
find a better and honorable use for them—or scrap them if you have too
many?”, this letter pleaded, “To whom do you pretend to be a Good
Neighbor? To the dictator or to the people of El Salvador?”3!
Significantly, Salvadoran oppositionists did not ask the ambassador to
put a halt to U.S. intervention. Rather, they pointed out that the United
States should take responsibility for the ways in which it was already influ-
encing Salvadoran politics and acknowledge the promises it had made in
the Atlantic Charter and the Four Freedoms. For example, an unnamed
Salvadoran attorney, “whose friendship for the United States is not open
to doubt,” told a member of the embassy in a private conversation that
“he considered the avowed policy of the United States not to interfere in
the internal policies of the Latin American countries as prejudicial to the
cause of democracy and liberty ... asserting that thereby, the United States
encouraged dictatorships in power.” Rather, this Salvadoran believed that
Washington should institute a policy of non-recognition of dictators. A
manager of an independent (though censored) newspaper volunteered to
amember of the embassy the “feelings of resentment and frustration” that
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his colleagues felt about the way in which U.S. activities in El Salvador
were “allowed to be converted to the prestige of the Martinez administra-
tion.” According to this newspaperman, the publishers of the indepen-
dent newspapers had considered a “declaration of war” on the U.S. by
refusing to publish the materials of the OCIAA. On another occasion, the
pressmen had considered to remind Nelson Rockefeller of the coopera-
tion that they had furnished to him and to insist that he help them in
return by getting Washington to withdraw its diplomatic recognition of
the regime.??

Initially, the argument of Salvadoran oppositionists caught Thurston’s
interest and the ambassador counseled the Department that it might con-
sider these sentiments in the definition of its postwar policy.** Thurston
reported that “[o]ur pronouncements such as the Atlantic Charter and
the Declaration of the Four Freedoms ... are accepted literally by the
Salvadorans as official endorsement of basic democratic principles which
we desire to have prevail currently and universally.” In a somewhat puz-
zled tone, the ambassador added that it was difficult for Salvadorans “to
reconcile these pronouncements with the fact that the United States toler-
ates and apparently is gratified to enter into association with governments
in America which cannot be described as other than totalitarian.” However,
the ambassador concludes, “a problem of this complex nature is not sus-
ceptible of ready solution and the most that should be attempted at this
time is an empirical search for improvements and careful study of plans for
a revision of policy after the war.”3*

Despite his initial sympathy, Thurston was very distraught when it
became clear that the opposition would not await the outcome of empiri-
cal searches and careful studies. As radical ferment against the Martinez
regime came out into the open and required some response from the
embassy lest it remain on record as a supporter of the dictator, the ambas-
sador became frustrated with the “unfair” interpretations of U.S. policy.
Complaining that the Latin mind, which was often concealed beneath a
“plausible appearance of cosmopolitanism,” could not comprehend U.S.
policy, Thurston argued in June 1944 that from “our point of view ... it
would appear to be beyond further discussion that we have established
and observed a policy of strict non-intervention.” Parroting Dalton’s let-
ters, the ambassador angrily noted after the fall of Martinez that “[p]
rominent and seemingly intelligent” Salvadorans confused U.S. programs
to build roads and improve health and sanitation with intervention:
“These ‘acts of intervention’ were frequently cited to me as an argument
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for political intervention—’You are intervening in all these ways, why pre-
tend that you cannot intervene to rid us of a dictatorship and prevent civil
war?’?%

The patterns that can be identified in Thurston’s experience with
Salvadoran politics—that is, attempts by both the regime and the opposi-
tion to involve the embassy in local politics and the disappointment, on
both sides, with the U.S. policy of non-intervention—are also recogniz-
able in Guatemala and Honduras. In Guatemala, Ubico had legalized his
continuance after 1944 in 1941 by having the rubber-stamp congress
review some “petitions” from “all over the country,” which “demanded”
that the president finish his good works. As in El Salvador, local impa-
tience with the Guatemalan regime increased due to the new continuismo
campaign, particularly because it occurred shortly after congress had
approved a $200,000.00 “gift” to the president. This demonstrated that
even Ubico’s much respected fight against official corruption was waning.
Government repression appears to have increased significantly during the
war years, although the legation’s files are largely quiet on the matter—
possibly because it regularly confused suppression of local opposition with
suppression of Nazi plots. No less than 90 people were arrested for “talk-
ing against” congress’s genecrous gift to the president.®® Ubico himself
began to show signs of increasing anxiety and his notoriously inflammable
mood included increasingly violent impulses. While the regime had gener-
ally relied on exile and short imprisonments before the war, according to
the embassy’s assessment, torture and execution became more common
during the early 1940s, with Ubico reportedly joining in the former
activity.

Legation officials had to bear some of the brunt of Ubico’s temper as
the president’s diatribes against “communists” and the laxness of the U.S.
system increased.?” According to Naval Attaché Frank June, whose views
on the regime were described in the previous chapter, Ubico sent fake
oppositionists to his office to hear him out on several occasions. He also
suspected that Ubico kept an eye on the legation and its officers.®® While
the link is undocumented (relevant documents were apparently destroyed
by the embassy), it is telling that June, together with a Foreign Service
officer and the U.S. director of the Guatemalan military academy, were
transferred out of Guatemala after their names had come up during the
government’s interrogation of an arrested oppositionist.*’

Some months later, Des Portes himself was transferred to Costa Rica
because of the Department’s fear that the Guatemalan government would
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declare him persona non grata. This time, the incident seems to be related
to an old vendetta between the minister and the Guatemalan minister of
foreign affairs, Carlos Salazar. Always serious about the supposed Nazi
fifth column, Des Portes had lobbied hard to have the assets of the eco-
nomically very powerful and allegedly pro-Nazi Nottebohm family black-
listed. This Guatemalan—-German family had connections in the
government, among them Salazar, the former attorney of the family.
According to Des Portes’s own account regarding the circumstances sur-
rounding his transfer, it was the machinations of the “pro Nazi” foreign
minister that discredited him with the Guatemalan authorities.*

Des Portes was replaced by Boaz W. Long, who went to Guatemala
with some misgivings, as he had hoped to be named ambassador to one of
the bigger Latin American republics. The new ambassador’s capacity for
work soon had the embassy up and running again since there was no time
for a letdown while the war continued: “No American should lull himself
asleep thinking that we have accomplished something very wonderful
because there is a great deal of German influence left [in Guatemala],
although it is not as openly manifest as in the past.”*! One of the first
reports completed during Long’s tenure was an inventory of German
activities and Guatemalan wartime cooperation. The new ambassador
found that Germans were less confident about the outcome of the war
than they had been before and Guatemalans who formerly sympathized
with the Axis were now switching allegiance to the United Nations. A
report on the stability on the regime was deemed unnecessary since the
political situation was stable in Long’s assessment and had been so, with
the exception of minor incidents, since the start of the Ubico
administration.*?

At the same time, middle-class opposition to Ubico was growing and
was apparently heartened by the pro-democratic propaganda of the United
States.*® Oscar de Leén Aragén, who was a law student in Guatemala dur-
ing the war, remembers that U.S. propaganda had influenced discussions
among students and had opened his eyes to the realities of Ubico’s dicta-
torship.** Word on the street was that with the end of the war in sight, the
United States was beginning to rethink its relationship to the Latin
American dictators and some believed that Long had been sent to replace
Des Portes, assumed to be an old friend of Ubico, to prepare the country
for such a move.*> They were soon disappointed. The first attempt by local
oppositionists from the professional classes to get in touch with Long was
a polite request from one Dr. Julio Bianchi. The doctor asked the
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ambassador whether the latter would be interested to talk with several
“young gentlemen” who, it was carefully implied, were out of tune with
the present political situation. Long rejected the invitation with equal
courtesy, noting in his diary that “I thought it would be better not to
receive groups of persons who might be unfriendly to the government, in
view of our policy of not interfering in the internal affairs of other nations.”
The notion that the United States could remain entirely neutral in local
affairs was outdated. Some months earlier, Ubico had told legislators that
relations with the United States had never been better. The many public
works that were being completed in Guatemala with U.S. participation
served to underscore the close ties, the caudillo claimed. As a symbol of
the Guatemalan president’s closeness to his counterpart in Washington, a
new hospital was completed and dedicated “Hospital Roosevelt.”#¢

In fact, Long appears to have been biased to the status quo in
Guatemala. Calculations that he made in his diary show that in the 122
years of Guatemalan independence, the country had been ruled by dicta-
tors more than half of the time. The ambassador seemingly believed that
this was the natural state for a Central American republic.*” When a U.S.
citizen and businessman from El Salvador visited Long in April 1944—
they were old acquaintances from Long’s previous work in El Salvador—
the former revealed to the ambassador a plan “for developing Central
America, particularly for easing over the transition period from dictator-
ship to constitutional governments, which must inevitably follow the
approaching (?) peace.” Eager to drop the subject, Long suggested that
the former talk to Thurston about it. Privately, the ambassador felt that “it
seemed doubtful that any one who was active in our Foreign Service
would get very far by dropping into Washington and making proposals
calculated to eliminate the dictators from the Central American Republics.”
In the long run, “circumstances beyond our control could do this without
our intervention.”*®

With some six months to go before Ubico would be toppled, the entire
embassy staff was assembled to report on the local political situation at the
request of the Department. “Relations between the United States and
Guatemala are excellent,” was the general consensus, “the Government,
under the direction of President Ubico, has cooperated wholeheartedly
for the advancement of the common war effort.” Echoing older rumors
and suspicions that several officers of the administration were in fact Nazi
sympathizers, the report noted that “the policy of friendship and coopera-
tion with the United States pursued by President Ubico more than nullifies
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any such sentiments within the Government.” As for the future of the
regime:

...the internal political situation of Guatemala is as stable as that of any
country in Central and possibly South America. While it may be true that
the Guatemalan people have lost a certain measure of freedom of speech and
political activity under the administration of President Ubico, it is neverthe-
less true that the country as a whole has benefitted by stability and honesty
in public administration. While there is an element of discontent in the
country, the opposition of persons constituting this faction is based largely
on dissatisfaction with lack of change rather than any specific complaint
against the President or the administration. Such elements, furthermore, are
disorganized and leaderless and are completely lacking in the physical means
of bringing about an overthrow of the administration.*’

Prewar opposition to Carfas was characterized mostly by division. Angel
Zuniga Huete was the most well-known Liberal opponent of the caudillo,
but there were dissidents within his own party and only a tenacious alli-
ance was maintained with the rebellious Legalista wing of the National
Party—consisting of former members of Carfas’s party and led by the lat-
ter’s one-time vice-presidential candidate, Venancio Callejas. Moreover,
opposition leaders were scattered all over Central America and Mexico
where they were often used as pawns in the diplomatic games between the
caudillos, who, according to the needs of the moment, either helped or
harassed the Honduran exiles. It was difficult for the exiled leaders to
communicate securely and secretly, which, together with their very differ-
ent political backgrounds, partly explains why they never managed to
agree on a strategy to oust Carfas. Some preferred armed invasions, others
wished to employ legal measures, while yet a third group managed to rec-
oncile itself with the Carinro over time.>

As in other Central American countries, new opposition to the regime
gained strength inside Honduras during the war®' Like those in
neighboring states, the Honduran variant was middle class, urban, inspired
by the war against fascism, and could be roughly divided into a military
wing and a civilian wing. But there were also important differences
between developments in Honduras and in the rest of Central America.
For one, Carias, the former militia general, had resisted all pressures in
favor of the professionalization of the Honduran army.*> Only his air force
and “honor guard” were well trained and equipped. Contact between
Honduran troops and U.S. troops during the war were kept to a minimum
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and the caudillo was very reluctant to send officers abroad for training.
Hence, the professional cadre of young officers that played a significant
role in the 1944 revolutions in El Salvador and Guatemala was much
smaller and weaker in Honduras. Furthermore, Honduras was economi-
cally the least developed of all Central American countries. The exploita-
tion of its main export crop, bananas, was in the hands of U.S. companies,
which had formed an enclave economy in the north of Honduras. The rate
of urbanization was correspondingly low in Honduras: Tegucigalpa was
the largest city with some 70,000 inhabitants. The second largest city, San
Pedro Sula, was far behind with roughly 20,000 inhabitants. Thus, the
urban middle class of Honduras was also much smaller than the (in itself
relatively small) middle classes of neighboring states.>3

For the moment, new middle-class and urban opposition was ignored
because it was convenient for the regime to focus on the Liberal Party as
a readily identifiable enemy. The Liberals were easily linked to other ene-
mies of the moment, particularly Mexican “communists” and German
“Nazis,” thus maintaining a straightforward divide between “good”
(Nationalist) and “evil” (Liberal) which offered the necessary flexibility.
Minister Erwin never met any of the traditional opponents of Carias.
Zuniga Huete and Callejas had left Honduras in 1932 and 1936 respec-
tively, well before Erwin took charge of his post. Therefore, much of what
Erwin knew about the traditional opposition, he learned from the Carfas
government itself. During the war, as the legation and the regime cooper-
ated closely, Carfas and his supporters aggressively pushed an image of the
old Liberal Party as being a crypto-fascist organization, an image that
Erwin came to adopt and convey to Washington (interestingly, the Carfas
government seems to have been aware of Erwin’s hostile attitude toward
the opposition, as its secret agents reported this fact on several occa-
sions®*). Erwin seems to have overlooked the development of discontent
among new social groups entirely. With the exception, perhaps, of Minister
James Stewart in Nicaragua—who was reportedly so beholden to Somoza’s
wishes that the caudillo himself sardonically referred to the diplomat as
“my steward”—Erwin became one of the most despised U.S. diplomats
among Central American oppositionists.>®

During the early years of the war Erwin adopted Carfas’s claim that the
Liberals had a working relationship with Nazi agents,*® despite the fact
that other diplomatic posts reported on several occasions that proof for
the connection was nonexistent.’” Rather than substantial evidence, the
idea that the political “outs” would welcome any alliance of convenience
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was persuasive enough to establish a link between Liberals and Nazis in
Erwin’s mind. More than anything else, the demonization of the Liberal
Party cemented the legation’s support for the local regime—acting on the
assumption that the choice in Honduras was between a benign traditional
dictatorship and an opposition backed by totalitarian allies.

Throughout September 1943, for example, the Carfas regime was on
edge due to an elaborately planned rebellion involving Zuniga Huete’s
Liberals, which turned out a spectacular failure. The regime hit back hard
against Liberals in the San Pedro Sula area, arresting at random many
known Liberals. Interestingly, the U.S. consulates in the area reported,
around the same time, that U.S. naval vessels visited the area affected by
the upheaval and that navy airplanes made flights over Honduran territory
in “a gesture of firm control.” While the young consuls seem to have been
at a loss to explain the presence of the U.S. navy, Erwin must have
known—perhaps even requested—that the U.S. navy was to visit the area.
Days before the first ships arrived on the horizon, the minister reported to
Washington that the United States should help Carfas keep the country
stable in the interest of wartime cooperation.®

About one year later, another plot against the government was discov-
ered—this time it did not involve the Liberals but appeared to foreshadow
the 1944 revolutions in El Salvador and Guatemala. The men behind the
1943 plot, which involved an attempt on Carias’s life, were young army
officers who were professionally trained abroad (some at the Guatemalan
military academy, which eventually turned against Ubico), but who did
not have any opportunity for advancement in their own country because
the old Carfas-men dominated the upper ranks of the army. The plot was
uncovered before it was executed because Guatemalan spies picked up
rumors and Ubico gave Carfas a timely warning. The result was another
wave of arrests, not aimed solely against those directly involved in the
plot, but also against the community of Liberal opponents inside the
country.®

The embassy was taken completely by surprise. Part of the reason for
the oversight may have been the earlier conflict between Erwin and
Military Attaché Austin—who had been transferred out of Honduras—
since one of the plotters was an old informant of Austin and might have
kept the attaché informed had the latter still been at his post. In addition,
both the government and the embassy were obsessed with the Liberal/
Nazi threat. As the embassy had to admit, the military plot did not involve
Liberals or Nazis—not even communists! Somewhat shaken by an upris-
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ing where none was suspected, Erwin congratulated Carfas on his near
escape from death. The ambassador even reassured the president that, had
the plot succeeded, the United States would have never recognized the
rebel regime. Where Erwin got that idea is unclear. The non-recognition
policy had been dead for nearly ten years. Not surprisingly, the Department,
while expressing its commendation for Erwin’s prompt reporting on the
plot, immediately informed its ambassador that it had no policy of holding
back recognition—adding somewhat acidly that Erwin might wish to con-
sult some books on international law.%

The 1943 murder plot, coming from such an unexpected corner, shook
up the embassy’s evaluation of the opposition. Since the German threat
also appeared less formidable in 1943 than it did before, the importance
of the Liberal/Nazi connection receded to the background, although
Erwin continued to focus on the traditional Liberal opponents of Carfas.5!
At the Department’s request, the embassy reported in 1944 that there
were no more totalitarian subversive movements in Honduras (either Nazi
or communist). Attempts against the president were an “old fashioned
Latin American affair”:

As Latin American dictators go, President Carias is fairly good—tfar better
than most, perhaps less enlightened than some. His record should be viewed
in perspective, and with regard to local conditions. Most of the people he
governs are illegitimate (54.5 percent) and illiterate (74.5 percent). When
he assumed office, he was faced with substantially the same problem met and
overcome by James I in Scotland and Cardinal Richelieu in France—the
establishment and maintenance of order. James I (1394-1437) smashed the
semi-independent chiefs...; Richelieu (1585-1642) smashed the feudal
power of the Rohans and Montmorencys; and Carias smashed the guerilla
generals. James and Richelieu fought and beheaded; Carias merely impris-
ons or exiles. His measures are often arbitrary, and there are occasional cases
of personal injustice, but, by and large, the system is fairly sound; like his
great predecessors, President Carias will leave this country more civilized
and otherwise better off than he found it eleven years ago.?

Up to the year 1944, therefore, all U.S. embassies underestimated the
strength of new opposition groups and generally dismissed their claims to
membership in an international alliance that was fighting dictatorships in
Europe and in Central America. This attitude would not have caused any
important problems if it was not for the fact that all Central American
dictatorships faced significant challenges from urban, middle sector oppo-
sitionists in 1944.
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SPRINGTIME IN CENTRAL AMERICA

By January 1944, the middle levels Department of State became aware of
the growing opposition against dictatorial regimes in Central America.
Although Washington realistically assumed that discontent on the isthmus
could lead to changes in the leadership in that region, its estimate was that
such changes were still a distant eventuality. Considering the reports it
received from the embassies in Central America, which argued that the
reigning regimes were stable and opposition movements small, this was a
logical conclusion.

Therefore, a change in policy was considered unnecessary at the time.
The Department did counsel its posts to be careful not to get drawn into
politics, however:

In view of the particularly delicate situation existing at the moment, the
Department wishes to reiterate its injunctions against any avoidable act of
omission or commission which might be interpreted as reflecting on the local
political situation. Excessive public friendliness toward the Administration in
power or the participation of United States officials in pro-administration
meetings of a political nature would be almost as undesirable as the identifi-
cation of the embassy with opposition to the existing Administration. It is to
be remembered that there is bitter open and covert opposition to virtually all
of the administrations in power; that it is almost inevitable that this opposi-
tion will eventually come to power in some countries; and that the rule of
non-interference in internal politics applies even to those regimes which, in
seeking to perpetuate themselves in power, have gone out of their way to
emphasize their friendship for the United States. The respective missions will
doubtless find it very difficult to define the line where friendliness toward the
government of an allied sister Republic ends and friendliness toward a par-
ticular political regime begins, but the Department is confident that they will
handle this problem with particular discretion.?

A particularly interesting aspect in the Department’s standpoint is its con-
tinued trust in the non-interference principle. During the 1944 upheavals,
however, that policy became highly contested—as indicated by the letters
that Thurston received from local oppositionists. The U.S. ambassador
could not very well argue that the United States had no interest in local
affairs while the War Department delivered tanks; the Sanitation Division
built sewers; the Justice Department trained local law enforcement units;
the Coordination Committee plastered walls with posters demanding vic-
tory for democracy, and so on. After three years of total war, the policy
that was so successtul in the 1930s just did not apply anymore.
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Of further interest is that the Department believed that Central
Americans would accept the philosophical argument that friendliness to an
allied government did not equal friendliness to a particular regime. The
embassies would learn that this divide was meaningless in practice, but it
did allow the officers in the Department to avoid difficult questions. As
long as the illusion was entertained that the United States could maintain
friendly relations with any government despite changes in the particular
regime, the State Department did not have to reevaluate its policy and
could continue with business as usual—which, in early 1944, meant the
war in Europe and Asia. The Department was confident that its officers on
the spot could work within these guidelines, as long as they maintained an
attitude of discretion. The reality would turn out to be different, during
and after 1944 U.S. Foreign Service officers made enemies on all sides
with their claims to neutrality.

The weakness of Central American dictatorships was first manifested in
El Salvador. To his annoyance, Thurston received an official invitation to
the inauguration of Martinez’s new term just days before the event was to
take place. The ambassador knew that this was no simple oversight: the
invitations were sent to all foreign diplomats in the capital at the very last
minute to prevent them from consulting their own departments. Trouble
was brewing in the capital and the presence of the entire diplomatic corps
at the inauguration ceremonies could be interpreted as foreign support for
Martinez’s continuismo. The absence of any one diplomat would be
regarded as a sign of disapproval. To attend or not was, therefore, an
important policy decision with potentially far-reaching consequences.
Policy—at least when local affairs were concerned—was not the
Department’s strong point in this period, as is illustrated again by its
silence as Thurston had to make a difficult decision about the inaugura-
tion. Just days after the inauguration, Thurston sent the Department a
slightly vexed telegram, asking to be kept up to date about policy decisions
and announcements, as the embassy relied on the U.S. press for that sort
of information. It was understandable that the Department was not too
concerned about updating its policy, however. Reports coming from the
embassies in Central America throughout the previous year painted a pic-
ture of stable regimes, despite some rising discontent.%*

It was up to Thurston to decide what to do with the invitation, but
options were few. Thurston explained to his colleague, the Mexican
ambassador, who seems to have been willing to snub Martinez, that an
ambassador was just an agent and not the maker of policy. In the absence
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of instructions, Thurston said, the best thing was to follow diplomatic
protocol and ceremony so as to prevent insulting the host government
and thereby embarking on a new policy. Thus the diplomatic corps politely
sat through the inauguration ceremonies, a decision that met the general
anger and indignation of oppositionists.®

Martinez’s third term was to be his shortest. On April 2 shooting broke
out in San Salvador while the president was in Santa Ana. Initially, things
went well for the opposition, which sent two trucks of armed men to Santa
Ana to apprehend Martinez. By some inexplicable coincidence or over-
sight, however, the armed convoy of oppositionists going to Santa Ana
passed the armed convoy of the president going to San Salvador without
noticing each other. By April 3, Martinez was firmly entrenched in the
capital’s police barracks and leading the defense of his government. The
opposition was reluctant to bomb Martinez’s position because political
prisoners were held at the barracks. By late afternoon, many oppositionists
had decided to save their own lives. The failure to capture or kill Martinez
had been very disheartening and many rebel leaders deserted their com-
panions to seek the safety of foreign embassies.

