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Filibusters are commonly understood by most historians to be deeply tied with the American 

south, and efforts by slaveholders to protect the institution of slavery by invading and securing 

foreign countries in Latin America either to annex to the United States, or to create independent 

slaveholding republics. In contrast this thesis argues that filibustering, while deeply tied to the 

matter of slavery, is better understood as an extension of American imperialism by non-state 

actors, with the potential for support from many Americans, not simply those that supported 

slavery. The modern understanding of who filibusters were, and the limiting categories they are 

placed in, is also challenged to better think of filibusters in a broader American context, rather 

than as a singular anomaly.  
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1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

The United States in the mid-19th century had its policies and projection around the world 

significantly impacted by the actions of individuals outside of government sanction. Among the 

most prominent of these individual actors were the filibusters, armed adventurers who aimed to 

conquer foreign countries, either to make new ones or to be annexed by the United States. 

Though not officially supported, these filibusters often reflected major opinions in the United 

States, and aligned with governmental policy. Due to the efforts of some high profile filibusters 

being against slave holding Cuba, and many of the most vocal supporters of filibustering being 

strong supporters of slavery, a strong link between filibusters and a desire to spread and support 

slavery is commonly believed by historians. Supported and influenced by a broad range of 

Americans, filibusters represented a greater swath of the United States than historians generally 

characterize them, having motives beyond the spread of slavery and instead fitting within a 

broader framework of American imperialism. 
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CHAPTER 1 

FILIBUSTERING AND THE AMERICAN PEOPLE 

In October of 1853, William Walker led a small band across the border between 

California in the United States and Baja California in Mexico. With these men Walker would 

attempt to take over the Baja California peninsula and the Mexican state of Sonora, for the 

intention of creating an independent state, that might eventually be annexed into the United 

States, similar to how the Republic of Texas had been previously. After initial success in 

capturing the capital of Baja California, La Paz, as well as the governor of the territory, Walker 

would formally declare the independence of the Republic of Baja California, later to be replaced 

with the Republic of Sonora, which laid claim to both Baja California and Sonora. In spite of 

these major claims, Walker’s dwindling filibusters and rising Mexican resistance led to Walker 

withdrawing to the United States by May of 1854. There he was put on trial for violating the 

Neutrality Act, which forbid private military ventures from being organized on American soil, 

only to be acquitted by a jury in eight minutes.1 

Filibusters are understood today to refer to a specific group of private individuals who 

invaded foreign countries to overthrow governments or create independent states. Robert E. May 

in Manifest Destiny's Underworld: Filibustering in Antebellum America, for example, explicitly 

draws a distinction between the actions of filibusters and uprisings by American settlers in 

 

1 William Walker, The War in Nicaragua. (New York: S. H. Goetzel and co., 1860), pg. 20-24.; T. Robinson Warren, Dust and 

Foam, or, Three Oceans and Two Continents: Being Ten Years' Wanderings in Mexico, South America, Sandwich Islands, the 

East and West Indies, China, Philippines, Australia and Polynesia. (New York: Charles Scribner; Sampson Low, Son & Co., 

1859), pg. 224-229. 
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territories outside the United States.2 While this distinction serves a purpose for historians, and 

does ultimately represent a different phenomenon in form, it stands to question whether there is a 

difference in substance. That is to say, did Americans of the time consider there to be a 

meaningful distinction between the circumstances of, say, the Texan Revolution in 1836 and 

William Walker’s control over Nicaragua in 1856? 

Americans of the nineteenth century held deep biases against the inhabitants of the 

nations to their south, both for their Catholic religion and their perceived racial inferiority. The 

comparatively unstable politics and limited economies of Central America only reinforced 

American feelings of superiority in this regard. To many Americans of the time it seems that the 

uprisings of Anglo-Americans against Latin American authorities were ultimately the same type 

of event as American filibusters embarking on military expeditions against Latin American 

authorities. To a number of observers, in both instances dependable, advanced, and hardworking 

Americans replaced a corrupt, backwards, and ineffective people.3 

In This Vast Southern Empire: Slaveholders at the Helm of American Foreign Policy, 

Matthew Karp presents a compelling argument for the influence of slave owners upon the 

national policy of the United States, but he is general dismissive of the importance of filibusters 

to slaveholders or American foreign policy in general, seeing them as little more than foolish 

adventurers. However, by overlooking filibusters, Karp also misses the role of racism, against 

Latin Americans at least, and American ideology in American foreign policy towards its 

 

2 Robert E. May, Manifest Destiny’s Underworld: Filibustering in Antebellum America. (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 2002), pg. xv. 

