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OVERTHROW 





Introduction 

Why does a strong nation strike against a weaker one? Usually because 
it seeks to impose its ideology, increase its power, or gain control of 
valuable resources. Shifting combinations of these three factors moti­
vated the United States as it extended its global reach over the past cen­
tury and more. This book examines the most direct form of American 
intervention, the overthrow of foreign governments. 

The invasion of Iraq in 2003 was not an isolated episode. It was the 
culmination of a nO-year period during which Americans overthrew 
fourteen governments that displeased them for various ideological, 
political, and economic reasons. Like each of these operations, the 
"regime change" in Iraq seemed for a time-a very short time-to have 
worked. It is now clear, however, that this operation has had terrible 
unintended consequences. So have most of the other coups, revolu­
tions, and invasions that the United States has mounted to depose gov­
ernments it feared or mistrusted. 

The United States uses a variety of means to persuade other countries 
to do its bidding. In many cases it relies on time-honored tactics of 
diplomacy, offering rewards to governments that support American 
interests and threatening retaliation against those that refuse. Some­
times it defends friendly regimes against popular anger or uprisings. In 
more than a few places, it has quietly supported coups or revolutions 
organized by others. Twice, in the context of world wars, it helped to 
wipe away old ruling orders and impose new ones. 

This book is not about any of those ways Americans have shaped the 
modern world. It focuses only on the most extreme set of cases: those in 
which the United States arranged to depose foreign leaders. No nation 
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in modern history has done this so often, in so many places so far from 
its own shores. 

The stories of these "regime change" operations are dazzlingly excit­
ing. They tell of patriots and scoundrels, high motives and low cynicism, 
extreme courage and cruel betrayal. This book brings them together for 
the first time, but it seeks to do more than simply tell what happened. 
By considering these operations as a continuum rather than as a series 
of unrelated incidents, it seeks to find what they have in common. It 
poses and tries to answer two fundamental questions. First, why did the 
United States carry out these operations? Second, what have been their 
long-term consequences? 

Drawing up a list of countries whose governments the United States 
has overthrown is not as simple as it sounds. This book treats only cases 
in which Americans played the decisive role in deposing a regime. 
Chile, for example, makes the list because, although many factors led to 
the 1973 coup there, the American role was decisive. Indonesia, Brazil, 
and the Congo do not, because American agents played only subsidiary 
roles in the overthrow of their governments during the 1960s. Nor do 
Mexico, Haiti, or the Dominican Republic, countries the United States 
invaded but whose leaders it did not depose. 

America's long "regime change" century dawned in 1893 with the 
overthrow of the Hawaiian monarchy. This was a tentative, awkward 
piece of work, a cultural tragedy staged as comic opera. It was not a mil­
itary operation, but without the landing of American troops, it proba­
bly would not have succeeded. The president of the United States 
approved of it, but soon after it happened, a new president took office 
and denounced it. Americans were already divided over whether it is a 
good idea to depose foreign regimes. 

The overthrow of Hawaii's queen reignited a political debate that had 
first flared during the Mexican War half a century before. That debate, 
which in essence is about what role the United States should play in the 
world, rages to this day. It burst back onto the front pages after the inva­
sion of Iraq. 

No grand vision of American power lay behind the Hawaiian revolu­
tion of 1893. Just the opposite was true of the Spanish-American War, 
which broke out five years later. This was actually two wars, one in 
which the United States came to the aid of patriots fighting against 
Spanish colonialism, and then a second in which it repressed those 
patriots to assure that their newly liberated nations would be American 
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protectorates rather than truly independent. A radically new idea of 
America, much more globally ambitious than any earlier one, emerged 
from these conflicts. They marked the beginning of an era in which the 
United States has assumed the right to intervene anywhere in the world, 
not simply by influencing or coercing foreign governments but also by 
overthrowing them. 

In Hawaii and the countries that rose against Spain in 1898, American 
presidents tested and developed their new interventionist policy. There, 
however, they were reacting to circumstances created by others. The 
first time a president acted on his own to depose a foreign leader was in 
1909, when William Howard Taft ordered the overthrow of Nicaraguan 
president Jose Santos Zelaya. Taft claimed he was acting to protect 
American security and promote democratic principles. His true aim was 
to defend the right of American companies to operate as they wished in 
Nicaragua. In a larger sense, he was asserting the right of the United 
States to impose its preferred form of stability on foreign countries. 

This set a pattern. Throughout the twentieth century and into the 
beginning of the twenty-first, the United States repeatedly used its mili­
tary power, and that of its clandestine services, to overthrow govern­
ments that refused to protect American interests. Each time, it cloaked 
its intervention in the rhetoric of national security and liberation. In 
most cases, however, it acted mainly for economic reasons-specifically, 
to establish, promote, and defend the right of Americans to do business 
around the world without interference. 

Huge forces reshaped the world during the twentieth century. One of 
the most profound was the emergence of multinational corporations, 
businesses based in one country that made much of their profit over­
seas. These corporations and the people who ran them accumulated 
great wealth and political influence. Civic movements, trade unions, 
and political parties arose to counterbalance them, but in the United 
States, these were never able even to approach the power that corpora­
tions wielded. Corporations identified themselves in the public mind 
with the ideals of free enterprise, hard work, and individual achieve­
ment. They also maneuvered their friends and supporters into impor­
tant positions in Washington. 

Bya quirk of history, the United States rose to great power at the same 
time multinational corporations were emerging as a decisive force in 
world affairs. These corporations came to expect government to act on 
their behalf abroad, even to the extreme of overthrowing uncooperative 
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foreign leaders. Successive presidents have agreed that this is a good 
way to promote American interests. 