The April uprising was a spectacular failure. Some 500 people lost their
lives and an entire city block was destroyed. The failure seems to have been
the result of bad planning and coordination, especially between the civil-
ian and the military element of the opposition. The military oppositionists
were even divided amongst themselves: the leader of the revolt was one of
the most hated officers of the army—a former Nazi-sympathizer in the
assessment of the embassy—and many officers and soldiers deserted the
uprising when they heard who its leader was. But despite the collapse of
the April 2 uprising, San Salvadorans did not return to business as usual.
The city remained in a state of tension until a new revolt broke out.

In the meantime, the embassy had to come to terms with the April
events. While the uprising was an obvious tactical loss for the opposition,
the Martinez regime showed some very significant weaknesses. The presi-
dent had called on Pro-Patria and the Guardia to protect him. Both these
organizations were considered firm pillars of the regime. Both neglected
to come to its aid. While the government was less secure than anticipated,
it also turned out to be less benign than previously thought. While the
usual reaction to a failed plot, as far as the embassy was aware, was to pun-
ish the ringleaders with relatively short jail sentences, often followed by
exile, the April revolt was followed by wholesale torture and execution.
The executions only led to more opposition. The soldiers of the Guardia
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Nacional, who were tasked with the executions, often refused to follow
orders. Many of the killings had to be performed with machine guns by
higher officers—veterans of the Matanza. The torture and executions also
alienated the civilian population. The students of the National University
were particularly indignant because many of the young officers who fell
victim to Martinez’s vengeance were also part-time students. While the
president, due to his active interest in theosophy, had always been regarded
as somewhat of an eccentric, the general consensus after the failed uprising
was that he had gone “completely oft the deep end.”%°

For a month, the atmosphere in San Salvador remained dark. Martinez
did not show himself in public without heavily armed guards and rumors
of executions proliferated. The president obviously failed to restore peace
and calm to the city and his severe handling of the uprising only made
things worse. To protest the executions specifically and the regime in gen-
eral, a new uprising broke out around the start of May. This time, the
cowed and thinned out military faction was hardly involved. The revolt
started with a student “strike,” which spread first to the professional
groups and later to shopkeepers, railroad workers, and so on, gradually
paralyzing the city. Remembered as the huelga de los caidos brazos, the
protests were a successfully executed campaign of non-violent, passive
resistance against state terror. Initially, Martinez tried to strike back by
bringing armed peasants to the city. The strain of the past month, how-
ever, had been too much for most of his cabinet ministers and advisors,
who managed to convince the president not to let the situation escalate.

A climax occurred on May 8 when student protesters rejected Martinez’s
proposition to step down after he named a successor. Instead, the students
bluntly told Martinez that he was to leave the presidency by 9 a.m. the
next day. Amazingly, the president announced his retirement over the
national radio on May 9, handing over power to a provisional government
under the leadership of Minister of Defense Andrés Ignacio Menéndez.
The opposition, which was not entirely satisfied with Menéndez’s appoint-
ment, kept up the pressure for some days, until Martinez fled to Guatemala
and the interim government announced that it would govern “according
to the norms of the most ample democracy, guaranteeing the Four
Freedoms proclaimed by Mr. Roosevelt.” While the U.S. had taken no
active part in the change of government, Salvadorans closely identified
Martinez’s resignation with the war effort: “Four Freedoms posters and
improvised variations thereon were carried throughout the city by the
multitude celebrating the occasion. Several demonstrations—some small
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and some numbering several thousand—paraded to [the U.S.] Embassy
cheering the United States.”®”

The fall of Martinez caused quite a stir in the Guatemalan presidential
palace. No one had expected that the neighboring regime might fail. Now
that it had happened, doubts arose about the stability of the Guatemalan
government. Ubico ordered the press to stop reporting on the Salvadoran
revolt and at the same time tried to ingratiate himself with local students
and soldiers, a very unusual step for the increasingly reclusive and obsti-
nate dictator. The president’s underlings were getting uneasy. One of
Ubico’s right-hand men, General Roderico Anzueto, was transferring
funds to foreign bank accounts. Frederico Hernindez de Le6n, owner of
the semi-official newspaper Nuestro Diario, put in a good word for the
opposition in his editorials—an obvious attempt to spread his bets. Word
on the street was that Ubico accepted the political asylum of Martinez,
whom he heartily disliked, only because he might find himself in a similar
situation in the future. The regime’s self-confidence declined in inverse
proportion to the opposition’s rising optimism.®® Long, however,
remained certain that the trouble would be temporary. He believed that
events in El Salvador only affected a “minority [which was] usually so
silent.” Almost two generations older than the typical oppositionist, Long
talked disdainfully about the “uneasy youngsters” who normally did not
dare raise their voices. The more intelligent Guatemalan, the ambassador
believed, would be satisfied with the “more liberal policy” and “reasonable
change” that Ubico was now instituting to assuage the people.®

Both regime and opposition started to petition the embassy for help.
Around the end of June, with rumors of an impending strike increasing,
the government issued new directives against subversive Nazi and fascist
elements, but the embassy recognized this as a ploy to “lower the value of
the opposition in our eyes.” Meanwhile, Guatemalan students tried to
obtain U.S. flags from the embassy for use during a demonstration,
explaining that they were enthusiastic supporters of the Atlantic Charter,
but they were politely turned down. While students were already march-
ing through the streets, Long reported to the Department that “although
this movement may have serious consequences due to its deviation from
the general trend of the perfectly-dominated Ubico regime, the situation
in no way parallels the recent movement in El Salvador.” Thus, the possi-
bility of the overthrow of Ubico was “not considered great at this time.””?

It is true, perhaps, that the student parades would not have caused
Ubico’s downfall by themselves, but to Long’s surprise, they did spark
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demonstrations by a much larger group of Guatemalan citizens, especially
after the regime formally suspended the (in fact, nonexistent) constitu-
tional guarantees and tried to restore order by force. Long now reported
that “there is a large and wide-spread body of public opinion hostile to
President Ubico, even among those who recognize that he has given the
country an efficient and reasonably honest Administration.” As if report-
ing some entirely novel notion, the ambassador added that Ubico was
now being accused of “ruthless suppression of civil liberties and the exer-
cise of despotic repressive measures for his perpetuation in office.””!

Tense days of demonstrations, sit-in strikes, and marches followed,
sometimes answered by random shooting and, at one point, a violent out-
burst of “hoodlums” who had been brought into the city by the govern-
ment to intimidate the opposition. Long was involved in the conflict as the
Acting Dean of the diplomatic corps, which attempted to mediate collec-
tively between the opposition and the regime, but eagerly handed over
that function when the Nuncio of the Holy See, and actual Dean, returned
from a trip during the demonstrations. Yet, all eyes were constantly focused
on the U.S. embassy, which managed to make enemies on both sides with
its non-intervention attitude. Carlos Salazar, the minister of foreign affairs,
informed Long with diplomatic bitterness that it was “hard to escape the
impression that [the government] was not receiving support, in one form
or another, from a country which should be friendly.” On the other hand,
many oppositionists felt that the embassy remained silent while people
were being shot in the streets, because it was grateful that Ubico had
helped expropriate German holdings during the war. The general impres-
sion was that the embassy had enough influence with Ubico to at least
force him to moderate the violence.”?

“Ya no quiero mds,” a visibly disheartened Ubico told Long on June
30. Somewhat to the disgust of the ambassador, the macho general was
“almost to the point of weeping.” Apparently unbeknownst to the
embassy, opposition to Ubico’s continuance had reached the president’s
immediate circle. Ubico suggested to Long that General Anzueto might
take over the presidency, but Long advised against it, feeling that the gen-
eral was too closely associated with Ubico and, most importantly, had
been under suspicion of being a fascist sympathizer.”® Thanks to historians
who interviewed some of Ubico’s former advisors, it is known how Ubico
eventually selected a successor: many “surplus” generals in Guatemala’s
top-heavy army structure gathered every day in the anteroom of Ubico’s
office to accept whatever chore the president might have for them, serving,
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in effect, as very high-ranking errand boys. When Ubico decided to step
down and hand over power to the army, one of his advisors walked into
the anteroom of the president’s office where, due to the early hour, only
three generals had collected to play some cards or exchange the latest gos-
sip. These three, Generals Buenaventura Pineda, Eduardo Villagrin Ariza,
and Frederico Ponce Vaides, were appointed the ruling junta of Guatemala
on the spot.”*

Shortly, Ponce emerged as the leader of the new government, but the
political situation in Guatemala remained tense and Long was not sure
what to make of it. The ambassador initially believed that Ponce would be
a middle-of-the-road president who could unite different classes and inter-
est groups under a more liberal government, especially since the new gov-
ernment had promised to organize elections. Besides, the new government
appeared to meet all the requirements for recognition under international
law and could not be tied to Axis influence. In addition, the ambassador
disliked the students noisy parades and their “inappropriate” behavior in
the National Assembly, where they shouted comments from the public
galleries. At one point, a group of students visited the embassy to demand
that the United States help it overthrow Ponce. If help was not forthcom-
ing, they would turn to the Mexican ambassador who had always shown
himself a supporter of the opposition. Not inclined to be bullied by
youngsters who were “too immature to be taken seriously,” Long reported
that he “had only to explain [to the students] our established policy in a
fatherly fashion and the interview ended.””®

The embassy did its best to maintain an appearance of non-intervention.
After the assassination of a journalist, for example, Long cabled General
George Brett, commander of the U.S. Special Service Squadron in Panama,
to cancel the latter’s planned visit to Guatemala: “it was felt that anything
that might conceivably be construed in the public mind as approval of, or
even indifference to, anything in the nature of political assassination
should be avoided.” Such modest steps were hardly adequate to influence
public opinion, however. “On all sides one hears the remark,” the embas-
sy’s legal attaché reported, “How can the United States continue to rec-
ognize an unconstitutional government by assassins in their own
hemisphere when hundreds of thousands of their best men are dying to
fight it elsewhere.””®

Despite his disregard for physical hardships, Long put in a request for
sick leave in September 1944. The ambassador also argued that since many
people were contacting the embassy to plead for support during the
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upcoming elections that the Ponce regime had promised, the ambassa-
dor’s absence might actually be beneficial in the light of the non-
intervention principle. Because the embassy’s most experienced officer
had been transferred to Algiers a short time before, Long left his post to
the charge of young William Afteld.””

On October 20, as Affeld made ready to celebrate his birthday, heavy
fighting broke out in Guatemala City. After having restrained his son from
joining the revolutionaries with his toy pistol, the young chargé was almost
immediately drawn into conflict by both sides. Ponce called the embassy
to ask for fresh ammunition, which Affeld refused, and later that day a
revolutionary junta appeared on the front step of the chancery with a
request to use its telegraph to communicate the terms of surrender to the
government, a request that was granted by the chargé. Although very
intense, fighting in the capital was over quickly. The Ponce government
capitulated some 12 hours after the start of the revolution. While the mili-
tary faction that led the revolution had armed many volunteers from the
civilian population, the relatively swift victory was mainly due to involve-
ment on the side of the rebels of the presidential honor guard—the only
army division with tanks and other heavy weapons, courtesy of the lend-
lease program. The Department later commended Affeld for having
enabled the government and the revolutionaries to negotiate the terms of
surrender, ensuring a quick end to hostilities. This was the primary short-
term objective for the Department, considering the importance of peace
and stability in the Hemisphere during the war.”® How the new Guatemalan
regime would fit into the postwar objectives of the United States was, of
course, a different question. While some oppositionists had come to con-
sider the U.S. a friend of Ubico, as, for example, the legal attaché reported,
and while Long was indeed taken by surprise by the sudden political
changes, the State Department was far more concerned with the continu-
ity of wartime cooperation and showed little interest in the end of the
Ubico era.

Up to 1944, Central America was ruled by four caudillos and one fairly
liberal regime in Costa Rica. With the fall of Martinez and Ubico, the
demand rose among oppositionists in all countries to eliminate caundillismo
from the isthmus entirely. The two remaining dictators were Tiburcio
Carfas in Honduras and Anastasio Somoza in Nicaragua. Both proved
more resilient than their northern neighbors. Somoza, the most junior
caudillo and a brilliant political tactician, hung on by his fingernails.
Throughout the late 1940s, he employed conciliatory and violent measures
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to divide and defeat his opponents. Carfas, now the most senior caudillo,
never had to face the kind of powerful opponents that Somoza did and
managed to maintain his presidency until 1948.7°

Several attempts were made against the Carfas regime throughout
1944. One front of opposition was the exiled community. After the fall of
Martinez, Honduran exiles “flocked” to El Salvador and it seems that even
Somoza, who for a while thought that Carfas’s days were numbered and
he might as well get on the good side of his opponents, allowed Honduran
exiles to organize in Nicaragua.®® Thus the exiles had direct access to the
Honduran border for the first time in many years and made the most of
the opportunity by launching several armed excursions into the country
from bases in El Salvador and Nicaragua. Internal opposition, encouraged
by wartime propaganda and the fall of Martinez and Ubico, was also on
the rise. Major protests were organized in the urban centers of Tegucigalpa
and especially San Pedro Sula—which was an old Liberal bulwark and a
traditional center of opposition against Carfas.5!

Interestingly, representatives of the U.S. military in Central America
also felt confident enough to express their anti-dictatorial standpoints after
the fall of Martinez and Ubico. General George Brett conveyed his deter-
mination to avoid any action to “help the dictator Carfas,” provoking
Erwin to denounce the general’s “lack of judgment” and “bad taste.” A
local military attaché told Erwin that “we cannot have a democracy in
Guatemala and a dictatorship over here [in Honduras].” The former’s
assistants were reporting to their department that the dictatorships in
Central America were planning to destroy the new democracies. Again,
Erwin was livid, claiming that the military men allowed themselves to be
misled by the “pseudo-democratic” opponents of Carfas and instructing
the State Department to ignore such reports, as Carfas’s only wish was to
be left alone.®

Carfas’s wish was not granted. Aside from several rebel incursions,
which caused some alarm in the presidential palace but generally turned
out to be ineffective, Honduras’s tiny middle class was stirring. July 1944
witnessed demonstrations by women, students, and professionals very
similar to those in El Salvador and Guatemala. A large demonstration was
held on the Fourth of July in Tegucigalpa and purported to be a march in
support of the allied cause. According to embassy observers, the demon-
strators used slogans such as “;Viva ln democracial”; “;Viva ln libertad!”,
and “;Viva Presidente Roosevelt!”, demonstrating the effects of U.S. war-
time propaganda, but leaving the embassy unimpressed. Carfas publicly
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blamed the protests on enemies of the United Nations while Erwin also
publicly condemned the misuse of U.S. flags during the marches. Rather
than democratic ideals, the embassy believed that the crowds in Honduras
were motivated by guaro: a local liquor, “one drink of which is said to
embolden a rabbit to fight a bulldog.”®* Carias managed to sit out the
protests by a combination of conciliation, a refusal to be provoked, and
downright terror. Instead of the army or the police, which were kept away
from the demonstrators to prevent incidents, unofficial militias roamed
the streets, led by Carfas’s nephew Calixto who, according to old legation
reports, was many times a rapist and murderer.®®

More serious protests, with graver consequences, were held in San
Pedro Sula. Oppositionists there obtained a permit to demonstrate around
the beginning of July, either because they had tricked the authorities into
believing that it would be a parade in honor of United States Independence
Day, or because the government hoped that the city would quiet down
after blowing off some steam. Carfas sent Minister of the Interior Juan
Manuel Galvez to San Pedro Sula, purportedly to make sure that no rash
actions were undertaken by either the local comandante or the opposition-
ists. But whatever Gélvez’s exact role in the following events was, that
mission was a failure. According to a report by a U.S. vice-consul, some
sort of incident took place during the demonstration of July 6, which pro-
voked a soldier, a demonstrator, or perhaps even an entirely unrelated
person to fire his pistol. Thinking that the demonstration had turned vio-
lent, soldiers stationed nearby opened fire: “The firing, from both rifles
and sub-machine guns, lasted from 8 to 10 minutes. There were no means
of escape; alleys leading off the main street were blocked by armed soldiers
who fired on any and all that attempted to escape ... Twenty-two, consist-
ing of men, women and children, are said to have been slain before the
firing ceased and scores wounded.”8¢

The embassy did not report on the details of this incident. For a sense
of the brutality of the slaughter in San Pedro Sula, which would ultimately
claim the lives of over 50 people,’” one has to consult the eye-witness
accounts collected by the nearby U.S. vice consulate:

...a young lady of about 22 years of age, was literally sawed in two by sub-
machine gun fire. When the firing ceased, one of the soldiers rushed up to
the girl, [illegible] her of two rings, a small money bag and a necklace, lifted
up her dress and, in a most coarse manner, spoke of her legs and the prob-
abilities of her virginity. Another eye-witnessed story was told by a doctor
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who, upon learning of this outrageous slaughter, rushed to Hospital El
Norte to help receive the wounded. He related that dump trucks were deliv-
ering the victims in an unbelievably heathenish fashion. The trucks drove up
to the hospital, backed to the receiving door and with hydraulic dump truck
lifters, dumped the victims to the ground. The doctor frantically enquired as
to why they were using such a barbaric method and was bluntly informed by
the drivers that they had so many to move off the streets that they had no
time for courteousness. When the doctor stated to the drivers that they were
hastening the deaths of the wounded, he was met with a disinterested shrug
of the shoulders. These are but two of many stomach-turning happenings as
told to me by actual witnesses.®

While the State Department seems not to have been aware of the exact
details of the events in San Pedro Sula, Erwin was—or at least could have
been. He took the position that a formal diplomatic protest, an action sug-
gested to him by the British chargé, would constitute “intervention.”
While the killing of unarmed civilians was “unfortunate,” no British or
U.S. citizens were involved. Somewhat more darkly, Erwin reminded the
chargé that “rioting and illegal parading had been suppressed on
Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington, D.C. a few years ago by Federal
Soldiers (the so-called bonus marches) with several casualties; that killings
had occurred in Ireland, India and other British possessions in an effort to
‘maintain order.””® But while Erwin shrugged, many Liberals from San
Pedro Sula fled the city and later consolidated into a radical wing of the
Liberal Party that would reject the leadership that was left over from the
1930s and continued the resistance against Carfas and his successors.

Doors OPENED AND DoOORS CLOSED

U.S. diplomats never fully grasped what meaning the ideals of World War 11
had for Central American oppositionists. Ambassador Walter Thurston did
understand how both the Martinez regime and local oppositionists adopted
the language of the U.S. war effort. The former stressed the need for soli-
darity and stability and used the expropriation of “Axis” properties as an
excuse to tamper with the constitution. The latter pushed the analogy
between the fight against European dictatorship and its own fight against
local dictatorship. Thurston believed that by adhering to the traditional
non-intervention policy, he could avoid becoming entangled in local poli-
tics. However, by 1943 the non-intervention policy was, to all intents and
purposes, a fiction. The State Department itself emphasized “collaboration”
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for the “common good,” fully aware of the fact that this would mean coop-
eration with dictatorships in many Latin American countries. Liberally
minded Central Americans came to resent U.S. wartime programs, includ-
ing the democratically flavored propaganda of the OCIAA, because they
could not harmonize what was to them obviously an interventionist policy
with U.S. embassies’ refusals, based on the non-intervention principle, to
distance their country from the dictatorships.

Nonetheless, December 1944 found the State Department’s division
for American Republic Affairs in an apologetic frame of mind. While the
Department continued to uphold the Good Neighbor policy—which, it
was widely believed, had created the conditions in which an inter-American
alliance against fascism could be formed—it was also aware of many new
problems that had to be addressed. High on the list was what the
Department defined as the “support democracy vs. nonintervention the-
ses”: the opposing demands that the United States should both support a
liberalization of politics in the south and at the same time continue its
policy of not interfering in local politics. A Departmental memo to
Assistant Secretary Nelson Rockefeller noted that, on the one hand, Latin
American dictators were dissatisfied because the United States had inter-
vened by introducing democratic ideals to the region but had refused to
intervene to help keep failing dictators in power. On the other hand, the
Department recognized, the opposition and “the masses” in Latin America
were disillusioned with the United States because it had provided lend-
lease aid, money, and other types of support to the dictators during the
war. These people now demanded to know why the United States had not
actively supported democracy on the American continent, as it had pur-
ported to do in Asia and Europe. In the Department’s own assessment,
wartime policy was wise and prudent considering that the United States
had had to walk an extremely thin line between two evils: “it would have
been monstrous to have given the dictators active support against the peo-
ple. It would have been folly to have aided the alleged democratic ele-
ments against constituted governments; at best this would have resulted in
chaos at a crucial moment, and it might well have furnished the enemy a
foothold in this hemisphere.”*?

In the Department’s estimate, therefore, the policy of non-intervention
proved its usefulness during the war. But many Central Americans did not
share this view. On the one hand, they witnessed the close cooperation
between the United States and the local regimes during the war. The
dictatorships made sure to advertise every aspect of such cooperation and
presented themselves as highly valued, irreplaceable friends of the powerful
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United States. The embassies tended to ignore entreaties by opposition
groups while modern lend-lease weapons were delivered for use by the
government. At the same time, pro-democratic propaganda spread
throughout the isthmus while the United States seemed to demonstrate a
very real concern for the lot of the common man in Central America with
programs to build roads, hospitals, and schools. These actions made sense
from the perspective of fighting a total war on a global scale. In the Central
American context, they made no sense at all. The only obvious fact for
local observers was that the United States was intervening. On whose
behalf was a matter of confusion.

The existence of middle-class urban opposition to the isthmian dicta-
torships went unacknowledged by the U.S. embassies for a long time.
When this new group finally came out into the open, it was almost impos-
sible for its members to strike up an intelligent dialogue with the Foreign
Service. The embassies were unable to accurately assess the strength of the
new opposition; unable to appraise its devotion to the democratic princi-
ples of the war; and unable (or unwilling) to understand its arguments
about the United States” moral obligation to help it. Under these circum-
stances, it is not surprising that the democratic movements of Central
America and the United States never became close, in spite of what should
have been a shared political ideology. Some members of the Foreign
Service tried to correct this situation after 1945, but their task was made
very difficult by the mutual misunderstandings that existed from the start.
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CHAPTER 8

The Postwar Moment: An Opening
for Democracy, 1944-1947

“Last week the U.S. Senate turned loose a bull in the Latin American
china shop. He was Spruille Braden, now confirmed as assistant secretary
of State for Latin American Affairs, a big, jolly, working democrat whose
object was to smash the Western Hemisphere’s dictatorial bric-a-brac.”
Such, at least, was Time Magazine’s assessment of the new assistant secre-
tary—and it was not that far off the mark. Spruille Braden, a Montana
mining engineer with extensive experience in diplomacy, had been a politi-
cal appointee to the Foreign Service during the war. Considering himself
an “anti-Nazi paladin,” he had battled supposed Nazis and their local sym-
pathizers in and out of official circles in Colombia, Cuba, and Argentina.?
Only during the war, when old principles of non-intervention were put
aside for the cause of the allies, could a man who took such liberties with
other states’ sovereignty become ambassador. And only right after the war,
when democratic fervor was running high, could he have become assistant
secretary. Braden was both one of the most colorful characters of his time
and an exponent of it.