3 Anonymous, The destiny of Nicaragua: Central America as it was, is and may be. (Boston: S.A. Bent & Co., 1856), Pg. 15-16. 
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southern neighbors. Karp presents American designs towards Latin America as carefully 

constructed plans and arguments based upon economic interests and an at times exaggerated, by 

Karp, rivalry with Great Britain. Though Karp dismisses slaveholder fear of Britain as practically 

fantastical, he seems content to assume that economic interest and this needless fear were the 

primary causes for American interest in Latin America, with slave holder interests in balancing 

out slave versus free states in the Union holding a distant third place.4 

Karp claims in his introduction that it was southern statesmen, not “wild-eyed soldiers of 

fortune” who directed United States Foreign Policy and in the process annexed Texas, protected 

slavery in Cuba, and oversaw the conquest of Mexico. However, this claim is difficult to square 

away completely. After all, would there have been an independent Texas to acquire if “wild-eyed 

soldiers of fortune” had not rushed to assist the burgeoning rebellion in 1835 and 1836? They 

may not have been filibusters as such, but they were animated by the same motivations, feelings 

of racial supremacy and American destiny, in what they saw as a righteous struggle to spread 

fine ideals against a backwards and tyrannical people. And had Texas not been acquired after 

independence, then would a conquest of Mexico have followed?5 

Filibustering was also far from a southern phenomenon, appealing to men across the 

United States. In Manifest Manhood and the Antebellum American Empire, Amy Greenberg 

explores another side of the filibusters, the all-consuming importance of manhood to antebellum 

Americans. From all corners of the United States, from New York to San Francisco, young 

 

4 Matthew Karp, This Vast Southern Empire: Slaveholders at the Helm of American Foreign Policy. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 

University Press, 2016), pg. 6-8. 

5 Ibid, pg. 7 
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American men felt social pressures to secure and prove their masculinity, and filibustering came 

to be seen by many, again across America, as the path to true manhood. The success of manly 

Americans against effeminate and lazy Latin Americans was a key presumption taken by many 

filibusters. Though the motives for filibusters came to appeal to Americans across the United 

States, the link between prominent slaveholders as major backers and leaders of filibustering 

gave them disproportionate influence in filibustering expeditions, tying the expeditions heavily 

with the institution of slavery and its spread, as seen in the regime created by the sole semi-

successful filibuster William Walker, who created a pro-slavery regime in Nicaragua after 

seizing control of the country during a civil war.6 

The heyday of filibustering occurred during the 1850s, when Narciso Lopez’s expeditions 

to Cuba were public events of must focus in the United States and William Walker successfully 

took control of Nicaragua for a short period of time, also attracting much attention in the United 

States. The prevalence of what are now call filibusters in this period were what initially gave rise 

to the term “filibuster” to describe the activities of these adventurers. The rise of filibusters in the 

1850s was potentially a response to the ease with which the United States defeated Mexico in the 

Mexican-American War, letting Americans believe in their superiority over their southern 

neighbors. The more distant prior success of the Texan Revolution in 1836 also could give 

confidence to American adventurers hoping to defeat Latin American nations, or Spain, to carve 

 

6 Amy S. Greenberg, Manifest Manhood and the Antebellum American Empire. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 

pg. 40-43,; William Walker, The War in Nicaragua. (New York: S. H. Goetzel and co., 1860), 266. 
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out new countries. Accounts from some Americans of the period indicate that the prior defeat of 

Mexicans in these conflicts was taken as evidence for the inferiority of Latin Americans.7 

Filibusters, despite failures and cross-country support, played an important role in 

expressing the interests and influence of southern slaveholders, as part of a larger expression of 

aggressive American foreign policy. Filibustering was one expression among many for southern 

slaveholders in their influence upon American foreign policy, along with economic dominance, 

settler revolts as in Texas, and even outright war. 