Defending corporate power is hardly the only reason the United 
States overthrows foreign governments. Strong tribes and nations have 
been attacking weak ones since the beginning of history. They do so for 
the most elemental reason, which is to get more of whatever is good to 
have. In the modern world, corporations are the institutions that coun­
tries use to capture wealth. They have become the vanguard of Ameri­
can power, and defying them has become tantamount to defying the 
United States. When Americans depose a foreign leader who dares such 
defiance, they not only assert their rights in one country but also send a 
clear message to others. 

The influence that economic power exercises over American foreign 
policy has grown tremendously since the days when ambitious planters 
in Hawaii realized that by bringing their islands into the United States, 
they would be able to send their sugar to markets on the mainland 
without paying import duties. As the twentieth century progressed, 
titans of industry and their advocates went a step beyond influencing 
policy makers; they became the policy makers. The figure who most per­
fectly embodied this merging of political and economic interests was 
John Foster Dulles, who spent decades working for some of the world's 
most powerful corporations and then became secretary of state. It was 
Dulles who ordered the 1953 coup in Iran, which was intended in part 
to make the Middle East safe for American oil companies. A year later he 
ordered another coup, in Guatemala, where a nationalist government 
had challenged the power of United Fruit, a company his old law firm 
represented. 

Having marshaled so much public and political support, American 
corporations found it relatively easy to call upon the military or the 
Central Intelligence Agency to defend their privileges in countries where 
they ran into trouble. They might not have been able to do so if they 
and the presidents who cooperated with them had candidly presented 
their cases to the American people. Americans have always been ideal­
ists. They want their country to act for pure motives, and might have 
refused to support foreign interventions that were forthrightly 
described as defenses of corporate power. Presidents have used two 
strategies to assure that these interventions would be carried out with a 
minimum of protest. Sometimes they obscured the real reasons they 
overthrew foreign governments, insisting that they were acting only to 



INTRODUCTION • 5 

protect American security and liberate suffering natives. At other times 
they simply denied that the United States was involved in these opera­
tions at all. 

The history of American overthrows of foreign governments can be 
divided into three parts. First came the imperial phase, when Americans 
deposed regimes more or less openly. None of the men who overthrew 
the Hawaiian monarchy tried to hide their involvement. The Spanish­
American War was fought in full view of the world, and President Taft 
announced exactly what he was doing when he moved to overthrow 
the governments of Nicaragua and Honduras. The men who directed 
these "regime change" operations may not have forthrightly explained 
why they were acting, but they took responsibility for their acts. 

After World War II, with the world political situation infinitely more 
complex than it had been at the dawn of the century, American presi­
dents found a new way to overthrow foreign governments. They could 
no longer simply demand that unfriendly foreign leaders accept the 
reality of American power and step down, nor could they send troops to 
land on foreign shores without worrying about the consequences. This 
was because for the first time, there was a force in the world that limited 
their freedom of action: the Soviet Union. During the Cold War, any 
direct American intervention risked provoking a reaction from the Sovi­
ets, possibly a cataclysmic one. To adjust to this new reality, the United 
States began using a more subtle technique, the clandestine coup d'etat, 
to depose foreign governments. In Iran, Guatemala, South Vietnam, 
and Chile, diplomats and intelligence agents replaced generals as the 
instruments of American intervention. 

By the end of the twentieth century, it had become more difficult for 
Americans to stage coups because foreign leaders had learned how to 
resist them. Coups had also become unnecessary. The decline and col­
lapse of the Soviet Union and the disappearance of the Red Army meant 
that there was no longer any military constraint on the United States. 
That left it free to return to its habit of landing troops on foreign shores. 

Both of the small countries Americans invaded in the 1980s, Grenada 
and Panama, are in what the United States has traditionally considered 
its sphere of influence, and both were already in turmoil when Ameri­
can troops landed. The two invasions that came later, in Afghanistan 
and Iraq, were far larger in scale and historical importance. Many Amer­
icans supported the operation in Afghanistan because they saw it as an 
appropriate reaction to the presence of terrorists there. A smaller but 
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still substantial number supported the operation in Iraq after being told 
that Iraq also posed an imminent threat to world peace. American inva­
sions left both of these countries in violent turmoil. 

Most "regime change" operations have achieved their short-term 
goals. Before the CIA deposed the government of Guatemala in 1954, 
for example, United Fruit was not free to operate as it wished in that 
country; afterward it was. From the vantage point of history, however, 
it is clear that most of these operations actually weakened American 
security. They cast whole regions of the world into upheaval, creating 
whirlpools of instability from which undreamed-of threats arose years 
later. 

History does not repeat itself, but it delights in patterns and symme­
tries. When the stories of American "regime change" operations are 
taken together, they reveal much about why the United States over­
throws foreign governments and what consequences it brings on itself 
by doing so. They also teach lessons for the future. 



PART ONE 

The Imperial Era 





I 

A Hell of a Time Up at the Palace 

Darkness had already enveloped Honolulu when a pair of well-dressed 
conspirators knocked on one of the most imposing doors in town. The 
man they came to visit held the key to their revolution. He was not a 
warrior or a warlord, not a financier, not a politician, not an arms 
dealer. John L. Stevens was the American minister to Hawaii, and that 
night he joined an audacious plot to overthrow Hawaii's queen and 
bring her country into the United States. 