With Braden as assistant secretary, the Department of State developed
a policy to match the growing democratic idealism in Latin America,
which included the 1944 upheavals in Central America. Under this “pol-
icy regarding dictatorships and disreputable governments” the United
States publicly denounced the most notorious dictators of the Hemisphere:
Perén in Argentina, Trujillo in the Dominican Republic, and Somoza in
Nicaragua. With regard to the latter, the State Department began to
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express its disappointment with continued authoritarian rule in Nicaragua
directly following the war by withholding military aid and other types of
assistance. The real test, however, came in 1947 when Somoza tried to
assuage internal opposition by stepping down and installing one of his
uncles in the presidency. As it turned out that the new president was too
independent, he committed a coup and had another uncle appointed to
the presidency. At this point, the United States decided that Somoza had
gone far enough and withheld diplomatic recognition from the new pup-
pet government. This might appear to be an ill-conceived action in the
light of Martinez’s successful defiance of non-recognition, but from the
late 1940s perspective it is an understandable choice since political devel-
opments in the region seemed to be favorable to democratic change and
Somoza was facing internal opposition. By not recognizing his govern-
ment, Washington might just tip the balance in favor of the liberal opposi-
tion without committing the United States to more drastic acts.

As it turned out, however, the forces of reaction were gaining strength
by 1947 and Somoza, a talented political tactician, managed to keep his
opponents divided and his hold on power unrelenting. Because of
Somoza’s successful defiance in the context of a new trend toward ultra-
conservative politics in the region, combined with a wish to promote Latin
American solidarity in the counsels of the Organization of American States
(OAS) and the United Nations (UN), the United States abandoned its
attempts to oust Somoza in 1948. In that same year, at the Pan-American
conference in Bogota, the American nations jointly adopted the principle
of continuance of diplomatic relations whenever government leadership
changed, putting a definite halt to the use of non-recognition as a diplo-
matic weapon. While it would take a while before Somoza was on good
terms with Washington again, the recognition of his regime signaled the
end of U.S. policy of discouraging dictatorship.?

Despite the rather inglorious end to the U.S. attempt to elbow out
Somoza, historians have since debated the significance of that brief epi-
sode. “[These] actions were the strongest argument to date against those
who claim that the United States always supported the Somoza regime,”
according to Paul Coe Clark, “it demonstrated the administration’s sin-
cerity regarding its policy of supporting democratic governments in Latin
America [and] it had special meaning when applied to a dictatorial regime
long associated with the U.S.” Andrew Crawley agrees that “the sense of
affinity that the United States felt with rulers whose authority derived
from popular consent helped bring Somoza’s government to an end.”*
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However, Leonard argues that the postwar policy of opposition to dicta-
tors was merely a case of paying lip service to high ideals while the Truman
administration focused on Europe. The fact that Somoza was eventually
recognized supports that line of analysis, according to Leonard. Bethell
appears to second this argument with the observation that U.S. support
for democracy was merely rhetorical after 1946 and direct support for
democracy before that time was highly ineffectual. Schoultz believes that
the Braden policy was really completely out of step with general thinking
in the State Department, which was that Latin Americans were unfit for
democracy. David Rock argues that: “The support of the United States for
democratic change in Latin America in 1945 was mainly due to a desire to
establish client states that could be used to support the United States in
the United Nations.”®

While the current chapter will not resolve the debate specifically with
regard to U.S. policy in Nicaragua, a comparison of the different choices
that U.S. diplomats made with regard to neighboring Central American
countries will reveal patterns and paradoxes of U.S. postwar policy against
dictatorship that cannot be deduced from a single case. The current chap-
ter shows that the goal of discouraging dictatorship in the Western
Hemisphere was widely (though not unanimously) supported by
U.S. Foreign Service officers in Latin America. It was not a lack of sincer-
ity that caused the policy to fail. Rather, a combination of factors con-
spired against the policy. One fundamental reason for the failure of the
policy was the close working relationship that the U.S. Foreign Service
had established with the caudillos during the war (Chap. 6) and the
haphazard way in which it responded to the revolutions of 1944, thus
alienating some of the movements behind the democratic opening
(Chap. 7). However, the conflicting goals of the State Department as well
as the difficulty that its field posts had in defining clear cases of dictatorial
rule also contributed to that outcome. Even before Cold War consider-
ations started to play an important role in the foreign policy establish-
ment, the policy against dictatorship was a dead letter, surviving only as a
more abstract, long-term ambition.

BurL Ny THE CHINA SHOP

Washington’s new policy against “disreputable government,” was intro-
duced as the whole world seemed to be moving toward democratic gov-
ernment. The dictators of Germany, Italy, and Japan were toppled while
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anti-colonial movements were revived in Asia and Africa. Though Latin
America had been touched by war only indirectly, that region also experi-
enced a period of profound change and turmoil between roughly 1944
and 1948. Characterizing this so-called postwar “conjuncture,” Leslie
Bethell and Ian Roxborough note that during the final year of the war and
the first year after the war democracy was strengthened in the liberal states
of Costa Rica, Colombia, and Chile; significant moves in the direction of
democratic government were made in Ecuador, Cuba, Panama, Peru,
Venezuela, and Mexico; and a transition from military rule to democracy
was accomplished in Guatemala, Brazil, Argentina, and Bolivia.
Furthermore, the dictatorial regimes in El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua,
the Dominican Republic, and Paraguay encountered serious opposition
from the democratic left.

According to Bethell and Roxborough, the momentous changes of the
postwar years originated both in a “strong Liberal tradition” in Latin
America that dated back to the late nineteenth century and in the growing
strength and importance of the middle and lower classes, which were
spurned to action by wartime inflation. But they also ascribe a large role to
international developments and the role of the United States therein. The
“principal” factor in the developments of 1944-1946, according to Bethell
and Roxborough, was the victory of the allies: “as the nature of the post-
war international political and economic order and the hegemonic posi-
tion of the United States within it became clear, the dominant groups in
Latin America, including the military, recognized the need to make some
necessary political and ideological adjustments and concessions.” Bethell
and Roxborough argue that it was the “extraordinary outpouring of war-
time propaganda in favor of U.S. political institutions” that attuned local
leaders to the need to make some “ideological adjustments” and that
encouraged oppositionists to press their case.”

Though agitation for more popular participation and democracy was
successful up to about 1946, old elites and new professional army groups
managed to take back the powers they lost in nearly every Latin America
country after that date except, perhaps, in Guatemala. Again, internal
developments lie at the root of this development. Bethell and Roxborough
note that the old elites were never really defeated by the new forces, they
merely lost their nerve temporarily. Moreover, the middle and lower
classes never formed a single front, divided as they were both by their class
interests and by racial antagonism. Again, the United States had a role to
play in the reassertion of authoritarian rule in the south. On the one hand,
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the refusal of the United States to extend any form of aid to Latin America
and the Truman administration’s insistence that the neighboring republics
attract private investments from the north gave the old ruling elites an
economic incentive to move against labor activities, which were assumed
to repel U.S. investors. On the other hand, the increasingly belligerent,
anticommunist rhetoric emanating from Washington at least legitimized a
turn to the political right in Latin America. Bethell and Roxborough
maintain, however, that anticommunist ideology had long been a factor in
Latin American culture, so the United States’ Cold War stance did not
necessarily cause its southern neighbors to return to authoritarian modes
of government. In fact, Bethell and Roxborough do not provide a conclu-
sive answer to the question of whether or not the United States had a role
to play in the demise of democratic fervor in Latin America.®

At least part of the answer must be found in the successes and failures
of Spruille Braden’s policies, but is often overlooked as a real factor in
U.S.—Central American relations. As an example, Thomas Leonard, in a
book entirely devoted to the postwar years, neglects to pay much attention
to Braden’s so-called “policy regarding dictatorships and disreputable
governments,” stating only that: “Braden expressed interest in encourag-
ing democracy throughout the region, but the limitations of the U.S.
nonintervention policy provided only the opportunity to express support
for Central American constitutionalism.”® By itself, the non-recognition
of Somoza suggests that this cannot be entirely true. In fact, the policy
regarding dictatorships was the subject of intense debate and disagree-
ment among U.S. diplomats, but that episode is also largely ignored in
Leonard’s analysis. Thus, the current chapter and the work of Leonard are
based on widely different assumptions. Like many works of the 1980s,
Leonard’s book deals with the events of the 1940s from the perspective of
the Central American Crisis: “Greater awareness of the pressures for
change between 1944 and 1949 contributes to a better understanding of
the contemporary crisis,” as he puts it.!® And as the introduction of his
book indicates, it basically regards the 1930s and 1940s as an extension of
prewar imperialism and postwar Cold War policies. The current chapter
rather assumes that the experience of the late 1930s and World War was
multifaceted and included both measured opposition to—and coopera-
tion with the isthmian dictatorships. In 1944, it was all but clear which
one of these roads would be taken in the future.

Presumably, Braden would not have accomplished anything at all while
Cordell Hull and Sumner Welles, who had built their diplomacy around
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the non-intervention principle, were in charge of Latin American policy.
However, many personnel changes occurred at the top of the Department
around the end of the war. Sumner Welles was forced into retirement by
his enemies within the government in 1943 and his supporters awaited a
similar fate shortly thereafter. Cordell Hull, who had in fact been instru-
mental in Welles’s downfall, retired due to failing health in 1944. After a
brief interlude when the State Department and its Latin American division
were led by Edward Stettinius and Nelson Rockefeller respectively, James
Byrnes became the secretary of state in 1945. It was under Byrnes that
Braden was brought into the Department.

Braden was stationed in Cuba when he first captured the attention of
the State Department. From his Caribbean post he submitted new policy
recommendations that he thought to be in line with the progressive revo-
lutions and uprisings that were occurring all over the region. The ambas-
sador argued that the United States could only thrive in an environment
of “like-minded, friendly, and sympathetic neighbors and a high degree of
hemispheric solidarity.” This condition could only be created when
democracy prevailed in Latin America. The United States could further
the cause of democracy in Latin America by showing “warm friendship for
the democratic and reputable governments” and it should discourage dic-
tatorship and “disreputable” governments by “treating them as something
less than friends and equals.” This proposal was not a real departure from
previous policy, the ambassador claimed, but the culmination of'it. Calling
to mind Roosevelt’s description of a “Good Neighbor” as one who “reso-
lutely respects himself and, because he does so, respects the rights of oth-
ers,” Braden argued that the United States could not retain its self-respect
or the respect of others if it maintained friendly cooperative relations with
dictatorships. In practical terms, this meant that no “special consider-
ation” (medals, state visits, favorable mentions, etc.), economic or military
aid should be given to the dictators.

Braden recognized that his proposals could be interpreted as a move
away from the Good Neighbor’s non-intervention policy. However,
argued the ambassador, while the United States could not intervene in
other countries nor tell them what kind of government would be appro-
priate for them, it was under no obligation to accept “as equals and friends
those governments which are the embodiment of principles and practices
which we abhor, distrust, and to which we are irrevocably opposed.”
Anticipating critics who would argue that Latin America was not yet ready
for democracy, Braden claimed that that situation was changing rapidly
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and that the United States should recognize the direction of current polit-
ical developments of the region. Latin Americans themselves were demand-
ing more openness and freedom, but the paradoxes of U.S. policy—fighting
dictators in Europe and cooperating with them in its own hemisphere—
confused the southern neighbors. This situation could ultimately persuade
them to reject the United States’ example: “If ... we fail to sustain and
augment the enthusiasm for the practice of democratic ideals, the void will
be filled by pernicious ‘isms’ imperiling our way of life.”

Since Braden developed his ideas while serving as the U.S. ambassador
to Cuba, it should not be surprising that his policy recommendations
ascribed a large role to the Foreign Service. According to Braden, “the
success or failure of our policies will largely depend on the competency
and judgment of our representatives abroad, and ... it is almost impossible
either to draw any hard and fast rule for their decisions and action in a
given case.” On the one hand, U.S. ambassadors needed to be on good
terms with people “of all classes” in the countries to which they were
accredited—not just with the governments. In that way, the “understand-
ing and respect” of Latin American peoples could be cultivated even while
the United States maintained formal diplomatic relations with the dicta-
tors that governed them. While Braden neglected to propose a “hard and
fast rule” by which to distinguish the “reputable” governments from the
“disreputable” kind, he did stress that the former should be based on
“general popular support.” Whether such was the case—and especially
where new governments were concerned—was “frequently ... purely a
matter of opinion and open to debate.” Especially in the case of the
recognition of a new government, the United States should move with
deliberation and reach a decision “only when we are so sure as possible
that our decision is accurate and in keeping with the will of the people
concerned.”!!

Braden’s “Proposed Policy Respecting Dictatorships and Disreputable
Governments in the Other American Republics” was disseminated among
the Latin American field posts for comments in May 1945. Comments
were collected in June and July and digested in a report by the Department’s
Division of Research for American Republics (DRA). The eventual
30-page report on the suggested policy was prepared by Roland D. Hussey,
assistant chief of DRA. It offers a unique insight into the Foreign Service’s
crusading spirit, or lack thereof, shortly after the momentous victory of
democracy over fascism. While the faith in the United States’ ability to
spread its political culture and institutions to other countries had probably
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not been this strong since the end of World War I, and would not be as
strong until the introduction of the Alliance for Progress, the Foreign
Service was still divided over the issue.

To start with, Hussey himself was adamantly opposed to the policy and
not shy about it. He feared that Braden’s definition of “disreputable”
governments was unworkable and that the proposal would mark the end
of the non-intervention policy. Hence, the report on comments from the
field, which was drafted under Hussey’s direction, showed a clear bias
toward the opponents’ views. Or, as Hussey himself wrote in the preface:
“The report is meant to be solely an objective analysis of the various com-
ments although the conclusions unavoidably reflect the judgment of the
author as to the proper weights to attach to the arguments advanced.”!?

In all, comments from 12 different posts were collected and cited in the
report (a few reports came in later). As Hussey himself summarizes: “seven
are fundamentally in agreement with the recommendations of Ambassador
Braden, although three contain reservations. Of the remaining five, three
can be described as definitely in disagreement. The remaining two are
more sympathetic but indicate that the difficulties in the way of applying
the policy render it impractical.” Later reactions from Guatemala,
Argentina, and Nicaragua were all in general agreement with Braden,
although the ambassador in Nicaragua entertained some reservations. It
could be said, therefore, that a majority was in favor of Braden’s proposals,
but Hussey argued in the conclusion that the favorable replies were “lack-
ing in strong arguments” and stressed the counterarguments.

The answers from the field posts were strongly related to the conditions
of the country in question. Officers in the smaller authoritarian states
mostly offered reservations. For example, Ambassador Orme Wilson, who
was stationed in Haiti, felt that allowance should be made for the coun-
try’s extreme “backwardness” and low levels of literacy, education, and
political “maturity.” Since Haiti also shared the island of Hispaniola with
“an aggressive and ill willed dictator,” Rafael Trujillo of the Dominican
Republic, the United States ought not to punish the country for its lack of
democratic practice. John Erwin, who wrote a very fulsome critique of
Braden’s policy, agreed with Wilson that some countries were just too
backward to expect them to be anything but authoritarian, but also noted
that any action against the Carfas dictatorship would result in a charge of
ingratitude against the United States since the regime in question had,
according to Erwin, provided cooperation to the limit of its ability during
the war.
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However, Braden’s proposals were enthusiastically received by officers
who served in more liberal countries. The ambassadors in Costa Rica and
Uruguay reported, for example, that “liberals [in those countries] are fre-
quently baffled and discouraged by the failure of the United States to make
any distinction between their democracy and the dictatorship of other
countries. Clearly the policy proposed would be welcomed” there. The
most enthusiastic endorsement came from the mission in Chile, where
Ambassador Claude G. Bowers was stationed. Bowers had served in Spain
for six years during the rise of General Franco.!® Having witnessed Franco’s
authoritarian mode of government and his attempts to drive a wedge
between the Americas and the United States, Bowers was in “complete
agreement” with Braden’s proposal to discourage dictatorship in the
Western Hemisphere. The ambassador had always been skeptical of the
Department’s distinction between fascism and traditional dictatorship,
arguing that “the liberty of speech, the freedom of the press, the right to
assemble [and] to petition for the redress of grievances are no more toler-
ated [under a traditional dictatorship] than under the systems of Hitler,
Mussolini and Franco.” Furthermore, the conditions for such a policy were
favorable, in Bowers’s opinion, because the people of Latin America were
themselves making impressive progress toward democracy while the United
States was in a strong position due to the effectiveness of its Good Neighbor
policy and its achievements during the war: “[If] the friends of democracy
do not aggressively advocate their system the enemies of democracy will
certainly make it their business to implant their particular ideology.”!*

In May, Braden was transferred to—“released upon,” as some would
have it—Buenos Aires, where he clashed almost immediately with the sup-
posedly fascist-inclined, and definitely disreputable government of
Edelmiro Farrell and his ambitious vice-president, Juan Perén. Braden’s
sojourn to Argentina has been adequately described and analyzed in
numerous studies. Suffice it to say that he took great liberties with the
non-interference principle of the Good Neighbor to be able to support
what he thought were the regime’s democratic opponents. Despite
Braden’s ultimate failure to bring down the “Fascist-minded” clique in
Argentina, and despite stiff criticism from the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee and other apostles of the Good Neighbor policy in and out-
side of the United States, Braden was appointed assistant secretary of state
for Inter-American affairs in October 1945 in recognition of “his accurate
interpretation of the policies of this Government in its relations with the
present Government of the Argentine.”!®
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In his function of assistant secretary from 1945 to 1947, Braden applied
his recipe of “formal aloofness,” that is, the absence of military and eco-
nomic aid, to all Latin American governments thought to be “disreputa-
ble.” Moreover, several Latin American dictators, most notably Perén, but
also notoriously brutal Trujillo and infamously greedy Somoza, were sin-
gled out by the Department for persecution. Braden’s example also elic-
ited imitation from ambassadors who believed that the United States
should exert its power in favor of the actual advancement of democracy—
as opposed to the mere disapproval of dictatorship. In Brazil, which had
been ruled by Gettlio Vargas since the 1930s, Ambassador Adolf Berle
decided “after much sweating ... that the only way to have democracy was
to have it, and that the United States was beginning to be expected to
express a view.” Concurrently, Berle took the very unusual step of publi-
cizing his support for Vargas’s recent pro-democratic policy. In the con-
text of the time, this was not simply a friendly gesture to the government,
but a warning to Vargas that he better follow through on his promise to
hold fair and free elections rather than to continue himself in office—
which was rumored to be the president’s real intention.!®

There were several problems with the approach of Braden and his fol-
lowers, however. On the level of “high policy,” discrimination against
“disreputable” governments in the hemisphere clashed with the ongoing
effort to build an inter-American community of nations—an effort that
was redoubled after the war with the founding of the OAS and with the
United States’ desire to lead a solid block of American votes (representing
20 of a total of 50 votes) in the United Nations. Such a community would
never materialize if its “disreputable” members faced, or were threatened
to face, ostracism.!”

A further problem was the definition of “disreputable.” As one of the
detractors of Braden’s policy had asked, rhetorically: “What wise man or
wise group of men is going to decide which governments are reputable
and which are disreputable?” Due to their international unpopularity and
cynical disregard for widely accepted norms of political behavior, men like
Somoza and Trujillo were easily singled out. But there were other leaders
and governments in Latin America who were not so easily classified.
Particularly in those cases, the Department tended to defer policy deci-
sions to the chief of mission in question. In effect, the execution of U.S.
policy toward hard-to-classify governments would depend on the local
ambassador. As the discussion of Braden’s original proposal would suggest,
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this led to a rather varied assortment of responses to local conditions:
ranging from Berle’s veiled threats against the Brazilian regime to Erwin’s
praise for Carias.

A BurLL ror Every CHINA SHOP?

All the disagreement and inherent problems and paradoxes of Braden’s
policy were present in U.S.—Central American relations after the war. The
region witnessed several democratically inspired upheavals in 1944 and
would witness countercoups in the future. On the face of'it, therefore, the
Central American situation offered a good opportunity for Washington to
take a stand, which it did in the case of Somoza. However, the U.S. ambas-
sador in Guatemala showed only a passing interest in politics and U.S. and
Guatemalan definitions of what democracy should mean eventually
became irreconcilable. In El Salvador, the ambassador basically agreed
with Braden’s standpoints, but the political realities in that country eluded
easy definition according to the standard of “reputability” and policy
wavered. Erwin, the longest-serving ambassador in Central America,
refused to embrace the new policy guidelines. While he continued to
observe Department instructions to the letter, his close relationship to the
Carfas dictatorship blunted Washington’s efforts to dissociate itself from
the Honduran regime.