The placing of filibustering in the general context of American foreign policy and 

expansionism is also an important aspect to consider. Related to the question of slavery, 

American expansionism increasingly came to be associated with pro-slavery elements of society 

in the years following the Mexican American War. Several factors fed into this, including the 

Compromise of 1820, the resolution of the Mexican American War, and President Polk’s 

decision to settle the Oregon dispute with Britain rather than push for the 54 40 line. With 

expansionist Polk having proven more willing to pursue full gains against Mexico rather than 

Canada, the former being more suitable for slavery, many northerners came to associate 

expansionism with pro-slavery groups, not helped by the Compromise of 1820 limiting slavery 

to future states south of the Missouri-Arkansas border, encouraging slavery’s proponents to gain 

more slave states through southern expansion. Despite this support, ultimately filibustering failed 

 

7 Robert E. May, Manifest Destiny’s Underworld: Filibustering in Antebellum America. (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 2002), pg. xv-xvi.; Anonymous, The destiny of Nicaragua: Central America as it was, is and may be. (Boston: 

S.A. Bent & Co., 1856), Pg. 15-16. 
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as the only territorial gains the United States made to its south following the Mexican American 

War was the Gadsden Purchase. 

While all filibuster expeditions ended in failure, with only William Walker’s Sonoran and 

first Nicaraguan campaign seeing any temporary success, this did little to stem the tide of 

filibuster expeditions being planned at virtually any point in the 1850s. Though many of these 

expeditions struggled to get off the ground and thus died before they could even begin to threaten 

foreign countries, the numerous expeditions in planning left authorities, both American and 

foreign, concerned about where the next enacted filibuster expedition would take place. In the 

first few months of 1855 alone, for example, there were near simultaneous plans being put 

together to invade, Cuba, the Galapagos Islands, multiple attempts to invade Mexico, and 

William Walker’s plans to invade Nicaragua were also advancing. In addition to the actual 

filibuster expeditions under way in the preparation stages, there were also feared expeditions that 

governments believed were likely to occur, even if no one was actually enacting these specific 

expeditions. In early 1855, the British, for example, were concerned that a filibustering 

expedition might be launched against Ireland and so deployed their navy to intercept any such 

expedition. The United States also fear filibuster expeditions at the time, with an American 

official in Hawai’i suspecting that a filibuster expedition was impending to attack Honolulu.8 

The perception that Hawai’i was threatened by filibusters very much extended to the 

inhabitants of the islands themselves. In October of 1851 rumors of planned filibuster 

 

8 George Templeton Strong Diary, 1851, The Diary of George Templeton Strong, ed. Allan Nevins and Milton Halsey Thomas, 4 

vols. (New York, 1952), 2:59, 63-65; William Frank Stewart, Last of the Fillibusters; or, Recollections of the Siege of Rivas. 

(Sacramento, 1857), 1.; from Robert E. May, Manifest Destiny’s Underworld: Filibustering in Antebellum America. (Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002), pg. 19-20. 
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expeditions seemed to be corroborated with reports reaching Hawai’i minister of foreign affairs, 

Robert Crichton Wyllie, that a force of a couple hundred Americans gathered in San Francisco 

with the intention of invading Hawai’i and forming a republic after overthrowing the Hawaiian 

monarchy. Though the expedition had apparently intended to be organized and launched in 

secret, it had failed to maintain clandestine preparations, leading to many newspapers around the 

United States, and eventually some in Hawai’i itself, to report on the filibuster expedition and the 

ships it was preparing. The location of this expedition was not at all surprising, as San Francisco 

was at the time a major center of filibuster activity on the west coast, site of departure for a 

filibuster expedition to Ecuador and multiple expeditions against Sonora and Baja California. 

Not only was filibustering popular in San Francisco but the inverse, opposition to filibustering, 

was noted by at least one Californian to be highly unpopular, comparable to opposition to slavery 

in other parts of the country.9 

The response in Hawai’i to the filibuster expedition being prepared was panic, at least for 

Minister of Foreign Affairs Wyllie. He believed that the threat of a filibuster expedition was very 

real, and could take over Hawai’i as it presently stood, and so he publicly drew up a plan for an 

army of five thousand soldiers and asked the legislature for the institution of a new tax to pay for 

the expanded army. Wylie also sent off a number of private missives, to individuals both in 

Hawai’i and the United States, asking for any assistance and requesting that all officials on 

Hawai’i do all they could to secure the raising of more troops to defend the islands from the 

 

9 William Ladd to Robert Crichton Wyllie, October 28, 1851. AH Foreign Office Letter Book, Vol. 13A, Foreign Officials in 

Hawaii File, September 1847- January 1852, 1408,; Daily Evening Picayune, (San Francisco, October 15, 1851); from Amy S. 