Stevens and the men who visited him on the evening of January 14, 
1893, fully understood the seriousness of their mission, but they could 
not have known what a long shadow they would cast over history. They 
were the first Americans who ever met to plan and carry out the over­
throw of a foreign government. That night they did much more than seal 
a country's fate. They also opened a tumultuous century of American­
sponsored coups, revolutions, and invasions. 

Hawaii was in the midst of an epic confrontation between tradition 
and modernity. Its tribal, land-based culture was collapsing under pres­
sure from the relentlessly expanding sugar industry. A few dozen Amer­
ican and European families effectively controlled both the economy 
and the government, ruling through a succession of native monarchs 
who were little more than figureheads. 

This system worked wonderfully for the elite, but it turned natives 
into underlings in their own land. Among those who wished to redress 
the balance was Queen Liliuokalani, and on that January day she con­
vened her cabinet to make a shocking announcement. She would pro­
claim a new constitution under which only Hawaiian citizens had the 
right to vote. High property qualifications for voting would be elimi­
nated, and the power of the nonnative elite would be sharply curtailed. 
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The queen's four cabinet ministers were aghast. They warned her 
that Americans in Hawaii would never accept such a constitution. She 
replied by insisting that she had the right to promulgate what she wished. 
As their debate turned angry, two ministers excused themselves and 
slipped out of the palace. One of them, John Colburn, the interior min­
ister, rushed downtown to alert his lifelong friend Lorrin Thurston, a 
firebrand lawyer and antiroyalist plotter. 

"Lorrin," he began, "we've been having a hell of a time up at the 
palace." 

Thurston and other haole, as Hawaiians called their white neighbors, 
had been waiting for an excuse to strike against the monarchy. Now 
they had one. Stevens was on their side, and behind him lay the power 
of the United States. This was their moment. 

The stage was now set for something new in history. Never before 
had an American diplomat helped organize the overthrow of a govern­
ment to which he was officially accredited. The story of what led Stevens 
to do this, and the larger story of how the United States came to domi­
nate Hawaii, are full of themes that would resurface time and again as 
Americans fell into the habit of deposing foreign leaders. 

FOR NEARLY ALL OF THE FIVE MILLION YEARS SINCE IT VIOLENTLY EMERGED 

from the depths of the Pacific Ocean, Hawaii was defined by its isola­
tion. Its first settlers, probably Polynesians from islands to the south, are 
thought to have arrived roughly around the time of Christ. Over the 
centuries, Hawaiians had little contact with anyone else because almost 
no one could cross the vast expanse of ocean that surrounded their 
islands. Thousands of unique plant and animal species evolved, more 
than almost anywhere else on earth. 

Hawaii's human inhabitants developed a remarkably <;listinctive soci­
ety that bound them together in elaborate webs of obligation, ritual, and 
reverence for nature. If not precisely a tropical Eden, this was a place 
where, over many generations, people maintained a well-balanced cul­
ture that sustained them both physically and spiritually. One historian 
has described it as "very successful" and "less brutish than were most of 
its contemporary societies throughout the world, even those of patron­
izing Europe, just as it was less brutal than are most of those that adorn 
our civilized world today." 
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That changed with astonishing suddenness, beginning on January 
18, 1778. At daybreak that morning, off the coast of Kauai, a spectacle 
unfolded that stunned Hawaiians no less than the landing of a space­
ship would stun them today. What seemed to be two floating islands 
appeared on the horizon. People became frenzied, some with excite­
ment and others with terror. Many dropped their work and raced down 
Waimea Valley toward the shore. 

"Chiefs and commoners saw the wonderful sight and marveled at it," 
according to one account. "One asked another, 'What are those branch­
ing things?' and the other answered, 'They are trees moving about on 
the sea.'" 

These apparitions were actually British ships commanded by one of the 
century's most celebrated explorers, Captain James Cook. Awed natives 
at first took Cook for a god, but quite soon-perhaps inevitably, given 
the cultural differences between them-the two groups fell into violent 
conflict. Many islanders were happy when the foreigners sailed away, 
and pelted them with rocks when they returned a year later in desperate 
need of supplies. Hungry sailors began taking what they needed, and 
after they killed a Hawaiian chief, warriors took bloody revenge. They 
swarmed onto Cook and slashed his body to bits. Later they roasted his 
remains in an underground oven. It was one of the last times native 
Hawaiians were able to impose their will on whites. 

Before long, Cook had his revenge. He and his men had left behind 
plagues more ferocious than even they could have imagined. Their few 
weeks of contact with natives, ranging from handshakes to sexual inter­
course, produced the near-extinction of the Hawaiian race. 

Cook's men, as he himself had predicted in his journal, set off an epi­
demic of venereal disease on the islands. That was just the beginning. 
Over the decades that followed, fevers, dysentery, influenza, lung and 
kidney ailments, rickets, diarrhea, meningitis, typhus, and leprosy killed 
hundreds of thousands of Hawaiians. 

Once Hawaii was charted, it became a regular port of call for sailors of 
all sorts. They were not, however, the only ones who cast their eyes on 
this archipelago. So did a group of devout Presbyterians and Congrega­
tionalists from New England. From several sources-ship captains, a pop­
ular book about a Hawaiian orphan who made his way to Connecticut 
and embraced Christianity, and a series of articles published in a Maine 
newspaper called the Kennebec Journal-they heard that this remote 
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land was full of heathens waiting to be converted. Between 1820 and 
1850, nearly two hundred of them felt so moved by these accounts that 
they volunteered to spend the rest of their lives doing God's work in the 
Sandwich Islands, as Cook had named them. 