In Guatemala, Ambassador Boaz Long struggled to come to terms
with the events of 1944. A festive, optimistic mood prevailed in that coun-
try after the October revolution. The ruling junta organized fair elections,
which were won by Juan José Arévalo, a liberal-minded university profes-
sor who set in motion land reform and education programs that were
moderate by international standards, but revolutionary in the Central
American context. Initially, even grumpy old Ambassador Long had to
admit that “the unbounded enthusiasm of the young patriots is admira-
ble.” Long entertained some reservations about the supposed lack of
experience by the new rulers, noting that the “history of Guatemala is
undoubtedly going to be affected by the almost complete elimination of
people beyond middle age and their replacement by youngsters who run
from 22 to 40 years.” At the same time, however, everyone around him
was optimistic: “I ... was told by many people what a marvelous blessing
the new administration was.” The Mexican ambassador opined that the
junta was a “dream” of good government and the foreign colony took the
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political changes in good humor—the manager of the U.S.-owned rail-
road assured Long that “everything is satisfactory as far as the railroad
people are concerned.” The openness and friendliness of the new rulers
offered a stark contrast to the gloomy secretiveness of Ubico’s final years
in office. Having attended a banquet in honor of the new junta, Long
confided to his diary that it “was quite a grand affair and completely free
from all of the stilted reservations which had affected previous govern-
ment parties under Ubico.”!8

The State Department, which interpreted events in Guatemala in the
context of its new pro-democratic policy in Latin America, initially wel-
comed the revolution. Department studies presented Guatemala as an
example of the “genuine” and “authentic” democratic movement that
scemed to engulf Latin America.’ Throughout the first years of the
Arévalo administration, Washington’s policy of “aloofness” to the dicta-
torships and friendliness toward the democracies expressed itself in benign
tolerance of the unsettling effects that the Guatemalan revolution had in
neighboring countries. The remaining dictators in the isthmus complained
that the new Arévalo regime was communistic and invited the United
States to join them in an anti-communistic alliance against the threat. At
this point in time, this argument did not aftect thinking in Washington. A
Department memorandum noted that “the definition of ‘Communism’” in
Central America is flexible and suited to local purposes.” In this case it was
merely a cover, the Department recognized, for the dictatorships’ hostility
toward Arévalo. “Inasmuch as the Government of President Arévalo is
one of the most nearly democratic that any Central American country has
recently had, we should lend 7o support to any movement of his neigh-
bors that may possible be hostile to him.”?°

Another token of Washington’s sympathy for the new government in
Guatemala was the appointment to that country of Ambassador Edwin
J. Kyle, a Texan educator and agriculturalist. If Braden, with his “bull”-
like approach to diplomacy, presented one end of a spectrum, Edwin Kyle
might present the other side. Known as “Dean Kyle” among admirers
due to his former position as the head of the School of Agriculture at
Texas A&M, Ambassador Kyle was a gentle, friendly, academic type of
man in his early 70s.2! Considering the fact that Guatemala’s first demo-
cratic president, Juan José Arévalo, was himself an educator and the fact
that his administration took a keen interest in the improvement of agri-
culture and education, the appointment of Kyle to Guatemala was a felici-
tous choice.??
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One of the first tasks that Kyle had waiting for him when he arrived at
his post was to formulate his comments on the suggested policy against
dictatorships and disreputable governments. His eventual report offers a
glimpse of the new ambassador’s generous idealism. Kyle did not just sup-
port Braden’s suggestions, but argued that the United States go further
and take a firm stand against dictators. He felt that the dominant position
that the United States had acquired as a result of the war justified this
more assertive attitude and he felt confident to speak for the “large major-
ity of the best people in these countries” who, in the ambassador’s assess-
ment, demanded such an attitude of their powerful neighbor: “We should
above all things be fair, just, and charitable to all peoples and all nations,”
the ambassador wrote to the Department, “but at the same time we should
be firm and we should assert our rights which have come as the result of
saving the world from ruthless dictators twice in a single generation, and
thus become the greatest defender of democratic principles of all times.”?

Despite Kyle’s idealism, the honeymoon between the U.S. diplomatic
establishment and the new Guatemalan government lasted only three
years. After 1947, it became evident that the two had different under-
standings of the meaning of democracy. In fact, Washington policymakers
would come to define the Guatemalan revolution as a front for communist
infiltration, and in 1954 the Eisenhower administration ordered the CIA
to topple the government of Jacobo Arbenz—the successor of Arévalo
and one of the original revolutionaries. The breakdown of relations
between the United States and Guatemala during the late 1940s has been
the subject of several historical studies, due to interest in the 1954 inter-
vention. No single factor could explain the growing animosity that U.S.
policymakers developed against Guatemala—unless the Cold War, with all
its complicated causes and effects, is taken as a single factor.?*

Even if there had not been a Cold War, the patience of the Department
might have been severely stretched because Guatemalan ambitions were at
variance with the U.S. conception of democratic governance. For exam-
ple, both countries adopted an anti-dictatorial policy, but the contrast
between the tactics they chose could not have been greater. Braden’s pro-
posals were confined to symbolic and diplomatic acts that would not inter-
fere with inter-American solidarity and cooperation. Arévalo, meanwhile,
had come to regard diplomacy as a dead-end strategy after negotiations
with El Salvador to establish greater Central American unity had come to
naught. For ideological reasons as well as self-defense, Arévalo came to
support the so-called “Caribbean Legion”—a loose network of politicians
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and political exiles that sought to topple the remaining dictators in the
region through armed intervention. The actions of the Guatemalan-
backed “Legion,” while ineffectual in terms of actually spreading democ-
racy, were part of a larger international conflict between the democracies
and the dictatorships in the Caribbean (the U.S.; however, seems to have
been less aware of the actions of a counter-revolutionary network sup-
ported by the dictators). The situation caused considerable embarrass-
ment for the State Department, because it could not mediate the conflicts
without appearing to favor one side over the other. Eventually, Washington
chose to employ the newly created OAS as a front to investigate the
Caribbean conflicts and to chide supposed perpetrators on both sides. By
1950, the crisis subsided due to the OAS’s actions, the Legion’s own
internal divisions, and a return to authoritarian politics in many Caribbean
countries. But by that time the damage to U.S.—Guatemalan relations had
already been done: the State Department would not forgive Arévalo for
his role in the regional unrest and started to think of the Caribbean Legion
as a movement influenced by communism.?

Another major difference between the U.S. and the Guatemalan con-
ception of democracy was the question as to the social-economic implica-
tions of that political doctrine. Due to the progressive (but by no means
radical) Labor Code instituted by Arévalo, relations between his govern-
ment and the U.S.-owned United Fruit Company (UFCO), the largest
employer of the region, soured. Apart from Ubziquistasand other reaction-
ary Guatemalans, UFCO was probably the first to raise the issue of com-
munist infiltration of the Guatemalan government.?® The company
employed a small army of very effective lobbyists who received a sympa-
thetic hearing, ironically, from assistant secretary Spruille Braden. In 1945,
the latter had put a stamp of U.S. approval on Arévalo’s election by per-
sonally attending the inauguration of the Guatemalan president. But aside
from being a “practical democrat,” Braden was also a former businessman
with considerable assets in Latin America and, as his behavior in Argentina
indicates, a vehement opponent of everything smacking of totalitarian-
ism—>Dbe it of the left or the right. While it would take many years for the
break between Washington and Guatemala to become irreversible,
UFCQ’s introduction of the communist specter around 1947 was a defi-
nite step in that direction.?”

Throughout this period, Edwin Kyle managed to uphold his image in
Guatemala of a respectable educator and agriculturalist. The Guatemalan
government appreciated Kyle’s friendly interest in these fields, which
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manifested itself in the form of educational exchange programs, the trans-
lation in Spanish of North American books on the newest developments
in agriculture, and numerous study trips of Guatemalan agricultural engi-
neers to the United States and vice versa—all made possible by the Dean’s
involvement. But Kyle had no interest in the international conflicts involv-
ing the Caribbean Legion and his concern for the improvement of agri-
culture did not include labor laws or other social matters. In his own,
patronizing way, he sympathized with Guatemalan efforts to modernize
its agriculture, but he also admired the enormous, well-ordered and scien-
tifically managed plantations of UFCO.?® Basically, Kyle’s interest in local
politics ended with his somewhat abstract defense of Guatemalan democ-
racy in 1945. He did not play a real part in the issues surrounding the
Caribbean Legion or the Labor Code—except as the Department’s voice
in Guatemala. If the ambassador had taken an effort to gauge Guatemala’s
standpoint in these matters, communication between Washington and
Guatemala might have been improved. Instead, UFCO was allowed to
put a definite stamp on the Department’s conception of events in
Guatemala. When compared to Erwin’s spirited and persistent defense of
Honduran authoritarianism or Braden’s attacks on Argentine “totalitari-
anism,” one cannot help but conclude that Kyle could have played a much
more forceful—and perhaps positive—role in his function as U.S. ambas-
sador to Guatemala.

In 1945, the State Department considered it appropriate to send an
agriculturist to Guatemala. In 1948—when 72-year-old Kyle was defi-
nitely up for retirement—the changing mood in Washington was expressed
by its decision to send one of the very first “Cold Warriors,” Richard
C. Datterson, Jr., to Guatemala. While Patterson was also a political
appointee, the attitude of a U.S. embassy toward the local government
probably never changed as much as when Patterson took over from Kyle.
A former army officer and businessman, Patterson did not have the
patience, gentleness, and intellectual ability that made Kyle a successful
teacher and scholar. Rather, Colonel Patterson was overbearing and arro-
gant and tended to reduce complex issues to straightforward dichotomics.?
His previous assignment was to Yugoslavia, where his experience with
Marshall Tito had not been a happy one. However, being the officer to
have served “behind” the Iron Curtain longest (in 1947), made Patterson
something of a recognized expert in communist tactics, a role which he
appears to have cherished. His transfer from communist Yugoslavia to
Guatemala was in itself a sign that the Truman administration was not
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pleased with the direction which Arévalo’s social experiments were taking.
Guatemalans of a reactionary bent were quick to pick up on that message
and to seek out Patterson. General Miguel Ydigoras-Fuentes, former
Ubico crony and future president of Guatemala, for example, commended
Patterson on his “brilliant performance in Jugoslavia” and added that the
new ambassador must “know perfectly well all the tricks of International
Communism.” “Indeed, yes,” Patterson answered, “I feel that I know
many of the tricks of international communism.” And, ominously, “my
three years of experience with Marshal Tito should be helpful in my future
work.”30

After its own 1944 uprising, El Salvador seemed to be heading in
the same general direction as Guatemala, but politics in the former
country would eventually turn toward conservative military rule—to
the disappointment of the U.S. embassy. Martinez’s fall from the presi-
dency cleared the way for General Andrés Ignacio Menéndez who was
a former collaborator of Martinez and had been a figurehead president
on the latter’s behalf once before in 1934, but secems to have been
genuinely interested in the democratic experiment of 1944.3' The
democratic opening in El Salvador was characterized by feverish activ-
ity. Some ten political parties were formed—or came out into the
open—in the two months after Martinez’s downfall. Some were radi-
cal, some reactionary, but all referred in some way or another to the
democratic ideology of the war.??> New newspapers were published
while existing newspapers began to express editorial comments freely.®?
Lawyers organized themselves in a professional organization and forced
the Martinez appointees from their positions in the judicial branch.3*
The sessions of the national legislature, still made up of Martinistas,
were thoroughly dominated by the spontaneous—and somewhat disor-
derly—contributions from the public in the galleries.®® While there was
something of an anarchic quality to all this activity, many Salvadorans
seemed to focus their hopes on Arturo Romero, a young physician who
was one of the early leaders of the anti-Martinez movement. He came
to personify the revolution much like Arévalo would in Guatemala—
partly, perhaps, because the dramatic scar of a machete blow to the face
served as a constant reminder of his personal sacrifices during the upris-
ing. Judging from the information in the archives of the U.S. embassy,
there was a good chance that the disfigured young doctor would be
elected president had the elections that were promised by Menéndez
taken place.3¢
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The embassy was clearly impressed by the optimism prevailing in San
Salvador throughout May and June. Although it was sometimes regretted
that the young revolutionaries lacked a sense of decorum, embassy officers
also recounted, with barely suppressed glee, how Martinez’s old cronies in
the legislature were cowed into submission by enthusiastic crowds in the
galleries, or herded into the front row of a celebratory parade and “made
to like it.”?” Thurston apparently sympathized with Romero, although the
embassy’s secretaries, who were of comparable age and social background,
were even more impressed with the doctor. One of Romero’s first acts as
a politician was to visit the embassy to profess his pro-Americanism and
distaste of the radical factions in the revolution. He also appears to have
been under the impression that the embassy had played an important role
in Martinez’s downfall and was very gratetul for that.®® Toward the end of
May, the embassy furnished a visa to Romero so that he could undergo
plastic surgery at the famed Mayo clinic and study the social laws of the
United States. Around the same time, secretary Ellis reported that Romero
was pro-democratic, pro-American, and pro-capitalist, and added that the
doctor was one of the few who would be able to unite all classes in El
Salvador.? The embassy’s bias for Romero was apparently so strong that it
became public knowledge and Thurston felt it necessary to inform the
government in August that the United States did not, in fact, prefer any
candidate for the presidency over another.*

Although the army kept a low profile for a while and the younger officers
actually showed some careful support for the Romero campaign, the older
officers who had made their careers under the Martinez regime began to
stir by late June. Rumors about communist agitators, which were followed,
ironically, by bloody riots induced by reactionary agitators set the tone for
the month of August.*! It scems likely that these latest “communist upris-
ings” were the work of the local chief of police, Colonel Osmin Aguirre y
Salinas. The chief was a leftover from the Martinez days who, according to
the embassy, was pro-Nazi and anti-American—“the prototype of the
Indian militarist steeped in the old Central American traditions of the right
of the military cast to rule.”*? Rumor had it that Aguirre had led a platoon
of machine gunners during the Matanza and during the 1944 uprisings he
had apparently counseled Martinez to break up the strikes with the help of
Indian fighters and then shoot the Indians as communists.** On October
21, Aguirre made his move and, with the help of his supporters in the army,
forced Menéndez resign. Quoting the threat of communist agents,
Congress was made to appoint the police chief president.**
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It so happened that the embassy was without an ambassador during the
military coup. Thurston was transferred some two weeks earlier. The
young secretaries at the embassy decided after the coup not to see Aguirre
or to take any other action that might imply recognition of his regime,
which they considered reactionary to the point of being fascist-inspired.
Only five days after the coup, while the political situation had not yet sta-
bilized, the new ambassador, John Farr Simmons arrived at his new post.
The State Department could have decided to delay the arrival of the new
ambassador to demonstrate its lack of sympathy for the coup or at least
until the local situation had straightened out, but it was apparently deemed
more appropriate to have a senior officer assess the situation. Non-
recognition was considered strong medicine, not to be applied carelessly.
However, after just a few hours at his new post Simmons decided not to
present his credentials or to talk to any government official, “pending
instructions from the Department.” As the Department was slow to act,
the “policy” that was initiated by the secretaries of the embassy on October
21 remained in force. Explaining his decision, Simmons reported that the
crisis in El Salvador had “a significance far greater than the confines of this
country, or even Central America.” The ambassador asserted that the
United States “should take very careful thought before giving
encouragement to a forcible and apparently illegal assertion and assump-
tion of power such as has taken place in El Salvador. I believe that our
action in this matter will be a pattern, and perhaps an inspiration, to the
decent and moderate liberals throughout the world.”*®

During the next couple of weeks the situation in El Salvador remained
in the balance. The Aguirre regime was opposed by rival army factions and
the liberal middle sectors of the capital who had removed Martinez.*
While the State Department did not formally distance itself from the
Aguirre government, it did not formally acknowledge its existence either.
Simmons was careful not to meet or associate with anyone in the Aguirre
faction. In November 1944, Berle had informed the embassy that although
it was not the function of the U.S. government to spread democracy, it
“naturally” felt greater sympathy for such government. This line of policy,
even if it was very vague, probably encouraged Simmons to maintain the
embassy’s distance from the new regime. In turn, the ambassador’s reports
on the insecure position of Aguirre and his supposed Nazi sympathies
probably convinced the Department to adopt a wait-and-see attitude.
Throughout the last quarter of 1944, and first months of 1945, the
Department claimed that it was “consulting” with the other American
republics on the question of recognition for the Aguirre government.*”
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In the early 1930s, Martinez held outin the face of U.S. non-recognition
for two years, but he enjoyed full army support at the time and, especially
after the Matanza, ruled over a cowed population. Since Aguirre faced at
least passive resistance from all layers of the population, lack of U.S. rec-
ognition was a much bigger problem for him and he decided not to follow
in Martinez’s footsteps. In November, the Aguirre government announced
that free and fair elections for the presidency would be held in January
1945. Undoubtedly, the object was to have a puppet president elected,
but the very slim basis of support that the regime enjoyed, combined with
the need to find a candidate who could placate moderate liberals as well as
the State Department, disqualified any candidate from among Aguirre’s
immediate retinue. After much searching, the regime decided to back the
candidature of Salvador Castaneda Castro, a moderately conservative army
officer and one-time minister of the interior under Martinez. Castaneda
seemed both pliable and able to garner the support of the important cof-
fee planting interests, while he was unobjectionable for moderate liberals
who longed for peace and quiet after the upheavals of 1944 .#8

With the help of Aguirre’s army supporters and the conservative coffee
planting association (and probably some creative redacting of voting
results) Castaiieda managed to garner a landslide victory. No one had
expected the outcome to be different because the Romeristas boycotted
the elections while the only two remaining candidates dropped out of the
race right before the elections to protest supposed fraud. Probably to
Aguirre’s considerable dismay, however, Castaneda turned out to be his
own man. Even before all the votes were counted, Castaiieda broke with
Aguirre over a dispute concerning the selection of future cabinet mem-
bers. Aguirre naturally wanted to fill the cabinet with his own appointees,
but Castaiieda was bent on “national conciliation,” his campaigning
theme, and wanted to reunite the country by inviting both liberals and
conservatives to join his government. Over the next couple of weeks, the
time remaining before the official inauguration of the new government on
March 1, Aguirre and Castaneda were locked in a power struggle that
would determine who was to be the real leader of El Salvador.*

The embassy followed that power struggle with great interest. Even if
Castaneda’s election was not of the democratic type, his program of con-
ciliation, if practiced conscientiously, would put El Salvador back on track
toward a more open and liberal society. Considering the fact that Aguirre
was a Matanza veteran and a former Nazi-sympathizer, he fell squarely in
the “disreputable” category. The power struggle between him and
Castaneda thus presented a good context for action against dictatorial
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governments. Considerations of “inter-American solidarity” took prece-
dence, however. A conference of American foreign ministers was to take
place in Mexico in March and the U.S. State Department wished all
nations of the hemisphere to be represented there. The official invitation
could not be extended to El Salvador, however, as long as its government
remained unrecognized. Washington felt that it could not wait until March
1, the inauguration of Castanieda, with the invitation and was therefore
considering to extend recognition to Aguirre—reasoning that it was a
“lame duck” government anyway.*® Simmons vehemently opposed the
idea. Arguing that recognition would “give Aguirre a tremendous prestige
just at the moment of his waning power ... would encourage him to take
some extreme political action,” the ambassador further noted that “Liberal
opinion ... would be profoundly shocked in this country were we to
extend recognition to the Aguirre regime prior to March 1.7%!

It is obvious then, that U.S. recognition of Aguirre would have a sig-
nificant symbolic importance in El Salvador. The State Department felt,
however, that a practical solution to the problem could be found. First of
all, some way was found to pressure Aguirre into letting Castaneda select
the delegates to the conference. Next, the Department tried to get
Guatemala on board for its plan to recognize the Salvadoran government
in February. Since the Guatemalan revolutionary regime enjoyed enor-
mous prestige with liberals in El Salvador, its participation would indicate
that diplomatic recognition of Aguirre did not imply approval of his
regime.®? Unfortunately, and to the considerable annoyance of the
Department, the Guatemalan government flatly rejected to recognize
Aguirre together with the United States. In the end, the Department
decided that the Guatemalans “confused” the matter of recognition and
the conference with ideological matters, while the real issue was a “com-
mon front” during the war. The new leaders of Guatemala were, after all,
“young, inexperienced and idealistic.” In the end, Washington recognized
the Salvadoran government on February 19. Guatemala followed suit only
when it considered that Castaneda had validated his rhetorical commit-
ment to conciliation—almost two months later.>?

The fact that the Salvadoran delegation to Mexico was made up of
Castaneda’s men seems not to have made a big impression on Salvadoran
public opinion. The fact that the United States recognized Aguirre, while
liberal neighbors such as Guatemala did not, had a more profound impact.
In the days and weeks after recognition, the embassy in San Salvador
received hate mail in such quantities that a separate file marked “protests
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against recognition” was created in the archives. Many letters accused the
United States of fascist policies; some contained more traditional denun-
ciations of “Yankee imperialism”; at least one letter was accompanied by a
picture of Franklin Roosevelt adorned with swastikas.>* Throughout the
following years there was very little contact between the U.S. embassy and
oppositionists.

Diplomatic recognition did not affect the political power struggle in El
Salvador to the extent that Aguirre could prevent Castaneda from being
inaugurated into the presidency on March 1. Simmons was initially opti-
mistic about Castaneda’s government. While the president was not elected
by fair means, at least he had been elected, the ambassador opined, and if
Castaneda followed up on his pledge to invite liberal civilians into the gov-
ernment and to extend a general amnesty for those driven into exile by
Aguirre, El Salvador might yet take some careful steps in the direction of
more democracy.®® That this was not to be may have been due to the fact
that Castaneda tried to please everyone but ended up pleasing no one.
Conservatives were concerned that the most important members of the
Aguirre cabinet were left out of the government and that Castaneda sought
arapprochement with the Arévalo government. Liberals were disappointed
that none of their preferred leaders were invited into the new government
and that, despite an amnesty decree, Castaneda refused to allow supposed
communists back into the country. Both factions came to interpret concil-
iatory moves made by the president as concessions wrung from a weak
government, rather than grand gestures made by a strong one.>®

Thus Simmons found himself in a considerably more ambiguous situa-
tion then his colleagues in neighboring countries. While Guatemala could
be considered a real democracy—especially in comparison with the previ-
ous regime and when seen through the eyes of an ambassador as charitable
as Kyle—and while Honduras was still under the control of a 1930s cau-
dillo, the new regime in El Salvador eluded definition. With the advantage
of hindsight, historians regard the government of General Castaneda and
his successors as an integral part of the military and often authoritarian
rule that characterized Salvadoran politics between the early 1930s and
the middle 1980s.%” But Simmons lacked the broad view that hindsight
offers and, more importantly, did not know in which direction the govern-
ment in particular or the political climate more generally would develop.
Thus, for the ambassador in San Salvador, the policy against dictatorships
raised the very basic question as to “the type of government which exists
in this country,” as “[c]ertain aspects of the Castaneda government might
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support the thesis that he is not a dictator and that he should be consid-
ered as a president elected by due constitutional processes and legally
functioning as the chief of state of a democracy.” On the other hand, the
ambassador argued, Castaneda’s election was due only to the support of
Aguirre and the army. Simmons could not offer a real conclusion as to
what type of government he was dealing with. And although he agreed
with most of Braden’s points, he studiously avoided any mention of how
they would affect relations with El Salvador.

Simmons did betray some optimism about Castaneda’s conciliation
policy. Even though it was discouraging that the army had great influence
over the president, the ambassador believed that the army itself was divided
and this might offer Castaneda a chance to involve the liberal opposition
in his government. The ambassador still considered that group of
“forward-looking liberals, small in number but strongly influenced by
Jeffersonian concepts of democracy,” to be the best hope for El Salvador’s
future. It was fortunate that the liberals in El Salvador were “more articu-
late” than in any other Central American countries and that they patterned
their “ideals upon the democratic processes of our country.” However,
their “liking and respect for the United States [suffered] a severe setback
at the time of our recognition of the Aguirre regime.” If the United States
was serious about its intention to encourage a development towards more
democracy, Simmons argued, the liberal element in El Salvador “should
be given every encouragement [because ] in the long run, [it] is our great-
est hope for the future in the gradual establishment in this country of what
we understand as the democratic process.” He regretted to admit, how-
ever, that U.S. diplomats tended to “limit their association and contacts to
a certain international set or certain types of individuals whom they con-
sider to possess known influence and importance.” This tendency pre-
vented the Foreign Service from developing wider contacts and “liberal
and progressive elements in the country ... have failed to gain contact with
our representatives.”®

While Simmons was unable to reach out to Salvadoran liberals, he also
lost confidence in Castaiieda, who, despite his continued rhetorical dedi-
cation to “conciliation,” became entirely dependent on the support of the
conservative generals to ward oft coups by younger officers and to sup-
press food riots and increasingly militant labor protests against the govern-
ment’s meandering social policies.” The ambassador concluded in
November that Castaneda’s “political surrender” to a faction of senior
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army officers that was only concerned with its own political ambitions was
“almost pathetic.” Attempts at conciliation were completely abandoned
under army pressure and the administration was now “settling down into
the more usual Central American patterns of the past.”® At the same time,
the ambassador chided the liberals for their complete lack of willingness to
compromise with Castaineda’s conciliation policy. In October 1945, for
example, a cabinet crisis had offered an opening for President Castaneda
to invite more liberals into his government. In Simmons’s opinion, the
liberal faction should have jumped at this “golden opportunity” to increase
its influence and work towards a “greater degree of democracy and popu-
lar participation.” However, it had insisted on an unrealistic demand, in
Simmons’s eyes, to reinstitute the more progressive 1886 constitution,
something that Castaineda was unwilling or unable to do.®!