Greenberg, Manifest Manhood and the Antebellum American Empire. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), pg. 

232-234. 
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coming filibusters. To several of his correspondents though Wyllie professed profound 

pessimism at the chances of Hawai’i to prevail against the filibusters, claiming that “our political 

days are numbered,” he had “no confidence” in natives’ willingness and ability for fight for the 

monarchy, and that King Kamehameha was too drunk to care. In spite of these dire concerns and 

predictions, Hawai’i would not fall to filibusters, as the supposed filibusters of 1851 from San 

Francisco made no attempt at a conquest of Hawai’i, as the ship supposed to carry them, the 

Game Cock, offloaded them without incident, and transported them back to San Francisco within 

two months. Those who returned to San Francisco were widely mocked when they arrived home, 

as the city had clearly expected them to at least make a show of taking over the island 

kingdom.10 

Despite the complete failure of this supposed filibuster expedition, the fear, and 

expectation, that it would happen, as well as its likely success, were assumed by many, both in 

California and Hawai’i. American interest in Hawai’i had been growing greatly in the 1840s and 

‘50s, particularly in the aftermath of the Mexican American War. The island chain came to see 

large numbers of Americans move to them and take up residence, sparking fears in any who 

looked to other examples of Americans moving to foreign territories, such as Texas. The 

demographics of the island chain only further led any observer to believe that American 

domination of the islands was inevitable. From an estimated 300,000 people in 1700 before 

European contact, the population of Hawai’i had dropped to roughly 70,000 by the 1850s, with 

 

10 Robert Crichton Wyllie to William L. Lee, November 5, 1851, AH, Foreign Office and Executive File, November 1851,; Daily 

Alta California, (San Francisco, January 2, 1852); from Amy S. Greenberg, Manifest Manhood and the Antebellum American 

Empire. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), pg. 234-237. 
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the non-native population numbering about 1,500 in 1850, most of whom were Americans. 

Though these expatriates were only a small percentage of the population, they were a growing 

group, having gained roughly 500 of their number in the 1840s alone. Rising American 

immigration and declining native population painted a grim picture for long term Hawaiian 

sovereignty, recognized by many at the time, leading them to believe that Hawaiian annexation 

was inevitable. Accurate as these predictions may have eventually become though, it is possible 

that fears of filibusters actually proved counterproductive to the annexation of Hawai’i, as the 

native population came to be opposed to the United States as a whole as a result of fears of 

filibusters.11 

These fears of filibuster attacks, as well as the many actual expeditions in planning, 

represent the powerful enthusiasm surrounding the idea of filibustering. Despite many failures, 

filibustering remained a popular activity to support, in no small part due to social tensions within 

the United States at the time. Argued particularly by Amy Greenberg, young men in America felt 

dissatisfied with the emergence of wage labor, and needing to work under bosses, while having 

their income and freedom limited. The American ideal of an independent man who was 

successful and had his own land proved harder and harder to achieve, driving many to look to 

filibustering for a path to successful manhood. The overcoming of effeminate foreigners was 

thus accepted by many Americans as a mark of manliness. The support of southern slave holders 

in this method, to remove a dissatisfied population and to spread the instruction of slavery, can 

 

11 Robert Crichton Wyllie, Report of the Minister of Foreign Relations, (Honolulu, April 14, 1852),; Rufus Anderson, The 

Hawaiian Islands: Their Progress and Conditions under Missionary Labors, (Boston, 1864); from Greenberg, Manifest 

Manhood, 239-242. 
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thus be seen as cynical. However, the bark of filibustering expeditions was almost always worse 

than their bite, as quick passions that stirred support for filibusters were quick to fizzle out when 

faced with reality, leading to many false alarms for filibustering expeditions, and expeditions that 

never launched to begin with.12 

Launching a filibuster expedition was no easy task after all, requiring the organization of 

many men, arming and supplying all of them, and providing transportation to get them to the 

filibuster target, if the target was not immediately over the border in Mexico. Hundreds of 

thousands of dollars could be needed to properly outfit a filibuster expedition, and in the 

currency of the time, that was no trifling amount. Occasionally filibuster expeditions were 

assisted by the “misplacement” or “loaning” of weapons from state armories when pro-filibuster 

politicians were in charge, as was the case in Mississippi under Governor John Quitman in 1850, 