Much of what these missionaries found appalled them. Hawaiian 
society, with its casual, communal nature and animist spirituality, could 
hardly have been more different from the stern, cold way of life to which 
these New Englanders were accustomed. Principles that the missionar­
ies took to be cornerstones of civilization, such as ambition, thrift, indi­
viduality, and private property, were all but unknown to Hawaiians. 
They believed in the divinity of hills, trees, animals, wind, thunder, and 
even dewdrops. Some practiced incest, polygamy, infanticide, and 
hanai, a custom under which mothers would give their newborn infants 
to friends, relatives, or chiefs as a way of broadening their web of family 
relationships. Most were comfortable with nakedness and sexuality. To 
the dour missionaries, they seemed the most accursed sinners on earth. 
One found them "exceedingly ignorant; stupid to all that is lovely, 
grand and awful in the works of God; low, naked, filthy, vile and sen­
sual; covered with every abomination, stained with blood and black 
with crime." 

Armed with a degree of certitude that can come only from deep faith, 
missionaries worked tirelessly to impose their values on the people 
around them-or, as they would have put it, to save savages from 
damnation. liThe streets, formerly so full of animation, are now deserted," 
reported a traveler who visited Honolulu in 1825. "Games of all kinds, 
even the most innocent, are prohibited. Singing is a punishable offense, 
and the consummate profligacy of attempting to dance would certainly 
find no mercy." 

As the years passed, some missionaries lost their passion for enforcing 
this harsh moral code. So did many of their sons and grandsons, who 
were sent back to the United States for education and returned imbued 
with the restless spirit of their explosively growing mother country, 
where opportunity seemed to lie at the end of every wagon trail. Back in 
Hawaii, they looked around them and saw land that seemed to be cry­
ing out for cultivation. Several of them guessed that sugar, which the 
natives had been growing for centuries but never refined, would thrive 
there. 

No one better symbolized the evolution of the haole community in 
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Hawaii than Amos Starr Cooke. Born in Danbury, Connecticut, Cooke 
arrived as a missionary in 1837 and served for several years as the noto­
riously strict director of a school for high-born Hawaiian children. The 
temptation of wealth eventually led him away from the religious path, 
and in 1851 he decided to try his hand at planting sugar. With another 
former missionary who had an eye for the main chance, Samuel Castle, 
he founded Castle & Cooke, which would become one of the world's 
largest sugar producers. 

To begin large-scale farming, men like these needed land. Buying it 
was complicated, since native Hawaiians had little notion of private 
property or cash exchange. They had great difficulty understanding how 
a transaction-or anything else, for that matter-could deprive them 
of land. 

In the late 1840s, Amos Starr Cooke helped persuade King Kame­
hameha III, a former student of his, to proclaim a land reform that 
pulled away one of the pillars of Hawaiian society. Under its provisions, 
large tracts of communal land were cut into small individual parcels, 
and most of the rest became the king's "royal domain." By establishing 
the principle of land ownership, this reform gave ambitious planters, 
including many missionaries and sons of missionaries, the legal right to 
buy as much land as they wished. Dozens quickly did so. Before long, 
the missionary and planter elites had blended into a single class. 

One obstacle still lay between these planters and great wealth. The 
market for their sugar was in the United States, but to protect American 
growers, the United States levied prohibitive tariffs on imported sugar. 
In the 1850s, Hawaiian planters tried to resolve this problem by the 
simple expedient of making Hawaii part of the United States. Officials 
in Washington, however, had not yet developed a taste for overseas 
colonies, and brushed them aside. Later the planters tried to persuade 
American leaders to sign a free-trade agreement, or "reciprocity treaty," 
that would allow them to sell their sugar without tariffs in the United 
States, but that offer also fell on deaf ears. 

Over the years that followed, a new generation of businessmen, politi­
cians, and military planners in the United States became more interested 
in overseas trade. Hawaiian planters came up with an idea designed to 
appeal to their ambition: in exchange for a reciprocity treaty, they would 
grant the United States exclusive rights to maintain commercial and 
military bases in Hawaii. They arranged for the compliant monarch, 
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King Kalakaua, to endorse this plan and travel to Washington to present 
it. President Ulysses S. Grant found it too tempting to pass up. During 
the summer of 1876, the treaty was duly drawn up, signed, and ratified. 
This was its historic provision: 

It is agreed, on the part of His Hawaiian Majesty, that so long as this 
treaty shall remain in force, he will not lease or otherwise dispose of or 

create any lien upon any port, harbor, or other territory in his domin­
ions, or grant any special privileges or rights of use therein, to any other 
power, state, or government, nor make any treaty by which any other 

nation shall obtain the same privileges, relative to the admission of 
articles free of duty, hereby secured to the United States. 

This treaty preserved the facade of Hawaiian independence, but in 
effect turned Hawaii into an American protectorate. The preeminent his­
torian of the period, William Adam Russ, wrote that it "made Hawaii 
virtually a sphere of influence of the United States, but the sugar 
planters in the islands were pleased .... The political consequences of 
this reciprocity agreement cannot be overestimated. When Hawaii was 
finally annexed in 1898, practically everyone agreed that the first real 
step had been reciprocity, that is to say, economic annexation. II 

News of this deal infuriated many native Hawaiians. When their 
protests turned violent, the alarmed king felt it prudent to ask for Amer­
ican protection. This the United States provided, in the form of 150 
marines, who became his personal and political bodyguards. 