Beginning in 1947, the Department of State acknowledged that
Simmons’s “recent fear that the Castaneda Government was drifting
toward the usual pattern of Central American military dictatorship” had
become a reality. Recent elections for the National Assembly, executed
under the state of siege that had been in effect since the strike of 1946,
represented a “new low” in Salvadoran politics. The Government had not
even bothered to “go through the motions” of democratic procedure and
many voters did not know that elections had taken place until the results
were published. In February, the embassy reported that the administra-
tion of El Salvador “has reached an all-time low for corruption, cynicism
and venality; that the cabinet is weak; [and] that the government has
ceased to govern.” Finally, the government of Castaiieda, which had
eluded definition two years earlier, could be classified: “It surely is not the
democratic government that one had hoped it would be in the early
stages.”®?

John Erwin would serve a total of 13 years, divided over two tours of
10 and 3 years respectively, in Honduras—an unusual length of time, as
the average was 3—4 years. A political appointee and former journalist,
Erwin initially attacked the widespread government corruption he encoun-
tered in Honduras in the muckraking tradition that earned him some
modest fame during his previous career. Throughout the war, however,
Erwin developed a very close working relationship with the Carfas regime
and, as his years of residence in Tegucigalpa accumulated, he began to
appreciate the peace and calm that Carfas provided: “Honduras is really a
wonderful country and ... it is a pity that it is not more appreciated: no
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volcanoes, no earthquakes, no tornadoes, no army, no navy, no revolu-
tions, no elections, no Communists, no labor unions, no wage or social
security laws, no income tax, no doubt about who is boss!”%

Neither the State Department nor the Truman administration showed
an interest in replacing Erwin. Career officers had no interest in a post as
dull as Tegucigalpa and traditionally regarded appointment to that coun-
try as punishment duty. The Truman administration never took an acute
interest in the region and could not very well fool its political appointees
into thinking that the Central American backwater was somehow an
important or interesting area—as was the case at the height of the Good
Neighbor policy when Erwin was appointed. But while the top of the
executive branch had no problem with Erwin’s loitering in Tegucigalpa,
his colleagues of the career rank in the middle positions of the Department
and Foreign Service were thoroughly fed up with him around the end of
the war. Officers at the U.S. embassy in San Salvador cynically referred to
Erwin’s post as “Utopia Inc.” and the Central American desk officer in
Washington complained to Spruille Braden about the “rather nauseating
‘Carias can do no wrong’ attitude of Tegucigalpa.”®*

If even his colleagues were losing their patience with Erwin, it should
come as no surprise that the Central American liberal factions regarded
him as a dupe of the local regime. Erwin’s refusal to meet oppositionists
or even to accept their written manifestos gave cause to rumors that he was
on Carfas’s payroll. It was widely believed that Erwin never fully informed
Franklin Roosevelt—who was still regarded as a foremost champion of
democracy—about the reality of Carfas’s tyrannical rule. When it was
rumored in late 1944 that Roosevelt found out about Erwin’s duplicity
and decided to withdraw the ambassador, people in Tegucigalpa flocked
to the churches to give thanks to God.®® They would be disappointed:
Erwin was not even halfway through his tenure as ambassador to Honduras.
With Erwin remaining in his utopian “Shangri-La”% and Braden in charge
of Latin American affairs in Washington, policy toward Honduras devel-
oped a character that could only be described as schizophrenic.

Even before Braden came in, the Department was purposefully negli-
gent of Carfas, as becomes clear from its position regarding the Caribbean
Legion, which organized armed excursions from Guatemalan territory
into Honduras in 1945. Carfas complained loudly that his northern neigh-
bor was neglectful of its international duties and told Erwin more dis-
creetly that the military campaigns against him were actually coordinated
by the Guatemalan government, which was itself a proxy of Mexican com-
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munism. Erwin took Carfas’s side in reporting to Washington that the
caudillo only wanted to be left in peace and that the Guatemalans should
get a firm dressing down from Washington for their failure to prevent radi-
cal activity against a friendly government. Since Kyle reported from
Guatemala City that the Arévalo government only wanted to be left in
peace and that the Hondurans should get a firm dressing down from
Washington for the malignant rumors they were spreading about a friendly
government, the Department could let its own sympathies decide the mat-
ter. As the general attitude of the division of American Republic Affairs
was to go easy on the democracies and to be demanding of the dictator-
ships, Carfas’s complaints were ignored while Washington was uncharac-
teristically tolerant of the disorderly situation along Guatemala’s borders.
The Department’s attitude in the matter may have inspired Carias to seek
a rapprochement with his neighbor, which he did by declaring his support
for Guatemala’s territorial claims on British Honduras (Belize) toward the
end of 1945, eftectively ending the friction between the two countries, for
the time being.®”

It was prudent of Carias to keep a low profile in international matters,
because the Department’s attitude toward him cooled down more in the
next two years. Despite the fact that Carfas was traditionally considered
the most “benign” of the four original isthmian caudillos, Braden’s for-
mula of cool politeness but no aid for “disreputable” governments was
applied to him as well—perhaps becanse the Honduran president was
always mentioned in one breath with the more tyrannical regimes of
Ubico, Martinez, and Somoza. The Honduran ambassador to Washington,
Dr. Julfan Caceres, found that his job became very difficult with Braden in
charge of Latin American affairs. The bone of contention during the next
two years was the status of U.S.-Honduran military cooperation. In
Braden’s conception of the policy toward disreputable governments, the
delivery of military materiel to dictatorships or unstable governments was
decidedly out of the question. Since Carfas was a dictator, he was not to
benefit from the stream of surplus weapons going to Latin America after
the war. Other countries that were barred from such deliveries were
Argentina, Bolivia, the Dominican Republic, Haiti, Nicaragua, and
Paraguay. In the case of Honduras, the policy was first applied, discreetly,
toward the end of 1945, beginning of 1946, when the Department tied
up in red tape the delivery of military type airplanes to Honduras. When
the Honduran government approached Canada for the delivery of air-
planes, the Department also managed to prevent that sale.®®
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Perhaps because of Carias’s very low profile, as opposed to that of the
megalomaniacal president of the Dominican Republic, Generalissimo
Rafael Trujillo, the Department did not come out to declare outright its
disapproval for the Honduran regime. In March 1946, Byrnes informed
the embassy in Tegucigalpa, again discreetly, that Carfas was not to receive
a birthday greeting that year and that the embassy itself should be careful
not to show undue regard for the local regime.” Two months ecarlier,
when the Honduran ambassador visited the Department to explain that
Honduras was a democracy, but of a “different nature” than North
Americans might be accustomed to, he was told that the “only way to
learn democracy was to practice it.” And although the Department
expressed its satisfaction when it was informed about Carfas’s intention to
leave the presidency in 1948, it did not directly inform the Hondurans
that special restrictions on weapons deliveries applied in the meantime.”?

Only toward the end of 1946, as the Honduran ambassador in
Washington became particularly insistent that the delivery of military air-
planes to his country should be expedited, did Braden tell Caceres directly
that: “this Government [has] a more friendly feeling and a greater desire
to cooperate with those Governments which [are] based on the periodi-
cally and freely expressed will of the people.” The fact that no such elec-
tion had taken place in Honduras since 1933 “influenced our approach to
the question of military cooperation.” It is doubtful that this carefully
worded message ever reached Carias, as the Honduran ambassador later
admitted that he “had not been able to inform his government in writing
of this conversation ... because of'its delicate nature.””!

Meanwhile, Erwin did an even better job of obscuring U.S. policy and
of representing the peculiar nature of “democracy” in Honduras than
Caceres did. Given the number of years available to the ambassador to
study the question, he managed to develop a thorough and sophisticated
justification for authoritarian rule in Honduras. When secretary John
B. Faust, who was something of amateur historian, joined the embassy in
1942, the embassy’s reports on the local dictatorship were augmented
with a historical perspective:

Recorded history has few examples of democracy developing directly from
chaos; the usual sequence has been chaos, strong-man dictatorship, and
then a gradual softening towards democracy. Since President Carias is at
least moving in the same direction, and as nothing better is in sight, I would
be derelict in my duty if I did not suggest that the Department reconsider
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the view [that the Carfas regime is disreputable]. President Carias is a great
and patriotic Honduran, entirely without ambitions beyond his own fron-
tiers. He deserves more sympathy than has been given him up to now.”

The embassy’s basic argument was that the choice in Honduras was not
one between dictatorship and democracy, but one between dictatorship
and chaos. In this light, the embassy alleged, Carfas’s practice of arresting
and jailing oppositionists without recourse to the law was an improvement
on the situation existing before 1931, when local caudillos could freely
plunder the countryside. Surely, during those bygone days many more
Hondurans had their “human rights” violated by the rebel leaders and
chieftains who were now subdued by Carfas. Furthermore, the embassy
claimed to have no records of Carfas ever executing or torturing his oppo-
nents, generally allowing them to go into exile after short jail terms. And
Washington should not imagine that those political prisoners who were
now in jail were “snowy-white devotees of liberty and democracy.” Many
of them (or at least the two examples out of 600 political prisoners that the
embassy came up with) were former warlords who had committed many
outrages during the civil wars of the 1920s. That they were now in jail for
crimes of which they were “possibly” not guilty was beside the point, as
they should have been punished for their earlier crimes a long time ago.

Erwin insisted that there was no “effective” opposition to Carias; that
he had put the country on a “pay-as-you-go basis” without recourse to
“screwball economics”; Tegucigalpa was experiencing a building boom
and many streets now boasted working sewers and paved surfaces; and,
finally, Carfas attended “strictly” to his own business in international
affairs. There was, therefore no reason for the Department to object to
Carfas’s rule, according to the embassy. Only Carias’s decision to change
the constitution and continue himself in power was somewhat objection-
able. But since this happened first in 1936, Erwin (quite reasonably) told
his superiors that “it seems a bit late to object now.””3

It is clear that Erwin’s defense of the Carfas regime is very one-sided.
While historians have noted the “modernizing” aspects of his govern-
ment, especially in terms of strengthening the power and the institutions
of the central state, the repressive techniques that it employed have also
been well documented. Carfas had made the national police into an agent
of “authoritarian peace” and his regime relied on the secret police to keep
tabs on its opponents. During the war, the ability of these security forces
to monitor political opponents was significantly expanded due to the
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training and support it received from the U.S. FBI. While Erwin argued
that the political prisoners of the government were basically violators of
human rights, hundreds of women in Tegucigalpa were signing petitions
for their release.”* Whether Erwin was completely aware of these facts,
especially the extent of Carfas’s security apparatus, is hard to say. It is clear,
however, that his attitude toward critics of the regime was very hostile. As
has been noted before, he rejected critical reports from U.S. military rep-
resentatives; refused to listen to political opponents of the regime; and
downplayed the tragedy of the San Pedro Sula massacre.

Despite Erwin’s very persistent opposition to Department policy on
disreputable governments, he assured his superiors that “the officers of
this Embassy recognize that policies [illegible] in Washington rather than
in the field and that our first responsibility is to carry out the Department’s
policies; in conformity with this principle, we have faithfully adhered to
every written instruction from the Department.””® This was no major
commitment, as written instructions had ventured no further than to
demand that the embassy did not take “any action which might be con-
strued as support of the Carias regime or which Carias might use to extend
his term in office.””® Definite as these words sounded, they were practi-
cally meaningless in the Honduran context. Erwin was locally known as a
long-standing friend of the regime and anything but his recall or some
other active denial of support would not change this impression. True, the
Department denied weapons deliveries, but this was a very discreet policy
and considering Caceres deceit, perhaps even unknown in Honduras. The
only possible source of anxiety to the Carfas regime might have been the
public denunciations of Latin American dictatorship made by men like
Braden in Washington. But as long as no concrete action followed, the
caudillo could breathe easy. The U.S. military attaché in Tegucigalpa
claimed that the attitude of the United States was “impossible to evaluate
from this end.” While it had seemed, for a while, that the U.S. might
intervene in favor of democracy in Latin America, “no such intervention
occurred during 1946 and developments during the year tended to sup-
port the theory that the United States would not take any action to force
the resignation of Pres[ident] Carias.”””

While it is true that the Department made no attempt to intervene in
Honduras, the U.S. ambassador would have had considerable leeway to
express opposition to the local regime at this point in time. If someone of
Braden or Berle’s temperament and ideological inclinations had been the
ambassador to Tegucigalpa during the late 1940s, the Carfas regime would
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most probably have been exposed to more forceful opposition. Considering
the U.S. ambassador’s very prominent position in Honduras (as opposed
to Argentina and Brazil, where Braden and Berle had been stationed) and
also considering the wave of anti-dictatorial sentiment in Central America
and the Caribbean, U.S. opposition might well have ended the Cariato.

Astonishingly, the State Department allowed Erwin to linger in
Honduras. When Erwin was finally withdrawn in 1947, the Department’s
motives for that move were entirely extraneous. At the time, Tennessee
Democratic Senator Kenneth McKellar was adamantly opposed to the
administration’s selection of David E. Lilienthal to head the Atomic
Energy Committee. According to newspaper reports, Acting Secretary of
State Dean Acheson, who was a big supporter of Lilienthal, wanted to
punish McKellar for his opposition to the nomination by firing Tennessee’s
senior diplomat: John Erwin.”®

Erwin was just one year short of witnessing the end of Carias’s presi-
dency. The Honduran chief survived the upheavals of 1944, but he was
politically astute enough to realize that the era of continuismo was over.
Thus he decided to “step down but not out,” in the words of a biogra-
pher, when his term ended in 1948. Unlike Ubico or Martinez, Carias did
not have to flee his country or even leave politics completely. He would
remain as the chief of his National Party after 1948 and his administration
skillfully orchestrated the election of Juan Manuel Gélvez Durén as presi-
dent and Julio Lozano Diaz as vice-president. Both men were members of
the National Party and former members of the Carias cabinet: the regime
would survive without Carfas and Erwin.”

Democracy By Urs AND Downs

Why did the policy regarding “disreputable” governments fail? Firstly, cer-
tain international trends conspired against it. Two of the more important
are a general return to more conservative politics in many Latin American
states and the failure of Washington policymakers to formulate measurable
goals and specific timetables for the policy, or to synchronize it with other
objectives such as the establishment of the OAS. Secondly, Washington’s
failures caused confusion among U.S. diplomats in specific countries. Lack
of goals, timetables, or even a sound definition of “reputability” gave the
policy its patchwork appearance in Central America. While the most noto-
rious dictators of the hemisphere were singled out for persecution, there
was no real policy to deal with less obnoxious dictators such as Carfas. The
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Department made known its dissatisfaction with the Honduran regime on
various occasions, but at the same time allowed its own embassy in
Tegucigalpa to blunt its modest endeavors. Policy also wavered in the case
of hard-to-classify governments such as that of Castaiieda, which gradually
turned to the right. The best opportunity, from a diplomatic angle, to
influence the direction of political developments in El Salvador came with
the Aguirre coup. While the Department initially snubbed the latter’s mili-
tary regime, it allowed its international policy of building hemispheric soli-
darity to take precedence over concern for internal developments in El
Salvador when it prematurely recognized Aguirre. That action was met
with disappointment and anger by Salvadoran liberals and probably made
it much harder on Ambassador Simmons to stay in touch with the civilian
opposition.

While initially sympathetic to the Guatemalan democratic experiment,
the State Department’s patience for its revolutionary aspects—as mani-
fested in foreign adventures and domestic social reform—wore thin all too
quickly. Kyle was rather popular in Guatemala for his friendly interest in
the country’s agriculture, but he was only interested in the technical
aspects of that endeavor while the local government was increasingly pre-
occupied with social conditions on the countryside. Furthermore, the
only time that the ambassador expressed his support for a pro-democratic
policy, he betrayed an America-centered perspective, stressing the “rights”
of the United States “which have come as the result of saving the world
from ruthless dictators twice in a single generation” and made it “the
greatest defender of democratic principles of all times.” Thus, while it can-
not be said that Kyle actively opposed Guatemalan actions, there was no
reason to assume that he would understand the revolutionary fervor or
economic nationalism that was evident in that country.

Several long-term trends help to explain these policy inconsistencies.
Firstly, while the U.S. had arguably abandoned the non-intervention prin-
ciple to collaborate with several dictators during World War 11, few people
in the foreign policy establishment recognized that fact. Officers like
Erwin clung to the idea that the United States had no right to intervene
in local politics or to dictate to Latin Americans what kind of government
they were to have. Secondly, the Foreign Service in Central America had
never been successful at extending its networks of information beyond
establishment politics, but it had failed completely to anticipate the growth
of opposition or to strike up an intelligent dialogue with oppositionists
during and after the revolutions of 1944. Thirdly, though closely related
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to the second point, even if Simmons and Kyle and other officers in Central
America sympathized with the progressive movements in El Salvador and
Guatemala, they were largely in the dark as to the goals or relative strength
of those movements. Kyle never managed to understand the role that
social programs played in Guatemala’s revolution, nor did Simmons
understand why Salvadoran liberals refused to work with Castaneda. In
this context, U.S. observers quickly and easily blamed Central Americans
themselves for the lack of progress toward democratic government. Over
time, Washington policymakers concluded that it could only play a rela-
tively modest role in promoting democracy in the isthmus, or the hemi-
sphere more generally.

The changing mood in Washington was represented most completely
in a 1950 article written by Louis Halle at the behest of the Department
and published in Forezgn Affnirs.3® While the article has been character-
ized as signaling the abandonment of Braden’s policy, Halle probably con-
sidered it a refinement. He starts by establishing a timeframe. The article
argues that the “historic drive” of the other American republics is “in the
direction of the orderly practice of democracy.” This is clear from the fact
that dictatorships are fewer than they were some 12 years ago—with
Ubico, Martinez, and Carfas (among others) all gone. Also, the public
outcry against government abuses is greater than it was some time ago and
even the remaining tyrants present themselves as men of the people and
show greater respect for human rights. However, this development toward
democracy is achieved by “evolution rather than revolution”: It will not be
attained just by the overthrow of dictators. Since “democratic government
is the outward and visible sign of ... inward and spiritual grace” it cannot
be “assumed by a people as one puts on an overcoat.” It must be carefully
nurtured “over the generations”.

Halle continues by establishing the proper role for the United States.
In the recent past, that role was assumed by “paternalistic” intervention-
ists, but the way forward, according to Halle, was not for the United
States to offer positive assistance and to nurture those developments that
appeared to promise evolutionary advance toward democracy. Two realis-
tic options were to invite the American Republics to participate equally in
the councils of the OAS, thus promoting their sense of responsibility, and
to hold up the “moral example” of U.S. domestic politics. “Active coop-
eration for economic development,” however, was the most promising
policy to make a “practical contribution to the growth of democracy.”
Assuming that “extreme economic and social misery, and inadequate
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education are obstacles to the growth of democracy,” Halle believed that
aid by the Export-Import Bank and the International Bank for
Reconstruction and Development (in which the U.S. was the principal
stockholder), combined with the active dissemination of U.S. technical
know-how through the new Point IV program would stimulate Latin
American political progress.

The two points of Halle’s argument combined—patience and aid—
entailed that the United States would no longer discriminate between sup-
posed democracies and dictatorships. The proposition that all Latin
American countries were moving toward more democracy slowly and by
ups and downs implied, after all, that the United States could provide aid
to any dictatorship and still maintain that it was promoting democracy in
the long run. Besides, “it is a popular misconception that you can divide
them [the American republics], as they stand today, between those that are
immaculate democracies and those that are black dictatorships. All of them
are shades of grey.” These perceptions would inform the actions and sym-
pathies of U.S. diplomats as the Cold War began to play an ever bigger
role in hemispheric relations.
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CHAPTER 9

The Middle of the Road: The Cold War
Comes to Central America, 1947-1954

The “ten years of spring,” as the Guatemalan experiment with democratic
government is known, started out under the sympathetic observance of
Ambassador Edwin Kyle and ended with the active intervention of
Ambassador John Peurifoy—or “pistol-packing Peurifoy,” undoubtedly
one of the more unusual men in the Foreign Service. Peurifoy’s appoint-
ment to Guatemala by the Eisenhower administration signaled the end of
an era: the appointment of the dynamic and thoroughly anti-communist
ambassador was a clear indication that the Eisenhower government disap-
proved of Guatemala’s social and political experiments and intended to do
something about it. Indeed, Peurifoy was selected for that particular post
because he was thought to have the right qualifications to coordinate the
coup that Eisenhower was planning against the Guatemalan government.
And Peurifoy was not alone. In fact, the new administration also replaced
the supposedly placid ambassadors in Honduras and El Salvador with
proven cold warriors. Only Thomas Whelan, also a thorough anti-
communist and a good friend of Anastasio Somoza, was allowed to remain
in Nicaragua for much of the 1950s. Thus, Peurifoy’s appointment
extended the front of the Cold War to Central America.

As for Peurifoy himself, he had a grand time in Guatemala. His task was
to coordinate the CIA coup against Arbenz, Arévalo’s successor, in
Guatemala City in 1954—a task that he executed with abandon. At one
point, the ambassador guided a group of perplexed U.S. journalists
through Guatemala City waving a pistol while bombs dropped on all sides.

© The Author(s) 2018 283
J. van den Berk, Becoming o Good Neighbor amony Dictators,
https://doi.org,/10.1007 /978-3-319-69986-8_9



284 ). VAN DEN BERK

Only Peurifoy knew that the bombardments and coup were mainly a
CIA-orchestrated show—neither he nor the journalists he was leading
around were in any real physical danger.! If only in personal style, Peurifoy
could hardly have been more different from the diplomats of the Good
Neighbor era. It is fitting that this study of Good Neighbor diplomats in
Central America should end with the appointment of a man of his charac-
ter. If nothing else, it indicated that the era of Good Neighborliness, for
all its inconsistencies, had definitely come to an end.