Governor George Towns of Georgia the next year, and the Texas legislature to James Callahan in 

1855. Mostly however, filibusters had to finance and support themselves privately, which 

required contribution from participating soldiers, which was never enough, donations from 

wealthy supporters, where many wealthy southern slave holders made their interests persuasive, 

and the personal pocketbook of the filibuster organizer. The costs involved and limited 

availability of funds prevented a number of expeditions, and caused those that did to have less 

success than they had hoped.13 

 

12 Robert E. May, Manifest Destiny’s Underworld: Filibustering in Antebellum America. (Chapel Hill: University of North 

Carolina Press, 2002), pg. 19-20.; Amy S. Greenberg, Manifest Manhood and the Antebellum American Empire. (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2005), pg. 13-14, 92-93,; Albert Gallatin, Notes on the Semi-Civilized Nations of Mexico, 

Yucatan, and Central America. (New York, 1845). 

13 ; British consul in Savannah to Bulwer, April 12, 185, enclosed in Bulwer to Daniel Webster, April 22, 1851, Diplomatic 

Correspondence 7:433n; de la Cova, “Gonzales,” 164, A. J. Gonzales to Mirabeau Buonaparte Lamar, March 14, 1851, in The 

Papers of Mirabeau Buonaparte Lamar, ed. Charles A. Guilick Jr., 6 vols. (1921-27; reprint, Austin, 1973), 4, pt. 1:283; 
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Limiting the resources available to filibusters was a lack of assured support from any 

group as a whole. Some Southerners in support of slavery, but not violent expansion by war or 

filibusters, such as Lemuel Dale Evans, a Democratic representative from Texas in the United 

States Congress, still believed fully in the superiority of the United States, and advocated for 

economic, cultural, and educational imperialism on countries like Mexico. In such a proposal 

Evans and others were in line with the views of a number of northerners as well, who saw 

American influence in Latin America as mutually beneficial to all parties, and saw little danger 

of such arrangements leading to imposition of slavery or annexation to the United States, which 

filibusters desired, and many northerners opposed.14 

The aggressive impetus of some southerners in their desire to expand American territory 

was obvious though, and sometimes attracted condemnation. In December of 1849 Joshua R. 

Giddings, a Whig of Ohio in the House of Representatives, gave commentary on a document 

given to the House of Representatives from President Zachary Tayler regarding a dispute with 

Spain over the seizure of goods from an American vessel that docked in Cuba. Representative 

Giddings noted with shock and alarm that the President, a native southerner from Virginia, was 

calling a minor matter of trade disputes “an insult to the flag” implying a great insult demanding 

great recompense. Representative Giddings claimed that not even during the tenure of Polk was 

 

Elisha M. Pease to James H. Callahan, July 5, 1855, in The Indian Papers of Texas and the Southwest, 1825-1916, ed. Dorman 

H. Winfrey and James M. Day, 5 vols. (1966; reprint Austin, 1995), 3:220-21; Pease message to the Texas legislature, 

November 5, 1855, in Galveston Weekly News, November 13, 1855; from Robert E. May, Manifest Destiny’s Underworld: 

Filibustering in Antebellum America. (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002), pg. 172-174. 

14 Lemuel Dale Evans, Speech of Hon. Lemuel D. Evans, of Texas, on the foreign policy of the United States, delivered in the 

House of Representatives of the United States on the 24th of July, 1856. (Washington D.C.: American organ, print., 1856), pg. 

3-5. 
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such an obvious attempt to increase tensions between the United States and Spain enacted, even 

though Representative Giddings notes that all knew Polk greatly desired the island of Cuba. 

Representative Giddings then states that the actions of the President in this regard seem to be 

calling for aggressive action against Spain to preserve the institution of slavery there, protecting 

it against any possible emancipation from Spain, a grossly undemocratic method of interfering 

with other nations, according to Representative Giddings.15 

Representative Giddings condemnations do not end there though, he condemns the notion 

of another war to expand the institution of slavery, for he saw the Mexican-American War as 

another war to spread slavery to new territories. Giddings even says that what the President is 

asking for, Congressional support for a harsh stance against Spain as well as funding for a larger 

army and navy, would be doing much the same as the filibusters trying to conquer Cuba had 

done, but on a national scale. Protesting both the gag rules against discussion of slavery in 

congress and the domination of major government interests by slave holders, Representative 

Giddings bemoans the suppression of the will of the people who desire no slavery or war. To 

Representative Giddings, southern domination of politics was simply leading to the actions of 

filibusters to resemble national policy, as part of a larger effort by southern interests to secure 

dominance in the western hemisphere.16 

On the matter of President James K. Polk, his lack of support for filibusters despite his 

support for the annexation of Cuba can in no small part be attributed to political pragmatism. 