The sugar industry quickly began to boom. In the first five years after 
the treaty was signed, the number of plantations in Hawaii more than 
tripled. Sugar exports to the United States, which totaled 21 million 
pounds in 1876, soared to 114 million pounds in 1883 and 225 million 
pounds in 1890. Money rained down on the white planters who con­
trolled Hawaii's economy. 

Growing sugar is labor-intensive, but neither whites nor native 
Hawaiians were willing to work in the fields. After considering several 
alternatives, planters began importing Japanese and Chinese laborers, 
whom they called "coolies." They came by the thousands after the reci­
procity treaty was Signed. That strengthened the planters' opposition to 
democracy, since universal suffrage would most likely have produced a 
government dominated by nonwhites. 
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THE RECIPROCITY TREATY WAS FOR A TERM OF EIGHT YEARS, AND WHEN IT 

expired, sugar growers from Louisiana tried to block its renewal. This 
greatly alarmed Hawaiian planters, whose fortunes depended on it. They 
arranged for King Kalakaua, who had fallen almost completely under 
their influence, to make a further concession. The renewed treaty 
included a clause giving the United States control over Pearl Harbor, on 
the island of Oahu, the finest natural port in the northern Pacific. 

A few years later, King Kalakaua approved a constitution that secured 
the planters' power. It vested most authority in cabinet ministers, pro­
hibited the monarch from dismissing any minister without the legisla­
ture's approval, and set wealth and property qualifications for election 
to the legislature. Called the "bayonet constitution" because it was 
imposed with the implied threat of armed force, it also gave all Ameri­
cans and Europeans, even noncitizens, the right to vote but denied that 
right to Asian laborers. Its author was Lorrin Thurston, and after Kalakaua 
reluctantly accepted it, planters told him he also had to accept Thurston 
as his interior minister. 

Kalakaua's inability to resist these impositions showed how fully the 
Hawaiian monarchy had come under white control. Whites reached 
this position not overnight, but through a steady series of steps. William 
Adam Russ wrote that they "slowly and imperceptibly wormed their 
way, year by year, into the King's favor until they were the power 
behind the throne. Controlling the business and wealth of the islands, 
they became the dominant minority amongst a people who only a few 
years before had welcomed them as visitors." 

This system brought more than a decade of great prosperity to Hawaii's 
sugar planters, but two blows suddenly upset it. The first came in 1890, 
when Congress enacted the McKinley Tariff, which allowed sugar from 
all countries to enter the United States duty-free and compensated domes­
tic producers with a "bounty" of two cents per pound. This wiped away 
the protected regime under which Hawaiian planters had thrived, and 
plunged them into what one of their leaders called "the depths of 
despair." Within two years, the value of their sugar exports plummeted 
from $13 million to $8 million. 

As if that were not enough, the planters' puppet monarch, Kalakaua, 
died in 1891, leaving his independent-minded sister, Liliuokalani, to 
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succeed him. The new queen had attended a missionary school and 
embraced Christianity but never lost touch with her native heritage. 
When her brother turned Pearl Harbor over to the Americans in 1887, 
she wrote in her diary that it was "a day of infamy in Hawaiian history." 
Later that year, while she was in London at the jubilee celebrating 
Queen Victoria's fiftieth year on the throne, she received news of the 
"bayonet constitution" and wrote that it constituted "a revolutionary 
movement inaugurated by those of foreign blood, or American blood." 

Liliuokalani was fifty-two years old when the chief justice of Hawaii's 
Supreme Court, Albert Judd, administered the oath that made her queen 
on January 29, 1891. After the ceremony, Judd took her aside and 
offered a piece of private advice. "Should any members of your cabinet 
propose anything to you," he counseled, "say yes." Had she heeded 
this warning, had she accepted the role of a figurehead and allowed 
the haole to continue running Hawaii, she might never have been 
overthrown. 

Some of the new queen's enemies were contemptible quick-buck 
profiteers without the slightest interest in the land or the people around 
them. Others, however, had lived on the islands for years or had been 
born there. Some loved Hawaii and considered themselves true patriots. 
Lorrin Thurston was one of these. 

All four of Thurston's grandparents had come to Hawaii as missionar­
ies. He attended schools-one of which expelled him as an "incorrigible" 
rebel-that also had Hawaiian students. Unlike some of his haole friends, 
he became fluent in the Hawaiian language and even assumed a Hawaiian 
name, Kakina, that he used in signing letters and documents through­
out his life. While still a teenager he immersed himself in politics, skip­
ping school one day in 1874 to watch the bitterly contested election of 
King Kalakaua, which erupted into rioting. For the rest of his life, he 
was drawn to the center of great events. 

Thurston never graduated from high school but found work as a law 
clerk and as a supervisor and bookkeeper at Wailuku Sugar Company. 
With the money he earned, he put himself through Columbia Univer­
sity Law School, in New York, and then returned to Honolulu to prac­
tice law in partnership with his friend William Smith. Soon he became a 
leader in the fight to undermine the Hawaiian monarchy. Imbued as he 
was with the idea that only whites could rule the islands efficiently, he 
was able to consider this a form of patriotism. 

At the beginning of 1892, Thurston founded the Annexation Club, 
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with the declared goal of bringing Hawaii into the United States. At its 
first meeting, he was chosen as its leader. Soon afterward, he persuaded 
the club to send him to Washington to drum up support for its cause. 

Thurston carried a letter of introduction from John 1. Stevens, the 
American minister in Honolulu. He presented his case for annexation 
so convincingly to Secretary of the Navy Benjamin Tracy that Tracy 
took him to the White House to meet President Benjamin Harrison. 