This chapter shows how both U.S. diplomats and Central American
politicians moved away from postwar idealism. Policymakers in Washington
started to interpret the world in terms of the Cold War while Central
American governments made a turn to the political right. Foreign Service
officers were squeezed in the middle and needed to make sense of the
ambiguous lessons of the war and the more recent crusade against dicta-
torship. Most diplomats were disappointed in what they believed was
Central Americans’ failure to advance along the path toward democracy
after 1944. The left-wing government of Guatemala became, in North
American eyes, a textbook example of how a democratic experiment could
go astray in a developing country. On the other hand, neither the State
Department nor its Foreign Service was ready to embrace right-wing poli-
ticians, some of whom were regarded as fascist sympathizers. In El
Salvador, and in Honduras to some extent, U.S. diplomats eventually rec-
ognized a “middle-of-the-road” solution in the military regime of Oscar
Osorio, which was nominally devoted to democratic procedures, devot-
edly anti-communist, and committed to economic progress rather than
political experimentation. As the Cold War took shape, U.S. diplomats
preferred this new kind of Central American leader, who held the middle
between fascism and postwar idealism.

GoING DowN THE MIDDLE OF THE ROAD

Historians of U.S.—Latin American relations have found hints of a “first”
Cold War or of a tradition of “containing” labor activity and economic
nationalism in the region dating back to the carly twenticth century.? Also,
the purported U.S. support for anti-communist dictators is supposed to
form a connection between pre-war and Cold War policies. It is undeni-
able, of course, that U.S. diplomats in the pre-war period shared their
disdain for the (Indian) lower classes with the local aristocracy and were
occasionally swept along in the hysteria of local red scares. But to argue
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that this situation should be defined in terms of a “war” or that it was
somehow akin to the later Cold War, that latter term has to be stretched
to include any signs of class or racial antagonism. As long as indigenous
communism or radicalism was not combined with the outside threat of a
rival superpower, the United States was still able to transcend its fear of
social revolutions and work with local forces as they were. The early Good
Neighbor policy is one example, while Braden’s diplomacy entailed a tol-
erance for local change and social experimentation that was unthinkable
some years later. Only when the Soviet Union was widely perceived to be
a direct threat in Latin America did old prejudices combine with power
politics to reproduce the Cold War in the Western Hemisphere. This hap-
pened some years after superpower rivalry had become a fact of life in
Europe and Asia.

Historical studies that emphasize the continuities between 1930s diplo-
macy and Cold War diplomacy tend to downplay the importance of the
intervening World War. The war introduced new concepts, such as the
“fifth column” threat, and new procedures, such as the development of
“fifth column” capabilities in the form of intelligence agencies, that would
come to characterize the Cold War period. As far as U.S. Latin American
policy was concerned, however, the Cold War did not seamlessly follow
the World War. Towards 1945, there was the question of what kind of
superpower the United States would be. Would it spread its own eco-
nomic system and political culture or merely prevent the spread of totali-
tarian ideologies? Since Washington quickly became preoccupied with
Soviet threats in Europe and Asia, the Division of American Republic
Affairs under Spruille Braden enjoyed enough leeway to experiment with
the first variant. The spread of communism was not considered a major
concern at that time. However, a local backlash against liberal experiments
combined with bad policy definition and execution on the United States’
side closed that particular route, as we have seen in the previous chapter.

There was no way back to the early Good Neighbor policy either: the
principle of non-intervention was thoroughly undermined during the
fight against the fifth column in Latin America. New U.S. agencies med-
dled in everything from sewer building to military training. The diplomatic
service itself took on a new role in the management of assistance programs
and in the sphere of political defense against ideological threats. The self-
imposed limits of the Good Neighbor policy were most definitely a thing
of the past, even if the term itself continued to be used. On the Central
American side, the age of the traditional caudillos came to an end. Even
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where they were succeeded by military regimes that appeared superficially
similar, training under U.S. supervision during and after the war had
imbued the local armies with a new sense of professional mystique, which,
in combination with older military traditions on the isthmus, was “anti-
political” and devoted to national “progress.”?

Roughly between 1948 and 1953, the political leaders of Washington
together with the Europeanist professionals in the State Department
extended their influence over the definition of Latin American policy. But
while Washington policymakers started to view events in Latin America
“through a Cold War lens,” the Truman administration remained “flexi-
ble” in its approach to the hemisphere, according to the analysis of Hal
Brands.* Initially, the developing “culture” of the Cold War had little
effect on the embassies in Central America. It could be argued, though,
that the general shift to the right in the political thinking of both Central
America and Washington left its marks in political reports. Political groups
that were earlier defined as “liberal” came to be regarded as “leftist” while
“reactionaries” were now dubbed “conservatives.” For the time being,
however, the region was assumed to be safe from Soviet threats because it
was not “modern” enough to be susceptible to communism; because it
was physically separated from the front lines of the Cold War by two
occans; and because U.S. influence was considered to be so large there.¢

This is not to say that U.S. Cold War policies had no effect on the local
situation. Doubtlessly, reactionary groups in Central America felt encour-
aged by anti-communist rhetoric emanating from Washington or by con-
tacts with other U.S. agencies such as the CIA or military representatives.”
However, with the memories of the fascist danger still rather fresh in the
memory and new dangers looming on the political left, U.S. diplomats
developed a definite preference for the so-called “middle of the road.”
Much like in the 1930s, when diplomats had preferred leaders who could
protect their countries against anarchy and social upheaval without revert-
ing to out-and-out dictatorship—a preference which led to initial support
for men like Ubico and Carfas—the diplomats of the late 1940s supported
men who were assumed to hold the middle between the extremes of reac-
tion and communism.

In the Central American context, reaction was represented by Anastasio
Somoza’s regime. While Washington and Managua reestablished diplo-
matic relations on May 30, 1948, putting a definite end to U.S. attempts
to dislodge Somoza, the State Department’s attitude toward Somoza
remained cool for some time. The attitude of the general himself was
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anything but cool. The Nicaraguan delegates to the Organization of
American States and the United Nations consistently and unconditionally
supported U.S. propositions and Somoza was one of the few Latin
American leaders who warmly welcomed U.S. action in Korea, promising
to send troops to that theater if the United States so desired. Additionally,
an economic upturn during the late 1940s caused Nicaragua to be rela-
tively prosperous and stable. This situation somewhat obscured the
authoritarian nature of the local regime, which was characterized by rather
extreme graft and nepotism and did not recoil from violence in times of
crisis. The U.S. ambassador to Nicaragua in the early 1950s, Thomas
Whelan, told his superiors that “despite the widespread impression to the
contrary” the general was not “a dictator in the true sense of the word.”®

Aside from his developing friendship with Whelan, a friendship that
would last some ten years, Somoza scored some other minor victories
throughout Truman’s second administration. Around 1952, Somoza
apparently managed to convince the CIA to send him weapons, which he
would use to topple the left-leaning Arbenz government in Guatemala.
However, the operation, known as Fortune, was killed by the State
Department, which found out about it at the last moment. During the
same year, the general also managed to impose himself on Truman, leading
to an unofficial lunch appointment at the White House. But taken on the
whole, the Department kept Somoza at arm’s length, consistently refusing
to reestablish a military mission and arms deliveries to Nicaragua. Even
Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, who came in with the Eisenhower
administration in 1953, initially worried that his plans to fight commu-
nism in Latin America were only supported by “the Somozas” of the
hemisphere. Only after the 1954 CIA coup against Arbenz, in which
Somoza managed to play a leading role, did the general become persona
grata in Washington.’

While the Department remained careful to dissociate itself from the
most reactionary leaders of the hemisphere, relations with one of the most
progressive governments, that of Guatemala, soured. Patterson’s transfer
from communist Yugoslavia to Guatemala was one indication of
Washington’s growing concern about labor activity and social legislation
in that country. For the moment, however, the Truman administration
believed that the Western hemisphere was relatively safe from communist
infiltration and the new assistant secretary for Latin American affairs,
Edward Miller, carelessly blamed the social revolution in Guatemala on
President Arévalo, who was a “wooly head.” Indeed, it would appear that
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the State Department hoped that some carefully applied outside pressure,
combined with the supposedly inherent weakness of Arévalo’s policies,
would eventually lead to the end of social experimentation in Guatemala.

In 1950 Jacobo Arbenz Guzman was elected to the Guatemalan presi-
dency. Initially, the Department believed that Arbenz would at least slow
down the pace of social change, because he was an army man and a land-
owner. However, Arbenz was one of the original leaders of the Guatemalan
revolution and, if anything, felt that Arévalo’s policies on land reform had
not gone far enough. While Arévalo had distributed land formerly belong-
ing to German landlords, Arbenz openly prepared to nationalize and
redistribute fallow lands of other large landowners, including that of the
United Fruit Company. While it was not Washington’s primary objective
to protect United Fruit’s interests, Guatemalan threats against U.S. inter-
ests were taken to be an indication of Guatemala’s flirtations with com-
munism. Therefore, the Department stepped up the pressure against the
Central American republic by discontinuing financial aid for the
construction of the Guatemalan section of the Inter-American Highway
and by stopping arms deliveries to the Guatemalan army. In the words of
U.S. Ambassador Rudolf Emil Schoenfeld, the purpose of these actions
was “to bring the Guatemalans to the realization that they were depen-
dent upon the United States and that if they expected assistance or consid-
eration from the United States it behooved them to adjust their actions
vis-a-vis the United States accordingly.” But even though agencies such as
the CIA appeared ready to act against Arbenz, the State Department
under Truman went no further than this—as the killing of operation
Fortune indicates. Only after Eisenhower settled in the White House did
this situation change.!?

The attention that historians have paid to the political extremes in post-
war Central America—reactionary Nicaragua and progressive Guatemala—
easily obscures the importance that the State Department attached to
whatitunderstood as the political center. A good illustration of Department
perceptions of Central American politics is a goodwill trip to the region by
Assistant Secretary Miller. The trip was very carefully planned and consid-
ered in the Department, because every move Miller made was going to be
interpreted as a sign of support or opposition by local political factions.
Since all regimes in Central America were of a different political color, the
amount of time spent in each of these nations was probably going to be
interpreted as an mark of U.S. approval or disapproval for the particular
brand of government in that country. Most important was the question of
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where Miller would celebrate the Fourth of July, which was to be the cli-
max of his trip to Central America.

Somoza was dying to have Miller visit Managua on Independence Day.
The Nicaraguan ambassador to Washington, Dr. Sevilla Sacasa, made a
point of visiting the Department during the preparations of Miller’s trip to
spread the Somocista gospel. He was politely received, but his eulogies left
the Department unimpressed. Under the sardonic heading “The happy
people,” Miller recounts how Sevilla Sacasa “waxed lyrical over the recent
elections in Nicaragua,” which confirmed Somoza’s power: “He described
the people of Nicaragua as being filled with alegria [joy] both during and
after balloting, to the extent that their enthusiasm had erupted in a
nation-wide celebration.”! The tone of this memorandum of conversa-
tion alone demonstrates that the Department was exasperated with the
ambassador’s propaganda. In any event, no one was willing to associate
the Fourth of July with the Somoza regime.

A logical choice—at first sight—was for Miller to celebrate the Fourth
of July in Guatemala. That, at least, was the largest and arguably most
influential country of the region. Some years earlier Spruille Braden had
visited Guatemala City on the occasion of Arévalo’s inauguration to indi-
cate U.S. satisfaction with the liberal experiment in that country. But times
had changed. The new ambassador in Guatemala, Richard Patterson,
vehemently objected to the idea that Miller would even visit the country.
Patterson claimed that such a visit could only be an “appeasement mis-
sion.” The Department did not agree with Patterson’s views, but did con-
sider it wise to limit the length of Miller’s visit to Guatemala and his
exposure to the local government. By the early 1950s, the Department
had come to consider the Arévalo government as too radical and did not
want Miller’s visit to Guatemala to convey the impression that “all is well
in our relations.” In fact, presidential elections were just around the cor-
ner in Guatemala, so this was a particularly bad time to put a stamp of
approval on Arévalo’s reformism. Hence the visit to Guatemala would be
low-profile: “turkey to be talked with the President and the call on the
Foreign Minister to be pure protocol.”!?

To the Department, Somoza and Arévalo represented two extremes.
Both leaders presented their governments as democratic, but both were
flawed in the eyes of Washington. Somoza was obviously reactionary, but
Arévalo was too radical for comfort. Instead, apart from “Tegucigalpa
which will already have been visited, San Salvador, barring political trou-
bles, would be the best place to spend the 4th of July with its celebrations.
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It would be preferable to be there rather than in either Managua or
Guatemala.”!® At this time, El Salvador was no longer ruled by Castaneda.
Having survived in office much longer than might have been expected,
the president confused lack of active opposition with a position of power
and had concurrently attempted to continue himself in office in the 1930s
tradition. This act, of course, provided the different factions that had
grudgingly accepted his rule with a good reason and justification to rebel.
Presenting themselves as guarantors of the Salvadoran constitution, a fac-
tion of young, professional army officers took control of the state after an
almost bloodless coup in December 1948. Being neither liberal nor reac-
tionary and neither lower class nor aristocratic, the military faction that
came to power presented itself as “middle of the road.” It rejected
Somocista dictatorship, but had little sympathy for social experiments of
the Guatemalan type. It pronounced a fundamental need for democratic,
economic, and social change and progress, but slowly.'* By 1950, this was
exactly what the Department had in mind for its southern neighbors. As
Louis Halle had argued, careful, responsible, and evolutionary progress
was the way to go for the isthmian republics.

After the demise of the policy against “disreputable governments,”
Honduras also became an example of such progress in the eyes of U.S.
diplomats. That development was eased by the recall and retirement of
Erwin and the election of a new president, though neither represented a
fundamental departure from the Carfas era. The election of Juan Manuel
Gilvez to the presidency and the latter’s conciliatory policies eliminated
Honduras as an obvious target for the anti-dictatorial movement in the
Caribbean area, which focused on the older dictatorships of men like
Somoza and Trujillo. Erwin’s departure and eventual replacement with an
experienced career diplomat eliminated grounds for rumors that the U.S.
embassy in Honduras was an active supporter of the local dictatorship.
While the neighboring countries of Guatemala and Nicaragua were show-
ing alarmingly revolutionary and reactionary tendencies, respectively edg-
ing toward communism and fascism, Honduras became the eye in the
storm of Central American politics.

In Tegucigalpa, U.S. diplomatic representation after Erwin’s somewhat
irregular dismissal was performed by Paul C. Daniels for a while. Daniel’s
appointment appears to have been a stop-gap measure as he was already
slated to become Director of American Republic Affairs at the Department
and left Honduras after some months. Next was Herbert S. Bursley, an
experienced career officer like Daniels who had been assistant chief of the
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Division of American Republic Affairs from 1938 to 1942. Daniels and
Bursley were both born around 1900, had joined the Foreign Service
around the time that it was professionalized by the Rutgers Act of 1924,
and reached the level of secretary of legation—thus introducing them to
the political work of their posts—during the 1930s, when non-intervention
was dogma. Both reintroduced a high degree of professional detachment
from local affairs to the embassy’s political reports, effectively ending the
“Carfas-can-do-no-wrong” attitude of Erwin, and opened the embassy’s
doors to members of the political opposition. But while both Daniels and
Bursley continued to pay lip service to the U.S. interest in the spread of
democracy, neither took the “Braden approach” of charging the china
shop. They both represented the more measured approach presented in
the “Y”-article, sympathizing with local initiatives that were understood
to embody careful steps toward more liberal governance, but religiously
maintaining the appearance of neutrality in local affairs. When the
Honduran ambassador in Washington carefully inquired whether Braden’s
replacement with Miller as assistant secretary implied a move away from
the former’s pro-democratic policy, he was told that the only change
would be a “difference in approach.”!®

Daniels and Bursley’s tenures in Tegucigalpa are representative of this
“difference in approach,” which held the middle ground between Braden’s
crusade and Erwin’s appeasement. First of all, both Daniels and Bursley
reopened the dialogue with members of the opposition, who had long
been unwelcome at the embassy. After one month in Honduras, for exam-
ple, Daniels reported that opposition to Carfas was more widespread and
friendlier to the United States than Erwin had suggested in his reports.
Bursley also reported, in a somewhat sympathetic vein, that oppositionists
in Honduras were “professional men of far better than average intelligence
who seem to have strong and even bitter convictions.”!¢ Daniels started to
receive oppositionists to the embassy and to answer their written missives
and Bursley went so far as to invite both government officials and repre-
sentatives of the opposition to the yearly Fourth of July reception at the
embassy. In that way, the U.S. ambassador hoped to express his “ideas of
the democratic spirit.” While both Daniels and Bursley ended the overly
optimistic reports on the Cariatoand courteously engaged the opposition,
they were careful to suppress the impression that U.S. sympathies had
swung from the Nationalists to the Liberals. It was made clear to any rep-
resentative of the opposition that the embassy would not be drawn into
local politics.'”
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Daniels and Bursley showed careful, sympathetic interest in the presi-
dential elections of 1948, which pitted Juan Manuel Gdlvez, who was
supported by Carias, against Angel Zaniga Huete, the long-time leader of
the Liberal Party. Bursley believed that a peaceful test of strength, in the
form of elections, was the only way to dilute political tensions in Honduras
and to avert an armed contest between government and opposition. How
fair the elections were and who won was considered secondary to the fact
that elections took place. Indeed, Bursley reported that there were few
Sfundamental differences between the contending parties: “While there is
much talk about ideals and all the rest of it, I am very much afraid that
except in the case of a few individuals the struggle is simply the old one
between the ‘ins’ and the ‘outs.””!® The embassy would be careful to
remain on the sidelines during the campaigning season and the elections,
unless government imposition was “so cruel as to shock humanity.”?’
Indeed, the embassy was fairly certain that “some” official fraud did take
place during the elections. But Daniels expressed “concern” over their
course only once, after a known follower of Carfas emptied his revolver on
the Zaniga Huete residence. From Washington, where Daniels had already
taken up his new tasks, he wrote that the Department took a “dim view of
[such] gangster activities.” It was quickly determined, however, that the
shooting had been a private initiative without official involvement.?°

Bursley’s reaction to the election results, a resounding victory for
Gilvez, underscored that perspective. By U.S. standards, the ambassador
reported to the Department, the election was a “pathetic travesty.” On the
one hand, Bursley chided the government for weighing the dice in favor
of Gélvez, but on the other hand, Zaniga Huete had not won the ambas-
sador’s sympathy by withdrawing from the race prematurely. However,
Bursley found that by local standards, the fact that elections were held at
all and had not relapsed into violence was “a vast improvement and a sig-
nificant step forward to an eventual day which may bring a more truly
democratic life for this struggling country.”?! Ironically, the legation’s
commentary on the 1931 elections, which had brought Carias to power,
was almost identical.??

It is difficult to say whether the Gélvez election would have been
acceptable to the U.S. some three years earlier, when Braden directed
policy, but it coincided with the generally low expectations about Latin
American politics in 1948. In that context, Galvez’s policies after his
inauguration as president came as a pleasant surprise. Galvez was not
“dictator-minded,” according to Bursley.?* Indeed, he adopted a policy of
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“conciliation,” intended to mend relations with moderate Liberals after
the bitter fighting and campaigning of recent years. The new president
also entertained the somewhat abstract notion that Honduras should
eventually develop toward a democracy, although that process would be
evolutionary rather than revolutionary and the Honduran people would
have to undergo many years of political education before the ideal could
be realized.?* In the meantime, Gélvez took no actions that had the poten-
tial to undermine Honduran social and economic hierarchy or to involve
the lower strata of peasants and Indians in politics. He did, however,
release political prisoners and invited political exiles back to the country.
The repression that had characterized the Cariato was relaxed, a change
symbolized by the fact that the police in the capital started carrying batons
instead of rifles.?®

Since the Galvez administration relaxed political control, as compared
with the Carfas administration, it was easy for the embassy to imagine that
it represented a “step forward”: a progressive move along the continuum
that ranged from totalitarian state to democracy. While Bursley was not
blind to the authoritarian aspects of the new administration, he did appear
to believe that as it represented a small step in the political development of
Honduras, the United States could support the semi-authoritarian Galvez
regime while still supporting the long-term goal of democracy for Central
America. Some decades after the fact, it is more difficult to see the Galvez
administration in that light. Despite a change in governing style and modest
economic growth and liberalization of politics, it did not represent a funda-
mental move away from Carfas’s policies. Perhaps most significantly, in light
of the military coup of 1963, the power of the armed forces continued to
grow under Gélvez’s government.?® From a U.S. perspective and in the late
1940s context, however, Honduras had become middle of the road.

Further improvements in U.S.—Honduran relations were achieved
when it was Bursley’s time to be transferred to another post and the State
Department decided to give the Honduran mission to the only man who
ever showed any active interest for it: John Draper Erwin. Since the
Lilienthal case, Erwin had persistently lobbied for reappointment and he
managed to obtain the support from the Tennessee Senatorial delegation
again. The administration was probably well satisfied to please the
Tennesseans by reappointing Erwin to a post as quiet and unimportant as
Honduras. The appointment did not present a real vindication for Erwin,
though, since he had indicated a desire to be promoted to Chile. He set-
tled for Honduras, however. There was some agitation against Erwin
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along the North Coast and in San Pedro Sula, where the old ambassador
was still remembered for his failure to recognize the tragedy of the 1944
massacre. Both the embassy and the Galvez administration shrugged oft
the criticism as radical and even leftist.?’

The reporting of the Honduran embassy quickly returned to the famil-
iar “Utopia Inc.”-style of Erwin’s previous tenure: Everything was well
and there was no opposition to the powers that be.?® There was no deny-
ing, however, that some things had changed. Unofficial labor organiza-
tions were now active on the North Coast where United Fruit operated
and Gilvez’s conciliation policy, while very conservative by international
standards, at least allowed the possibility that social legislation might be
considered, perhaps, sometime in the future—a radical departure from
Carfas’s standpoint. For Erwin, whose romanticized image of Honduras
was constructed around its supposed isolation from the modern world
with its unions, social legislation, and class conflict, this was too much to
bear.

Three years earlier, Bursley had reported that the increased activity of
labor on the North Coast was largely a normal phenomenon and that after
many years of suppression under Carfas, “the lethargic giant [labor] should
begin to stretch a bit and to sense a need and right for a measure of eman-
cipation.”? Erwin was not quite so tolerant of labor activity. Relying com-
pletely on information provided by the anti-labor vice-president, Julio
Lozano, and by the North American manager of the railroad, Erwin
reported several incidents of supposed communist agitation, instigated by
migrant workers from Mexico, Guatemala, and El Salvador. Evidence for
a communist connection was extremely thin in all instances: A workers’
petition against a particularly stern U.S. superintendent was thought to be
inspired by the typical communist “line”; a failed plot to hold up a United
Fruit train was thought to be masterminded by well-known labor agitators
who would have used their loot for future labor campaigns; some sub-rosa
labor organizations were thought to be communist “fronts.”® There was
no obvious reason for Erwin to take these alarmist rumors seriously, except
for the fact that he thought Galvez’s policy too indulgent: “The miracle is
that communist activity and unrest have been as slow in taking advantage
of the freedom of the last two and one-half years, since Honduras is a fer-
tile field for agitation, particularly in view of its proximity to virulent com-
munist groups of Mexico, Guatemala and Salvador.”3!

While Erwin’s reports from Honduras must have added to a general
impression of communist activity in Central America, he was not the
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prototype of a “cold warrior.” Highly conservative and unable to believe
that anyone could be dissatisfied with the Honduras that he thought he
knew, Erwin reflexively blamed outsiders for any trouble in his Shangri-La.
A return to fatherly policies of the Cariato would be sufficient, however,
to set things straight. Meanwhile, the ambassador kept the door to the
outside world firmly shut: U.S. intelligence agencies, which would sup-
posedly help local governments fight communists, were not welcome in
Erwin’s bailiwick.?? It is not surprising, then, that despite his hostility
toward communism, Erwin was quickly replaced by the incoming
Eisenhower government. The new administration wished to use Honduran
territory as a springboard for its CIA operations against Guatemala and
Erwin, a leftover from the 1930s, did not fit into those ambitions.

By the time of the Guatemalan coup, U.S. diplomats saw eye to eye
with a new kind of military regime in El Salvador. It had been a tortuous
road, though. Due to several assaults on the Castaneda government from
both rightist and leftist factions, the president was forced into the arms of
the army and security forces and from 1946 onwards, the country was
under a permanent state of siege. For all practical purposes, El Salvador
was a military dictatorship by 1948, be it for the fact that the government
was obliged by the constitution to hold presidential elections in that year.
Due to the state of siege, the fractious nature of the opposition, and the
promise of elections, El Salvador was superficially calm for a while and
Castaneda or his supporters may have been under the impression that they
could extend their reign without too much opposition. Thus, in true
1930s continuismo style, Castaneda had himself secretly reelected for a
second term by the National Assembly in December 1948. It turned out
to be a big mistake.??

At this point, Albert Nufer was in charge of the embassy in San Salvador.
A careful and unassuming career officer like Simmons before him, Nufer’s
relationship with the Castaiieda regime and its opposition was complex
and ambiguous. The embassy held no brief for either camp. On the one
hand, it was well aware of Castaiieda’s intentions to remain in power,
either officially as president or officiously as the power behind the throne
of a puppet government. On the other hand, Nufer and his colleagues
knew that Castaneda’s position was far from secure and that there were
plenty of opposition groups. Most of these groups, the embassy reported,
felt confident that they enjoyed enough popular support to win the presi-
dential elections that Castafieda was supposed to organize. Hence,
Castaneda’s attempt to continue in power, the embassy had predicted,
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would convince opposition factions that the president had cheated them
out of their legitimate ascent to power. The result could only be civil strife,
which was the embassy’s greatest fear.3*

In this charged and insecure atmosphere, Nufer felt that the best that
could be done, from the standpoint of U.S. interests, was to stay on rea-
sonably friendly terms with all factions while not showing undue regard
for any of them. Halfhearted attempts were made by the embassy to con-
vince Castaiieda to hold genuinely free elections, but overall, it tried to
stay out of politics. While the embassy respected the progress that the
Castaneda regime made in the fields of education, health, and sanitation
during the last couple of years, these accomplishments were only possible
due to the assistance of U.S. agencies. Besides, the president’s will for
power threatened to upset the country and to undo any material progress
that had been made. At the same time, the embassy was very pessimistic
about the nature of the opposition. The names of the different political
groups, nearly all of which made a claim on democratic ideals, meant very
little, the ambassador reported. Under the existing state of siege, only
those groups who could obtain the backing of conservative army factions
stood a chance to gain the presidency.®®

These were the conditions that determined the embassy’s reaction to an
army coup of December 1948, which was a response to Castaneda’s secret
reelection.® No-one at the embassy was sorry to see Castaiieda go and no
particular opposition group was thought to have a legitimate claim on the
presidency. The fact that the December coup was quick and painless was
welcomed as an alternative to the disorder that the embassy feared. Under
the circumstances, the new junta was the best that could be had for El
Salvador in the eyes of the embassy. It was neither reactionary nor revolu-
tionary; neither ruthless nor weak-kneed. In fact, the army groups that
came to power in 1948 were a new factor in Salvadoran and Central
American politics and were at least partly a legacy of U.S. interference in
the region, although the embassy did not recognize that fact at the time.

Before World War 11, Central American “armies,” aside from the U.S.
trained Guardia Nacional in Nicaragua, were mainly irregular militias led
by local caudillos. Although there was a trend toward army professional-
ization, results were meager up to the outbreak of hostilities in Europe,
which is when the United States began to take an active interest in the
standardization of army training and equipment across the continent.
After the war, the newly professionalized armies began to take an interest
in politics and they did not like what they saw. Observing the poverty,
backwardness, and instability that characterized many American Republics,
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professional militaries developed “anti-political” ideologies, which blamed
Latin American problems on politicians and provided a rationale for mili-
tary intervention in national administration. The Salvadoran junta of 1948
was a local exponent of this new trend in the development of the Latin
American military. According to Walter and Williams, the junta “sought to
legitimize its existence via a new political rhetoric and new ways of ruling.
The bywords of the regime of Hernindez Martinez and his immediate
successors reflected their approach to politics: duty, tranquility, peace,
order ... Although democracy was never mentioned, its dangers were
implied in the usual criticism of factions, parties, disorder, and anarchy.”
Thus, the military junta and its later successors introduced welfare pro-
grams and literary campaigns, but at the same time initiated an enormous
expansion of the armed forces and, despite its theoretical support for
democracy, kept tight control over elections and opposition parties.?”

Perhaps the one thing that Nufer did not grasp entirely—or, under
prevailing conditions in El Salvador, was willing to gloss over—was the
danger of an ideology that combined claims on constitutionality and
observance of democratic procedures with de facto military rule. As far as
the ambassador was concerned, the 1948 coup and subsequent govern-
ments were not refinements in the military’s claim and hold on power—
which, from the longer historical perspective, they were—but controlled
steps in the direction of stable, progressive, and more democratic gover-
nance. As Nufer reported to the Department, one of the first acts of the
military junta was to end the state of siege that Castaneda had put into
effect in 1946. While the constitution was briefly abrogated, it was rein-
stated almost immediately, except for those articles dealing with the
Presidency and the Assembly (which obviously did not apply while the
junta was in power). The junta also declared that in time, free and fair elec-
tions would be organized. Until that time, civilians of liberal persuasion
were invited into the de facto government; freedom of the press was
allowed; and extremist groups on both the left and the right were sup-
pressed so as not to be able to interfere with democratic processes. The
reaction of the public at large, as Nufer was careful to point out, was favor-
able. The lifting of the state of siege was a popular move; liberals were
assuaged by the institution of freedom of the press and the inclusion of
civilian members in the junta; the moderate coffee planters, military offi-
cers not included in the junta, and labor unions were willing to give the
new rulers a chance as long as they did not veer too much to the left or the
right. In all, Nufer believed that the new government was inspired by
“high, democratic idealism.”38
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To the ambassador’s considerable dismay, Washington delayed its rec-
ognition of the junta, because the coup was associated in the U.S. press
with right-wing military coups in Venezuela and Peru.® The Department
assured Nufer, however, that: “We are impressed also by the popular sup-
port that rallied to the junta, by its appointment of civilian junta members
and a civilian cabinet, by its lifting of martial law, and by what in general
appears to be a desire to organize along the lines of civilian rather than
military administration of the country.”* In the end, recognition did not
depend on the junta’s success in restoring constitutional government.
Indeed, the United States had signed the Declaration of Bogota, article 35
of which basically denounced the use of non-recognition as a political
weapon, only some months earlier. It is reasonable to assume, therefore,
that the recognition of El Salvador was only stalled because of the public
outcry against supposedly “fascist” coups in the larger Latin American
countries (public opinion did not differentiate between the coups in El
Salvador, Venezuela, and Peru).!

After the junta had been recognized by the United States and its neigh-
bors, it started to prepare for the elections it had promised to organize.
Preparations actually took a full year and, aside from the admittedly com-
plex technical issues that had to be solved, involved a lot of political
infighting and clearing the field for the eventual official candidate. The
most important military leaders of the junta jockeyed for power over a
period of several months, a contest which led to the rise of Major Oscar
Osorio as the leader of that body.*? Osorio is a very difficult man to qualify
in traditional political terms. On the one hand, the major had been sus-
pected of fascist sympathies during the war; maintained some sort of liai-
son with the exiled Martinez, apparently his mentor; and was at one point
the favored presidential candidate of the conservative coffee interests. On
the other hand, Osorio counted many liberals and even radicals among his
political entourage; discouraged Martinez from returning to El Salvador;
and religiously observed constitutional procedures during the 1949 elec-
tion campaign and his eventual presidency. The man only makes sense in
the context of the professional mystique of the Salvadoran army officer,
which was somewhat like fascism in the sense that it proscribed a major
role to the army and vehemently rejected socialism, but also adopted parts
of the postwar liberal agenda in its respect for constitutional procedures
and its adoption of social legislation in an overall drive to modernize the
national economy.*?
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Nufer reported from the outset that the ruling junta under Osorio’s
leadership included former fascists and communists, liberals and conserva-
tives: “In fact, the rightist and leftist elements within the new government
seem so well balanced that it would be difficult to state at this time whether
the government is right or left of center.” After some weeks in power, the
ambassador could more confidently report that the provisional govern-
ment was “seeking a middle course”: “Responsible Ministers realize that
they have a patriotic duty to carry out their work between the pressures of
the right and the left ... Despite the extremists, I believe that the public at
large continues to be favorably impressed with the Government’s work
and is still disposed to lend its support.” One of the more important tasks
to be tackled, according to Nufer, was to provide a minimum of economic
and social security for the landless masses: “informed persons” realized,
the ambassador reported, that 1932 could repeat itself today unless “sub-
stantial progress is made in improving the lot of the laboring masses.”
Luckily, Osorio was wise to the situation and would “endeavor to effect
social progress.”**

In September Osorio formally left the junta together with one of the
civilian members, Galindho Pohl, to set up a joint campaign for the presi-
dency. It was a remarkable combination because Osorio was known to
have played around with fascist ideas in his youth, while Pohl was a “wild-
eyed idealist and half-baked leftist individual” in the embassy’s assess-
ment.* However, the combination seemed to work—for the moment—and
the embassy recognized that Osorio and Pohl’s party, the Partido
Revolucionario de Unificacion Democratica (PRUD), was “middle of the
road” by “United States political standards,” because it advocated social
reforms without “threatening the capitalist structure of the nation.”*¢
Even though Osorio was recognized as having the backing of the ruling
junta, and even though the latter could be said to have “tweaked” the
eventual presidential elections in his favor, the race turned out to be fairly
competitive. In the end the Osorio—Pohl ticket beat the sole challenger by
345,139 over 266,271 votes. It was the first election in Salvadoran history
in which women and soldiers were allowed to vote and, in the embassy’s
opinion, it was so free as to revert to “license” at times. But the outcome
was met with “moderate general enthusiasm.”*

The State Department and the embassy met Osorio’s election with the
same moderate enthusiasm. Both Nufer and his direct successor,
Ambassador George Price Shaw, described the Osorio government as
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moderate and as democratic as might be expected.*® In regional politics,
which were still punctuated occasionally by stirrings of the “Caribbean
Legion” and high words between the “democracies” and the “dictator-
ships,” Osorio vowed to assume the role of mediator—thus presenting El
Salvador as an island of peace amid the Central American imbroglio. In
domestic politics, the president was careful to keep the middle ground
between reactionary landlords and reform-minded intellectuals and labor
organizations.* Even more important, in the embassy’s assessment, was
Osorio’s purported attempt to offer a way forward. Representatives of all
factions—army officers, landowners, labor leaders, and intellectuals—were
adopted into the government apparatus. A careful policy of “moderniza-
tion,” including limited social reform under military management was
supposed to undercut the appeal of extremist ideologies.*® Compared to
the leftist Guatemalan regime; the rightist Somoza regime; and the fascist-
inspired coups in Venezuela and Peru, the situation in El Salvador was
actually rather promising. Both the embassy and the Department were
also quite willing to “help” the Salvadoran government to stick to the
middle of the road.

United States’ efforts to manipulate the direction of the Salvadoran
“revolution,” as the junta described its coup, dated back to 1949—even
before Osorio was elected. Aid programs, private loans, and Point IV tech-
nical assistance might have been modest when compared to Marshall Aid
to Europe, but in a small nation like El Salvador, such programs offered
the United States enough leverage to encourage the local regime to adjust
its political and economic policies to U.S. preferences. Thus, a possible
loan from the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development to
build a hydroelectric plant in Salvador offered enough incentive to the
junta to hold elections so that the loan could be approved by a legally
elected Assembly and signed by the president.’! After Osorio’s election,
U.S. “assistance” focused on the nature and direction of the developmen-
tal and social policies of the government. While Osorio was deemed trust-
worthy enough, Galindho Pohl’s influence was thought to draw the
government too much into a radical direction.

As the new president of the National Assembly, Pohl directed efforts to
formulate a modern constitution for El Salvador. According to the
embassy, Pohl’s plans for the new constitution were disconcertingly
nationalistic—including, among others, a proposed article that would
extend Salvadoran borders to 200 miles from its coasts. Shaw reported at
the time that he commented “informally” to friends of the embassy that



THE MIDDLE OF THE ROAD: THE COLD WAR COMES TO CENTRAL... 301

“I personally consider this draft [of the constitution] as extremely nation-
alistic and an excessive restriction on free economic, political, and social
intercourses between El Salvador and the United States.” According to
the ambassador, the Department should also express its opinion to the
Salvadoran embassy in Washington that there were “undesirable features”
in El Salvador’s draft constitution. “I am sure the effect of merely men-
tioning this matter at such a time would not be lost upon either Major
Osorio or [Salvadoran Ambassador to the United States Héctor David ]
Castro.”®? To back up this stance, Shaw advised the Department to freeze
all financial assistance until a new constitution was published. Indeed,
none of the controversial articles made it to the eventual constitution of El
Salvador. While this must have been due partly to the influence of El
Salvador’s own ultra-conservative coffee interests, U.S. meddling in the
matter is sure to have had a major influence. In terms of politics, it is also
likely that such meddling strengthened the hand of Osorio and the so-
called “moderate” faction while it blocked the ambitions of Pohl and
other leftists in the government.

The State Department showed itself to be generally appreciative of El
Salvador’s mode of government. The election that brought Osorio to
power was characterized as the most free that the country enjoyed since
the 1931 election of Araujo. While “Leftists have attacked it for being too
moderate and the Rightists have attacked it for being too radical,” the
Osorio government was holding its own. In May 1951, El Salvador and
the United States signed their first Point IV agreement for technical assis-
tance, thus declaring their joint interest in the modernization of El
Salvador.®® The U.S. position at this point, a few years before the CIA-
directed coup in Guatemala that is sometimes regarded as the symbolic
end of the Good Neighbor years, is best illustrated by the appointment
and experiences of Ambassador Angier Biddle Duke, the last chief of mis-
sion to be appointed to Central America before the Eisenhower adminis-
tration came in.

As scion of two wealthy families, the Biddles and the Dukes, Angier
Duke seemed to be the prototype of an amateur political appointee. Duke
had led a privileged and sheltered life as a child and young adult when the
war broke out in Europe. In January 1941 he volunteered for duty and, in
the army, Duke found discipline and direction. While not serving in com-
bat, he did climb the ranks from private to major in Air Force intelligence
and went overseas in that capacity. At the end of the war, he was assigned
as an escort officer to a congressional committee that was to visit
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Buchenwald very shortly after its liberation. The visit to the concentration
camp turned out to be “the 48 most harrowing and horrifying hours” in
Duke’s life and left a lasting impression. Noticing that many inmates of the
camp had not yet left even though they had been “liberated” two days
previous, Duke realized that “the inmates had been there many of them so
long that they didn’t want to leave. It was just so horrifying, so pathetic to
see these beaten human beings, beaten into a way of life which they had
gotten so horribly accustomed to that when the gates were thrown open,
they couldn’t—couldn’t leave.” After the war, Duke devoted many years
of his life to helping those who were beaten and downtrodden by their
governments and, quite naturally, he developed a lasting terror for the
dehumanizing nature of totalitarianism.>*

After the war, Duke went back into business for a while, but with some
help and urging from a family friend who happened to be the U.S. ambas-
sador to Argentina, ended up applying for and getting admitted to the
Foreign Service. After two years as embassy secretary in Argentina and
Spain, Duke attracted the interest of a Congressional Committee inspect-
ing relations with Spain and was appointed ambassador to El Salvador at
age 36—the youngest U.S. chief of mission up to that time. Angier Duke
was one of several political appointees appointed to Latin America toward
the end of Truman’s second term. Their task was not so much in the
political field of representing U.S. policies to the Southern governments,
but in “selling” the Point IV program. The program, which in itself was a
continuation of wartime aid programs, was aimed at developing the econ-
omies of the Third World with technical assistance so that they would be
less susceptible to “radical” programs of a nationalist or communist bent.

It turned out that Angier Duke was particularly well suited for the
work. He did have a sincere desire to help those less fortunate than him-
self, but his conception of aid did have a quality of nobiesse 0blige—both in
the sense that he believed that the wealthy United States had an obligation
to help less developed countries and in how he, as a wealthy North
American, positioned himself toward underprivileged Salvadorans. In one
of his many public speeches as the ambassador to El Salvador, Duke noted
that the United States had world leadership “thrust upon it” and that this
position entailed great responsibilities. One was to convince others of the
vitality of the U.S. economic system and the “real practical hope” it oftered
for the betterment of Salvadorans’ lives. Only by accomplishments in this
sphere could the hope of democracy be made manifest “to draw to it the
faith of the unlettered and the underprivileged.”*®
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While Ambassador Duke quickly won over Salvadoran opinion for him-
self and for the Point IV program that he advertised in all of his many
public appearances, President Osorio knew how to win the diplomat for
himself. Days after Duke presented his credentials, Osorio invited him on
a tour through a valley that had been struck by an earthquake two years
earlier. Arriving in an impeccable blue suit on the morning of their appoint-
ment, the young ambassador was somewhat embarrassed to see Osorio in
an army style “open neck khaki shirt and trousers.” Having “piled” three
cabinet ministers in the back of a “rather beat up Buick sedan,” Osorio
told Duke to “hop in” and settled behind the wheel himself. Remembering
the ensuing road trip some months later, Duke noted that:

It was quite a day. In fact it was the best kind of introduction to this beauti-
ful country and its friendly democratic people. He [President Osorio]
showed me the reverse side of the coin too: the aching poverty, the potbel-
lied children in miserable ugly tumbledown country towns; dirty filthy
houses with no windows, no water. We talked of the social unrest that wells
up from such situations of squalor, and the possible avenues to bring hope
to such pitiable conditions of despair ... The magnitude of the task to which
President Osorio and his ministers had set themselves soon became clear. I
got the point.%®

Later in his life, during the Central American Crisis, Duke visited El
Salvador several times for government and human rights organizations
and came to recognize the road taken during Osorio’s military rule. In a
1989 interview, Duke noted that back in 1952 General Osorio “was the
undisputed leader of the military, which maintained an uneasy but work-
ing alliance with the so-called oligarchy, the land-owning, coffee growing
class. This kept the country on, let us say, a politically peaceful and eco-
nomically productive course but one that was stratified dangerously in
terms of class structure.” In the early 1950s, however, Duke and Osorio,
while being from radically different backgrounds, managed to find com-
mon ground in their objective to reform the Salvadoran economy from
above with a Salvadoran public works program and U.S. technical aid—
thus “bringing hope” to common Salvadorans and preventing “social
unrest” like they discussed during their road trip. Whether either one of
them truly wished to change the “dangerously stratified” social structure
is not clear. Duke himself, in any case, thought that Point IV could have
brought “social reform” but after 1953 the Eisenhower administration
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allowed the program to “dry up” and, incidentally, fired Ambassador
Duke. Thus, according to Duke, “in those eight years after Harry Truman
I believe that the seeds of discontent were successfully sown making inevi-
table the reform and revolutionary movement that started in 1980.7%7

EriLoGut: THE CASTILLO ARMAS SOLUTION

In 1954, the Eisenhower administration toppled the Guatemalan govern-
ment of Jacobo Arbenz, presumed to be a communist sympathizer, and
eventually helped Colonel Carlos Castillo Armas to power. Historians
have suggested that by ending the Guatemalan years of spring, the United
States wanted to go back to the 1930s situation of supporting friendly
dictators.’® A comparison with the early 1930s may be informative, but
the experience of World War II and the subsequent rise and fall of the
policy toward “disreputable” governments, coalescing in the acceptance
of the Galvez and Osorio governments as “middle-of-the-road” alterna-
tives to reaction and revolution, should be regarded as the most important
contexts of the 1954 counterrevolution.®

The Castillo Armas experiment combined recent and older U.S.
assumptions about—and historical experiences with—Central America.
The idea that a firm leader backed up by friendly U.S. advice could set his
country on track towards stability dated back at least to Whitehouse’s
experience with Ubico or Lay’s support for Carfas. The more recent fail-
ure of liberal experiments in Guatemala and El Salvador undoubtedly rein-
forced the notion that Central Americans could not be left to their own
devices. The successful experience of the fight against Nazism during
World War II supplied the reasoning to get around the still popular non-
intervention principle. Moving still closer up to the time of the coup itself,
by the early 1950s the most successtul local government was thought to
be the “middle-of-the-road” type which combined careful liberalization
with strong military influence in politics: the kind of government preva-
lent in El Salvador and Honduras (both of which were closely involved in
the execution of the coup). Only as a result of Somoza’s active and, it
would seem, partly unsolicited support for the coup in Guatemala was the
latter welcomed back in the fold of reputable nations in the region after
1954.60

Since Washington was solely responsible for lifting Castillo Armas from
the obscurity of exile and turning him into the “liberator” of his country,
the new president was considered as something of a blank slate, to be filled
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in as Washington saw fit. So, what sort of leader did Washington desire
Castillo Armas to be? The model was not Ubico, as some historians have
suggested. In fact, among the reasons for Castillo Armas’s selection as
libertador were his credentials as a supporter of the conservative branch of
the Guatemalan revolution. The colonel had fought bravely in the 1944
uprising against Ubico’s successor Ponce and he had been a supporter of
Francisco Javier Arana, the most conservative member of the revolution-
ary junta and later Arévalo’s chief of staff, who was gunned down on a
country road outside Guatemala city in 1949—probably because he had
been a threat to the more liberal wing of the revolutionary movement
headed by Arbenz. It was a conservative evolution toward modernity—as
opposed to a radical reaction or revolution—that the Eisenhower admin-
istration preferred. While it was expected of Castillo Armas that he would
break the supposed power of the communists in Guatemala, the State
Department also stressed that “U.S. action [should] prevent Guatemala
from reverting to a dictatorship.”®!