Mr. Tracy told me to wait in an outer room while he spoke with the Presi­
dent. After about a half-hour, the secretary re-appeared and beckoned me 
to accompany him outdoors. Then he spoke: "I have explained fully to 
the President what you have said to me, and have this to say to you: the 
President does not think he should see you, but he authorizes me to say 
that, if conditions in Hawaii compel you people to act as you have indi­
cated, and you come to Washington with an annexation proposition, 
you will find an extremely sympathetic administration here." That was 
all I wanted to know. 

Thurston brought home the news his fellow conspirators most wished 
to hear: the United States was on their side. This was no surprise to 
Stevens. Before leaving Washington to assume his post, he had dis­
cussed the annexation question at length with Secretary of State James 
G. Blaine, and knew him to be an ardent supporter. The American naval 
commander at Honolulu, Felix McCurley, promised him that the navy 
would "fully cooperate and sustain him in any action he may take." 
These assurances left him with no doubt that both the State Depart­
ment and the navy wished him to do whatever was necessary to over­
throw Hawaii's monarchy. 

A few months after Thurston returned to Honolulu, he received an 
extraordinary letter from the representative he had left behind in Wash­
ington, a well-connected court clerk named Archibald Hopkins. It said 
the Harrison administration wished to offer the queen a bribe. "I am 
authorized to inform you," the letter said, "that the United States Gov­
ernment will pay to Queen Liliuokalani and those connected with her, 
the sum of two hundred and fifty thousand dollars, for the assignment 
to the United States of the Sovereignty of Hawaii." Thurston replied 
that there was unfortunately "no probability" of the queen's accepting 
the offer, since she was "in an independent frame of mind ... of a stub­
born headstrong disposition, jealous of royal prerogatives and desirous 
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of extending rather than giving up any of the power and privileges 
which she now possesses." 

Thurston and his comrades wished above all for good government, 
which to them meant rule by the white minority. The census of 1890 
found that there were 40,612 native Hawaiians on the archipelago; 
27,391 Chinese and Japanese laborers; and a grand total of just 6,220 
Americans, Britons, Germans, French, Norwegians, and Hawaiian-born 
whites. Given these numbers, it was natural that the haole would want 
nothing to do with democracy. For decades they had effectively con­
trolled the islands, and by imposing the "bayonet constitution," they 
had formalized their power. They had no desire to surrender it by adopt­
ing a system under which each resident of the islands would have an 
equal vote. 

QUEEN LILIUOKALANI SPENT THE MORNING OF JANUARY 14, 1893, PRESIDING 

over an elaborate ceremony that marked the end of the annuallegisla­
tive session. She entered the assembly hall wearing a lavender silk gown 
and a diamond coronet, attended by ministers, chamberlains, court ladies, 
and a retinue of guards carrying traditional feather-topped poles called 
kahili. With what one witness called "great dignity," she read her speech 
thanking the legislators for their work and bidding them farewell. 

By the time the queen returned to Iolani Palace, the seat of Hawaiian 
royalty, something unusual was happening there. Several dozen for­
mally dressed Hawaiians, members of a group called the Hawaiian Patri­
otic Association, had assembled in a show of support the queen had 
evidently orchestrated. She received them in her Throne Room. One 
held a copy of the new constitution curbing haole power and begged 
her to promulgate it. With a flourish she agreed, and then withdrew to 
an adjoining room to which she had summoned her cabinet. 

The moment Lorrin Thurston learned that the queen was trying to 
proclaim a new constitution, he swung into action. By early afternoon 
he and a group of comrades had corralled her four cabinet ministers, 
who he found "in a blue funk as to their course." His advice to them 
was as radical as it was subversive: they should declare the queen in 
rebellion, proclaim her throne vacant, and turn power over to what he 
liked to call "the intelligent part of the community." 

It was a daring plan, but how could the rebels prevent native Hawai­
ians, including the queen's own Household Guards, from rising up to 
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defend their monarch? The answer lay offshore. Resting at anchor near 
Pearl Harbor was the Boston, a 3,OOO-ton cruiser that was one of the 
most modern warships in United States Navy. She cut an imposing fig­
ure, with two towering masts, two smokestacks, a battery of cannon on 
each side, and the American flag flying from her bow. Nearly two hun­
dred sailors and marines were aboard. If the American minister called 
them to shore, they would make an ideal protection force for the new 
regime. 

Late that afternoon, Thurston summoned several dozen comrades to 
the Fort Street law office of William Smith, his closest friend and collab­
orator. There he proposed that his new protege Henry Cooper, a recent 
arrival from Indiana, be empowered to name a "Committee of Safety" 
that would "devise ways and means of dealing with the situation." All 
agreed. Cooper picked thirteen men from the crowd, including himself 
and Thurston. All were active members of the Annexation Club. Nine 
were American by birth or ancestry. No native Hawaiian was among 
them. 

Thurston's book of memoirs contains a foldout page with individual 
photos of each member of the Committee of Safety. They look to have 
been an impressive group. Each one is formally dressed. Most appear 
young (Thurston himself was thirty-five). All have whiskers, each set 
designed differently, from Smith's elegant handlebar mustache to 
Thurston's neatly cropped black beard and Cooper's longer, fuller one. 
None is smiling. They might have been the chamber of commerce in a 
small American city, or a delegation from the mainland visiting Hawaii 
on an inspection tour. 

After Cooper finished naming the Committee of Safety, he asked the 
rest of the crowd to leave so that the group could hold its first meeting. 
As soon as the door was closed, Thurston spoke. "I move that it is the 
sense of this meeting that the solution of the present situation is annex­
ation to the United States," he said simply. His motion was adopted 
without dissent. 