Every official in the U.S. foreign policy establishment, from Ambassador
Peurifoy up to President Eisenhower, regarded the Castillo Armas govern-
ment as an exciting experiment in the formation of a perfect little proto-
capitalist state—the sort of experiment that would later be called
nation-building. As Ambassador Schoenteld had put it already in 1952:
“Guatemala represents in miniature all of the social cleavages, tensions,
and dilemmas of modern Western society under attack by the communist
virus. Conditions will worsen considerably before we can improve them,
and we should regard Guatemala as the prototype area for testing means
and method of combating communism.”%? The post-coup experiment in
Guatemala was to be a shining example to the rest of the world. In the first
country ever where the people had ousted its communist oppressors (as
the official line ran), irrefutable evidence of improvement in the political,
social, and economic spheres had to be readily discernible.

Thus, Washington initially believed that Castillo Armas had “over-
whelming popular support” in Guatemala and told him that “in the not-
too-distant future, say six months from now, you should hold free and
democratic elections” to confirm that fact. Naturally, the ambassador in
Guatemala told him that he would “do all in my power to help you”
achieve that goal.%® At the same time, Washington would financially sup-
port the economic rebuilding of Guatemala under Castillo Armas (chan-
neling almost half of U.S. direct support for Latin America to Guatemala
between 1954 and 1957).%* The reason was that: “A prosperous and
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progressive Guatemala is vital to a healthy hemisphere. The United States
pledges itself not merely to political opposition to communism but to help
to alleviate conditions in Guatemala and elsewhere which might afford
communism an opportunity to spread its tentacles throughout the
hemisphere.”*®

Undeniably, however, Washington was aware of, condoned, and even
supported harsh measures against Castillo Armas’s opponents—who were,
of course, Soviet agents. Almost immediately upon his arrival in Guatemala
City, Castillo Armas had 2000 people arrested and interned in concentration
camps. That initial action was only a foretaste of Castillo Armas’s dictato-
rial mode of government over the next three years, during which, in
Richard Immerman words, he utilized “Gestapo-like tactics” to initiate “a
series of political changes that codified the authoritarian nature of his
rule.”%® In Washington, however, the harsh measures of Castillo Armas’s
early rule were imagined as a regrettable but necessary transition period
during which communist influence needed to be weeded out. As the
Council on Foreign Relations argued about one year after the coup: “The
suppression of political freedoms that had characterized the Arbenz rule in
Guatemala led many to the easy assumption that President Castillo Armas
would at once install a fully democratic order [yet] determined as it was to
prevent any renewal of the communist threat, the new government dem-
onstrated great caution in permitting freedom of activit[y].”¢”

The unprecedented success of the CIA-organized coup against Arbenz
fostered the belief that the United States could continue to control events
in Guatemala after 1954. The most dangerous and, as it turned out, fatally
flawed element in this assumption was that Washington could steer Castillo
Armas through an initial period of dictatorship to exterminate the com-
munists and then have him make a u-turn to lead the liberalization and
modernization of his country. High and low officers of the State
Department continually reminded Castillo Armas of his role as an example
to the “free world” and his concurrent obligation to give his country the
best possible administration. At the 1956 Panama Conference, Secretary
of State Dulles told Castillo Armas that “Guatemala was the only example
of a country in which people have been able to free themselves after a
Communist Government had been in power and ... the world was watch-
ing Guatemala carefully and therefore it was important that an example be
given to the free world of the success of a people recovering after a period
of Communist rule.” The next day, Henry Holland, the assistant secretary
for American Republic affairs, took the Guatemalan president under his
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wing, telling the latter that the communists were “doing their best to
force him [Castillo Armas] into a position of a ‘government of force.””
While Guatemalan troops had opened fire on peaceful demonstration
barely a month before, Castillo Armas assured Holland that he would not
allow the communists to do so. Somewhat ill at ease with the Guatemalan
president’s easy promises, Holland notes in his report of the conversation
that: “I congratulated him as warmly as I could and told him that the
objective of the communist party was to drive a wedge between him and
his people. If they could persuade his people that he had become a dicta-
tor, then the breach would be opened.”%®

Castillo Armas continually backtracked on his promises to hold free
elections or even to liberalize his regime, telling his U.S. allies that it was
“very difficult at times to maintain democratic processes when those at the
other side [i.c., the communists| were free of such restrictions.”® Despite
good progress in the U.S.-backed efforts to modernize the Guatemalan
army and reconstruct its economy, the State Department eventually
acknowledged that progress on the political plane lagged behind. Already
in 1956, the embassy in Guatemala reported that “President Castillo now
appears committed to a policy of stronger action against opposition ele-
ments, in contrast to his former moderate position to which ... it will be
most difficult for him to return ... His communist and other enemies may
be expected to take full advantage of this situation to the probable detri-
ment of his prestige with the Guatemalan people.””® The State Department
came to a similar conclusion several months later, when it acknowledged
that Castillo Armas had at most been partially successful in his supposed
objective to “provide positive, visual proof that life in Guatemala under a
democratic government is preferable to life under a communist-dominated
government.””!

So why did Washington continue to tolerate, even support, Castillo
Armas’s dictatorial practices? The Eisenhower administration was obvi-
ously not averse to intervention if it suited its interests. Why not stop aid
to Guatemala or take even harsher measures to force Castillo Armas to
comply with Washington’s unrealistic expectations about a controlled
anti-communist experiment in Guatemala? The answer is, of course, that
the colonel had come to control his U.S. allies at least as much as the U.S.
controlled him. In building up the Guatemalan president as a great anti-
communist and democrat; having provided him with modern armaments
and hard cash; after one New York ticker tape parade, two state visits, and
three personal meetings with Eisenhower, all in the context of battling
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communism,”? the administration could hardly manhandle the colonel
without being accused of aiding the cause of the enemy:

It is in line with our objectives in Guatemala to do all we can to assure the
success of the Castillo Government, to minimize the possibility of any return
to communism, and to protect ourselves from charges that should the latter
occur it did so because we failed to continue economic aid. If we are to be
realistic, we must appreciate the fact that Guatemala’s record as the only
country in the world so far to have rid itself of a communist-dominated
regime weighs heavily with the U.S. public and Congress. If conditions
appreciably worsened in Guatemala, no amount of explaining by the
Department could justify our failure to provide a comparatively small
amount of aid to that country while we continue to do so to countries which
are at best neutrals in the Cold War.”?

Instead of guiding Guatemala to a brighter future, the Eisenhower
administration had tied the direction of'its Central American policy to the
vagaries of a petty colonel who was simply more accustomed to the
straightforward discipline of the army barracks than to the complexity of
nation building.
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CHAPTER 10

Becoming a Good Neighbor Among
Dictators

Going back to the early 1930s, to what we now know was the genesis of
modern, military dictatorship in Central America, it becomes immediately
apparent that the terms in which historians tend to speak of that time, the
start of an era of tyranny, is far removed from the experience and under-
standing of contemporary actors. The rise to power of Ubico and Cartas,
both by some form of election it should be remembered, was interpreted
by Whitehouse and Lay in the context of the simultaneous elections of
Araujo and Sacasa. U.S. diplomats welcomed the rise of these leaders
because they seemed to share their goals for the future of Central America.
Also, the new generation of Central American statesmen seemed to have
at least something of a popular mandate and they were receptive to U.S.
advice.

In that context, it is clear that the coup that brought Martinez to power
could not have been considered as consistent with U.S. policies in the
region. The tragedy of the ensuing Matanza—at least when considered
from the standpoint of U.S. involvement—was that it hardly registered
with diplomatic personnel. McCafferty was doubtlessly concerned about
the rumors about “lustful atrocities” committed by savage “communistic”
Indians, but he also told Martinez that communism was a dead issue as
soon as the crisis was over. It was Martinez’s defiance of the United States,
his “unworthiness” in the words of Francis White, that ultimately domi-
nated the U.S. view of the general during the non-recognition period.
What was on the line was not the local threat of communism, the plight of
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the Salvadoran peasant, or even the de facto obliteration of the republican
form of government in El Salvador. From Washington’s perspective, these
were all minor inconveniences as compared to the fact that Martinez’s
hold on power made a mockery of the Treaty of Peace and Amity, which
had provided a sense of direction to U.S. Central American policy for over
10 years.

Martinez’s staying power, followed by the continuismo campaigns in
neighboring republics, challenged U.S. diplomats’ perception of the local
rulers as simply “strong men” who had come to power with the explicit or
implicit consent of the people. After about 1936, there was no question
that these rulers were dictators. This proved to be difficult to accept for
the U.S. ministers. Most, if not all, of them assumed that continuismo
would meet with the disapproval of the State Department. However, the
State Department valued its policies of non-intervention and the Good
Neighbor far too highly to be willing to discard it in favor of supporting
honest elections in Central America. This was not always easy to under-
stand for the local diplomats who were as yet innocent of the rigidity of
the non-intervention principle, as indicated most clearly by Lane and
Corrigan’s advocacy of a “responsible” Good Neighbor. Washington tol-
erated continuismo and the more permanent establishment of dictatorship
in Central America for reasons of hemispheric policy, not because the
U.S., let alone its representatives, had any sympathy or even use for these
regimes.

In the context of the local continuismo campaigns and growing con-
cerns about the threat of fascism, U.S. diplomats reported with increasing
frequency on the rise of corruption and nepotism in Central America and
their growing fears that the local regimes secretly sympathized with fas-
cism. However, the caudillos themselves found new ways to make them-
selves useful to the United States. By redefining their regimes in terms of
continental solidarity in the face of an international crisis, they managed to
turn the tables on local oppositionists who attempted to brand them as
fascist stooges. Thanks to their diplomatic acumen, they secured the legiti-
macy of their rule in U.S. eyes—for the first time since the implementation
of the non-intervention policy.

Relations between the United States and the Central American repub-
lics during the war itself represented both the culmination of developments
since the implementation of the Good Neighbor policy and the harbinger
of future developments. On the one hand, the non-intervention principle
was elevated to religious dogma. At the same time, U.S. diplomats came
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to regard dictators as peculiarly useful allies in the fight against fascism.
This tendency was strengthened by the diplomacy of the regimes, which
emphasized their unconditional support for their northern neighbor.
However, it was also the result of several momentous changes in U.S.
diplomacy.

First of all, the period leading up to and including the first years of the
war brought some major practical changes in U.S. policy toward Latin
America. For the Foreign Service, this meant a major change of pace,
functions, and objectives in the daily management of legations and embas-
sies in the American Republics. The demands that the State Department
made on its embassies in Central America had two important conse-
quences. First of all, the increased workload and demand for speedy
action meant that the embassies became highly dependent on the local
regimes for prompt and favorable action, as indicated by Erwin and Des
Portes’s spirited defense of the cooperative attitude of Carfas and Ubico.
Considering the rewards that the local regimes might expect for such
cooperation, none of them hesitated to help. Due to this close coopera-
tion, the embassies were far more favorably impressed with the local
regimes than they had been right before the war. Also, the embassies did
not have half as much time or inclination to investigate local political
developments as they had before the war. Consequently, many otherwise
astute political observers in the Foreign Service reverted to a rigid, cli-
chéd image of Central America as being basically static. Dictatorship in
general and the contemporary regimes in particular were assumed to be
able to stay in power at least for the duration of the war. The possibility
or desirability of political change was completely ignored up to (and
including) 1944.

Second, the war years witnessed the hollowing-out and redefinition of
non-intervention. Especially during the late 1930s, there was a fair
amount of consensus among both North Americans and Central
Americans on what non-intervention meant. Basically, a broad definition,
the absence of all forms of interference as opposed to the mere absence of
armed intervention, had become the norm. During the early years of the
war the State Department and Foreign Service, partly under pressure
from war-time needs, completely (although to some degree uncon-
sciously) redefined non-intervention until only the narrow definition
(absence of overt military action) was left. Close relations were estab-
lished between the embassies and the local military regimes in the fields
of economic warfare and anti-subversive activities. Through a system of
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blacklists for Axis companies and the founding of local economic coordi-
nating committees the U.S. embassies acquired an important coordinat-
ing role in Central American economies. The long-term importance of
this redefinition of non-intervention, aside from the short-term support
for local regimes, was that it mentally prepared U.S. Foreign Service offi-
cers for more far-reaching intervention in Central America during the
Cold War.

Aside from a redefinition of non-intervention, the construction of an
image of what the Nazi threat could mean for Central America, mentally
prepared U.S. diplomats for the communist threat after the war. There is
an important difference between the communist threat as it was perceived
before and after the war. The turning point seems to have occurred during
World War II. During the 1930s, there was no ongoing concern about
Moscow-directed communist activity that was aimed at overthrowing
local governments and establishing a Soviet sphere of influence. There
were periodical red scares in Central America, as in El Salvador in 1932,
which started among local society and could influence the U.S.
embassies.

After the war, a fundamentally different concern for communist influ-
ence developed. Aside from the ideological antagonism toward commu-
nist or other leftist organizations, a real fear for Soviet power developed
and it was assumed that such power reached Central America. During the
war the embassies and the Department developed the language that
allowed them to imagine a monolithic, centrally organized movement
against U.S. interests that manifested itself in local political organizations,
unions, cultural movements, and so on. This was the language of Nazi
“subversion” and “fifth column” activity—quite unknown before the war.
There are very striking similarities between the description of Nazi subver-
sive activity and Soviet-communist activity, while there is a striking con-
trast with the description of communist activity before the war. In short,
U.S. diplomats developed the language, which allowed them to imagine
the presence of Soviet-communist power in Central America. The stage
was set for the start of the Cold War, but it did not follow the World War
directly.

The first observation to make about the final years of World War II is
that the Foreign Service was taken completely oft guard by the popular
upheavals of 1944. The short-term cause is, as noted before, that at least
up to 1944, the Foreign Service was immersed in war-related work and had
little opportunity to investigate the momentous political developments in
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Central America. Ironically, U.S. wartime propaganda against fascism and
for democracy contributed to the growth of liberal ideology in Central
America. Furthermore, pro-democratic propaganda in combination with
an increased U.S. role in Central American life had caused the pro-demo-
cratic opposition to hope that the U.S. would eventually intervene in
Central America to topple the dictatorships. This, after all, was the pro-
fessed objective of the war. But while U.S. intervention did in fact increase
during the war the Foreign Service continued to subscribe to, or pay lip
service to, the credo of non-intervention. To Central American opposi-
tionists, this was hopelessly inconsistent: “Why do you give us roads, hos-
pitals, and sewers while you allow the tyrannies to continue in power?” The
inability of the Foreign Service to anticipate this question or deal with it
when it arrived caused bitterness on both sides.

In Guatemala and EI Salvador, where the downfall of the dictators was
very sudden and the embassies were basically confronted with a fast
accompli, the U.S. chiefs of mission became carefully optimistic about the
new regimes. But Erwin, who was particularly close to Carfas, resisted the
idea that more liberal regimes were possible or desirable. The ambassador
basically reverted to early 1930s justifications for dictatorial rule in Central
America—a justification that had been fortified by three to four years of
smooth wartime cooperation. Thus, the Foreign Service in Central
America represented in miniature an important split in U.S. thinking on
democracy versus dictatorship after the war.

Some officers in the State Department and the Foreign Service, pre-
sumably due to the ideological constructs underlying the fight against
fascism, wanted to continue the fight against dictatorship after the defeat
of the European dictatorships. Spruille Braden and his supporters were
the major proponents of the fight against dictatorship and for democ-
racy. For a while, Braden and his collaborators had immense influence in
the State Department and their crusading spirit led to the U.S. rejection
of the Perén, Somoza, Trujillo, and to a lesser extent Batista, and Carfas
dictatorships.

It seems obvious that if the U.S. decided to fight dictatorship, it should
support democracy. And even though everyone agreed on this point in
principle, there was considerable disagreement over what constituted
true democracy in Latin America and how it should be supported. In
dictatorial countries, support for democracy meant that the U.S. had to
ally with the forces of discontent and revolution. In the newly established
liberal countries, support for democracy meant a tolerance for political
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experimentation and social reform that was not easily acceptable for U.S.
diplomats. Thus, there was considerable discussion in the State
Department over the postwar pro-democratic policy. As stated before,
the Central American embassies represented this discussion in miniature,
with the Guatemala and Salvador embassies basically supporting Braden
and the embassies of Honduras and Nicaragua being in disagreement
with his idea. The embassy of Honduras was especially vehement in its
opposition to Braden’s ideas.

Aside from the discussions on the merits of an anti-dictatorial (or pro-
democratic) policy, there was the issue of practical, day-to-day diplomacy.
That is to say, an anti-dictatorial policy clearly manifested itself when a
concrete, limited problem presented itself. For example, when Somoza
gave in to local and U.S. pressure and organized elections only to commit
a coup against the elected government, the United States acted decisively
and broke diplomatic relations with the Somoza regime. However, in
countries where matters were not as clear cut, the embassies had to make
do with very vague instructions and apply them to ambiguous situations.
This is especially apparent in El Salvador, where experiments with more
liberal government were halting and uncertain, or in Honduras, where a
seemingly benign dictator hung on to power by his fingernails. In the
embassies in these countries the ambassadors had to fall back on their own
assumptions about Central American politics and the U.S. position therein.
Also, they had to deal with superiors who were very uncertain on whether
they were committed to the overthrow of dictatorships and the spread of
democracy, especially in the absence of an acute crisis such as that in
Nicaragua.

In short, whether the U.S. had an anti-dictatorial policy in countries
like Honduras and Salvador mainly depended on the views of men like
Erwin, Long, Thurston, Simmons, and Kyle—all men of very different
experience and temperament. This situation created great uncertainty
both in the embassies and among Central Americans who traditionally
looked to the United States for signs of (dis-)approval. In the end, this
could only lead to mutual suspicions and disappointments. Especially in
El Salvador, where the embassy was carefully sympathetic to the liberals,
Simmons grew impatient with the haphazard progress of democratic
reform while Salvadoran liberals grew disappointed with the inconsis-
tent policy of the United States. In Honduras, Erwin was quite firmly
behind the dictator and refused to take local Liberals seriously. In the
meantime, politically astute right-wing leaders reasserted their authority
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everywhere and basically solved the dictatorship versus democracy dis-
cussion by demonstrating their continued ability to provide peace and
stability in Central America. They were of course assisted by the advent
of the Cold War, which greatly reduced Washington’s patience with
political experimentation and ultimately led to the 1954 coup in
Guatemala.

The relationship between the United States and the caudillos of Central
America was never stable. The nature of the isthmian regimes—authoritar-
ian and increasingly violent as opposition started to assert itself during
World War II—never ceased to challenge U.S. diplomats’ understanding
of their country’s position toward them. It is not only historians who criti-
cize the non-intervention principle for allowing dictators to come to
power; the paradoxes in fighting European dictatorships while allying with
Latin American dictatorships; and the failure of Cold War policy to find a
viable alternative to the support of military regimes. Such problems were
discussed in Washington and within the Foreign Service throughout the
1930s and 1940s. Without exception, Central Americans themselves, be it
the caudillos and their supporters, oppositionists, or the emerging military
rulers of the Cold War era, actively contributed to the resolution of these
questions.

Throughout the period, two seemingly irreconcilable but, in fact,
closely related perceptions of Central American politics and U.S.
responsibilities influenced the Foreign Service’s thinking and acting.
One was an appreciation of “firm” or even authoritarian government
and the other a conviction that constitutionalism (during the early
1930s) or democracy (from the late 1930s onward) offered the best
guarantee for stability. What combined these two notions was a U.S.-
centered belief that Central Americans could not be left to direct their
politics as they saw fit—leading U.S. diplomats to distrust or confuse
both “alien” ideologies such as fascism and communism and indige-
nous movements such as the 1932 uprising in El Salvador or the demo-
cratic initiatives of the 1940s. While the two traditions in U.S.
perceptions can be artificially separated for analytical purposes, in real-
ity they could be so closely entangled as to be inseparable. From
Sheldon Whitehouse’s insistence on elections and respect for Ubico’s
“firmness” to Angier Duke’s admiration for El Salvador’s democratic
people and “responsible” military leader, these ideas often coexisted in
the same mind, held together by a belief in the United States’ benign
influence in Central America.
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Emanating from a common source, both U.S. policies in support of
constitutionalism and democracy and in support of firmness and dictator-
ship were authentic and genuine. One was not a ruse or window dressing
for the other. Foreign Service officers genuinely supported free and fair
elections, mostly opposed continuismo, teared the spread of fascism, and
sympathized with democratic movements as “disreputable” governments
were denounced. Yet, from hindsight, there is a clear development from
the U.S. supporting constitutionalism to becoming a Good Neighbor
among dictators. That process took time and there were several fits and
starts, but, again from hindsight, a turning point occurred during World
War II. For the first time during the early 1940s, Good Neighbor diplo-
mats began to appreciate the usefulness of having dictatorial allies, specifi-
cally for being dictators. The rise and fall of democratic movements and
the anti-dictatorial policy after the war left their marks, but only to the
extent that U.S. diplomats concluded, by the late 1940s, that new military
regimes offered a middle way between radicalism and reaction.

While the process whereby Good Neighbor diplomats established close
relations with Central American dictators was not quick or easy, as it is
sometimes portrayed, it was not a historical accident either. Several factors
made it a likely outcome. On the one hand, there was the Foreign Service’s
unwillingness or inability to cultivate a large and diverse network of con-
tacts and informants (a failure that Ambassador Simmons eventually rec-
ognized). It could be argued that such an approach should have been a
necessary corollary to the non-intervention policy. Without it, Foreign
Service reporting was consistently biased to the status quo, the results of
which were most evident in the years 1944-1946, when U.S. diplomats
failed to establish meaningful ties with new popular movements. On the
other hand, there was the ability of the caudillos to outlast U.S. disap-
proval, especially considering the latter’s self-imposed non-intervention
policy, and the ability to manipulate U.S. fears and concerns. Examples are
manifold and include the caudillos’ successful self-definition as guardians
against the spread of fascism, cooperative allies during the war, or middle-
of-the-road nation builders by the beginning of the Cold War.

It is obvious that the United States determined what the conceptual
framework of U.S.—Central American relations would be. Whether, in
other words, that relationship would be based on understandings of
“Peace and Amity,” the “Good Neighbor,” the “United Nations,” or the
“free world” was largely up to policymakers in Washington. But while
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Washington policymakers defined the framework of the international dia-
logue, they could not completely control its contents. Despite their power,
they were not, after all, omnipotent. On the one hand, Central American
actors had some leeway in determining what abstract concepts would
mean in the day-to-day reality of local life. They might seek to appropriate
certain meanings and negotiate the details of others. During the late
1930s, the Honduran Liberal Party attempted to define Carias as a fascist.
Central American liberals of the early 1940s tried to convince North
Americans that the United Nations’ war aims implied a moral obligation
on the part of the United States to rid the region of caudillos. But in the
end, it was the caudillos themselves who were most successful in cultivat-
ing concepts such as the “Good Neighbor” or the specter of communism,
because they wielded most power in their respective countries. Thus, it
was a combination of U.S. and Central American actions that prejudiced
the Good Neighbor to dictatorial rule.
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