The revolutionaries were eager for confrontation, but the queen, 
their target, proved less so. While Thurston was marshaling his forces, 
she was at the palace, listening to arguments that her proposed consti­
tution was too radical. Finally she yielded. At mid-afternoon she 
emerged from the cabinet room and faced her expectant supporters. 

"I was ready, and expected to proclaim a new constitution today," 
she told them from a balcony. "But behold, I have met with obstacles 
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that prevented it. Return to your homes peaceably and quietly .... I am 
obliged to postpone the granting of a new constitution for a few days." 

Rather than placating the revolutionaries, this statement further 
inflamed them. By suggesting that she would resume her campaign for 
a new constitution in "a few days," or even" sometime," as the Hawaiian 
phrase she used could also have been translated, the queen made clear 
that she had not given up her effort to restore native Hawaiian political 
power. As long as she was on her throne, the haole would be insecure. 

That evening Thurston invited the men he trusted most to his wood­
frame home for what he called "a sub-meeting." In all there were six, 
including William Castle, son of the missionary-turn ed-planter Samuel 
Castle and the country's largest landowner. All knew that troops aboard 
the Boston held the key to their victory. They also knew that Stevens, 
who had the power to bring those troops ashore at any moment, 
strongly supported their cause. Now, they decided, was the time to call 
upon him. This would be the call that sealed Hawaii's fate. 

When the "sub-meeting" broke up, five of the six guests took their 
leave and walked back to their homes. Thurston's friend and coconspir­
ator William Smith stayed behind. After a short private discussion, the 
two of them decided that despite the late hour, they should visit Stevens 
immediately, tell him of their plans, and appeal for his decisive help. 

Stevens had just returned from a ten-day cruise aboard the Boston 
and must have been surprised to hear a knock on his door that night. 
He knew the two men and their business, though, and welcomed them. 
According to the later report of a presidential commission, "They dis­
closed to him all their plans." 

They feared arrest and punishment. He promised them protection. They 

needed the troops on shore to overawe the queen's supporters and the 
Government. This he agreed to, and did furnish. They had few arms and 

no trained soldiers. They did not mean to fight. It was arranged between 

them and the American Minister that the proclamation dethroning the 

queen and organizing a provisional government should be read from the 

Government building, and he would follow it with speedy recognition. 

All this was to be done with American troops, provided with small arms 

and artillery, across a narrow street within a stone's throw. 

On the next morning, Sunday, January IS, Thurston rose at dawn. 
He still hoped to bring the queen's cabinet ministers into his plot, and 
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at Six-thirty he met with the two he considered most favorable, Interior 
Minister John Colburn and Attorney General Arthur Peterson. He told 
them that he and his comrades had decided they could not "sit over a 
volcano" indefinitely and were now determined to overthrow the 
queen. Would these two eminent gentlemen join the rebellion? 

Both were taken aback and said they would need time to consider 
such a bold offer. Thurston left unhappily, warning the men not to tell 
the other two ministers what he had revealed about his plans. They did 
so anyway. 

From that unpleasant meeting, Thurston proceeded to William Castle's 
two-story clapboard manse, where the Committee of Safety was wait­
ing. He reported his failure to bring cabinet ministers into the plot but 
said he was still certain of success. The revolution, he told his comrades, 
must be proclaimed at a public meeting the next day. They agreed, and 
then decided to take care of one formality. Once the queen was over­
thrown, Hawaii would need a temporary leader to steer it into the 
United States. Thurston, the tireless incendiary who had orchestrated 
this revolution, was the obvious choice. 

At that moment, Thurston made a characteristically shrewd decision. 
His long and virulent campaign against the monarchy had made him 
perhaps the most hated man in Hawaii. He was sharply opinionated, 
hot-tempered, and highly undiplomatic, and he knew it. So he thanked 
his friends for their nomination but said he should not accept it �b�e�c�~�u�s�e� 

he was "too radical" and had "too many business arrangements." He 
would look for someone better. 

Excitement crackled through Hawaii's haole community on Monday 
morning. The Committee of Safety gathered at Castle's home to com­
plete plans for that afternoon's mass meeting. It was in the midst of its 
work when, to everyone's surprise, Charles Wilson, the queen's police 
chief and supposed paramour, suddenly appeared at the door. He called 
Thurston outside. 

"I know what you fellows are up to, and I want you to quit and go 
home," he said. Thurston shook his head. 

"We are not going home, Charlie," he replied. "Things have 
advanced too far." 

Wilson said he could personally guarantee that the queen would 
never again proclaim a new constitution, "even if I have to lock her up 
in a room to keep her from doing it." Thurston remained unmoved. 

"It's no use, Charlie," he said. "We will not take any further chances." 
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Wilson curtly told Thurston that he and the rest should consider 
themselves warned. Then he withdrew, walked briskly to the palace, 
and burst into the cabinet room. He bluntly told the ministers that they 
had only one hope of saving their government and the monarchy. They 
must order the immediate arrest of every conspirator. 

That was too drastic a step for the four ministers, whose loyalty was 
divided, to say the least. They feared the wrath of Stevens and the 
United States. Wilson cursed them as "damned cowards," but they were 
already sensing how this drama would end. 

Thurston and the other conspirators had taken Wilson's warning seri­
ously. Moments after he left, they decided it was time to call in Ameri­
can troops. They wrote an appeal to Stevens that was less than eloquent 
but compelling nonetheless. 

We the undersigned, citizens and residents of Honolulu, respectfully rep­

resent that, in view of the recent public events in this Kingdom, culmi­

nating in the revolutionary acts of Queen Liliuokalani on Saturday last, 

the public safety is menaced and lives and property are in peril, and 

we appeal to you and the United States forces at your command for 

assistance. 

The Queen, with the aid of armed forces, and accompanied by threats 

of violence and bloodshed from those with whom she was acting, 

attempted to proclaim a new constitution; and while prevented for the 

time being from accomplishing her object, declared publicly that she 

would only defer her action. 

This conduct and action was upon an occasion and under circum­

stances which have created general alarm and terror. We are unable to 

protect ourselves without aid, and therefore pray for the protection of 

the United States forces. 

Thirteen men, the ones who composed the Committee of Safety, 
signed this appeal. All were white, and all but two owned stock in sugar 
plantations or other enterprises in the country. Among them were some 
of Hawaii's richest men, including William Castle and the shipping 
magnate William Wilder. 

After dispatching their appeal to Stevens, the insurgents went their 
separate ways, agreeing to meet after lunch at the Honolulu armory, 
where their mass meeting was to be held. On the streets they saw copies 
of an official proclamation that had been posted around town. It was a 
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pledge from the queen that, in the future, she would seek to change the 
constitution "only by methods provided in the constitution itself." 

This concession came too late to placate the more than one thousand 
people who converged on the armory at two o'clock that afternoon. 
Nearly all were from what one historian called the "male white foreign 
element," and none were in the mood for compromise. Wilder ran the 
meeting, and Henry Baldwin, one of Hawaii's most powerful sugar 
barons, was among the speakers. 

To no one's surprise, Thurston was the dominant figure at this rally. 
As a boisterous audience listened, he read a resolution declaring that 
the queen had acted "illegally and unconstitutionally" by pursuing 
policies that were "revolutionary and treasonable in character." It con­
cluded by authorizing the Committee of Safety to "devise such ways 
and means as may be necessary to secure the permanent maintenance 
of law and order and the protection of life, liberty and property in 
HawaiL" 

"I say, gentlemen, that now and here is the time to act!" Thurston 
thundered, and the crowd erupted in cheers. "The man who has not the 
spirit to rise after the menace to our liberties has no right to keep them. 
Has the tropical sun cooled and thinned our blood, or have we flowing 
in our veins the warm, rich blood which makes men love liberty and die 
for it? I move the adoption of the resolution!" 

All of that afternoon's speakers denounced the queen for her attempt 
to impose a new constitution. None, however, called for her overthrow. 
Thurston later explained that he did not consider that necessary, since 
"there was a unanimous understanding that dethronement and abroga­
tion were intended." He also had to worry that if he and his friends 
openly called for insurrection, even the pusillanimous cabinet might be 
moved to order their arrest. Insurrection was what he was planning, 
though, and the crowd's unanimous adoption of his resolution steeled 
his resolve. 

That mass meeting was not the only one held in Honolulu on the 
afternoon of January 16. As it was under way, several hundred support­
ers of the queen gathered at nearby Palace Square for a rally of their own. 
Few had any idea of how advanced the antiroyalist plot was. Their 
speeches were cautious and for the most part polite, although one 
speaker did declare, "Any man that would speak against a woman, espe­
cially a queen, is an animal and a fit companion for a hog." 

The queen's supporters dispersed after their Palace Square rally, but 
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the rebels who had met at the armory did not rest. At four o'clock, the 
thirteen members of the Committee of Safety gathered at Smith's home 
to plot their next move. After some discussion, they decided they 
needed at least one more day to organize themselves. This meant 
Stevens would have to delay landing troops. Thurston and Smith went 
immediately to the American legation to ask him to do so. To their sur­
prise, he refused. 

"Gentlemen," he told them, "the troops of the Boston land this after­
noon at five o'clock, whether you are ready or not." 

Stevens had much in common with Thurston and the other revolu­
tionaries whose victory he was about to secure. He was born in Maine in 
1820, the same year the first group of missionaries arrived in Hawaii, 
and as a young man had been a preacher. Later he struck up a friendship 
with Blaine, then an ambitious local politician and editor of the Kennebec 
Journal. Blaine was an ardent supporter of Hawaiian annexation, and 
wrote an editorial urging it in the first issue of the Journal that he edited. 
Stevens embraced the cause with equal fervor. 

In the years after the Civil War, Blaine began making his mark in pol­
itics. He was elected to Congress, became Speaker of the House, and in 
1884 was the Republican candidate for president, losing to Grover 
Cleveland. Five years later, President Benjamin Harrison named him 
secretary of state. One of Blaine's first acts was to appoint Stevens as 
minister to Hawaii. 

The chain of command for the Hawaiian revolution was thus fixed. 
Secretary of State Blaine gave the go-ahead. He sent Stevens to Hon­
olulu to make the necessary arrangements. Once there, Stevens found 
Thurston ready to act. Together they planned and carried out the 
rebellion. 

On the afternoon of January 16, 1893, Stevens sat down at his desk 
and Wrote a brief, fateful note to Captain Gilbert Wiltse, the extrava­
gantly mustachioed commander of the Boston. Its single sentence is a 
dry classic of diplomatic mendacity, full of motifs that Americans 
would hear often in the century to come. 

In view of the existing critical circumstances in Honolulu, indicating an 

inadequate legal force, I request you to land marines and sailors from the 

ship under your command for the protection of the United States lega­
tion and the United States consulate, and to secure the safety of Ameri­

can life and property. 
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