 

15 Giddings, Joshua Reed. The rights and duties of representatives: speech of Mr. Joshua R. Giddings, of Ohio, in the House of 

Representatives, December 27, 1849, on the motion of Mr. Sackett, to amend the rules so as to elect certain committees by vote 

of the House. (Washington D.C.: Printed at the Congressional Globe Office, 1849), pg. 2-4. 

16 Ibid, pg. 7. 
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President Polk had been approached by John Sullivan, a journalist working with Narciso Lopez, 

in early June of 1848 detailing the plans of Lopez to take Cuba by military force, possibly hoping 

for presidential support. Polk had been attempting to purchase Cuba from Spain at the time, and 

believed that if the United States was implicated in an attempt to take the island by force it would 

prevent the successful acquisition of the island, likely due to foreign interference from Britain. 

Thus, Polk told O’Sullivan that he could not remotely support a filibuster expedition, and instead 

firmly stated the acquisition of Cuba must be through a peaceful purchase. And so, Polk is 

another major political figure who, despite support for expansionist policies in general, opposed 

the actions of filibusters.17 

But there were also northerners who supported aggressive expansion by the United 

States, from the Democratic Party. Senator George Pugh from Ohio was one such northerner, 

and in 1859 he gave a speech before congress press for the annexation of Cuba by any means, 

against the objections of other northerners. Senator Pugh claims that the basis for the annexation 

of Cuba lay in the poor treatment of American merchants and sailors by the Spanish government 

in Cuba, in particular drawing attention at one point to a supposed Spanish policy to execute any 

alleged “filibuster” who advocates for the annexation of Cuba to the United States or is secretly 

stockpiling arms. That an actual filibuster might be caught by the Spanish authorities does not 

seem to occur to Senator Pugh. The abundance of trade between Cuba and the United States 

while Cuba keeps high tariffs and American merchants are claimed to be mistreated is an insult 

 

17 Tom Chaffin, “‘Sons of Washington’: Narciso López, Filibustering, and U.S. Nationalism, 1848-1851,” Journal of the Early 

Republic 15, no. 1 (Spring, 1995): pg. 79.; James Polk, The Diary of James K. Polk During His Presidency, 1845 to 1849, ed. 

Milo Milton Quaife (4 vols., Chicago, 1910): III, pg. 475-78. 
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too much to be stomached to Senator Pugh. Slavery is not absent from Senator Pugh’s 

arguments, as he claims that the slave economy of Cuba would be a great boon to the United 

States if it could be integrated and trade barriers removed, something southern slave holders 

would surely agree with him on.18 

Another major aspect of Senator Pugh’s argument for annexing Cuba is in protest of the 

way the United States was allegedly pushed around and undermined by Great Britain in Central 

America previously in the 1850s. Specifically, Pugh points to the British seizure of the Mosquito 

Coast and the subsequently ineffective Clayton-Bulwer Treaty between the United States and 

Great Britain, as well as the then ongoing blockade of Veracruz and Tampico by Great Britain 

and her French ally. Senator Pugh portrays it as a sinister British conspiracy to clamp down 

control over Latin America, for the purpose of preventing the United State from having access to 

the three isthmus points where a canal could’ve been built to connect the Atlantic and Pacific 

oceans – Panama, Nicaragua, and the Isthmus of Tehuantepec in Mexico. Though the intention 

of the supposed British conspiracy is different, Senator Pugh’s notion of an anti-United States 

conspiracy by Great Britain in Latin America bears startling similarities to the supposed 

abolitionist conspiracy theories maintained by southern slave holders, likely Democrats with 

Pugh, against Great Britain.19 

Efforts to identify filibusters and their supporters to narrow groups can thus by seen to be 

problematic and inaccurate. Despite the prominence of leading southerners in the ranks of 

 

18 George Ellis Pugh, Speech of Hon. Geo. E. Pugh, of Ohio, on the acquisition of Cuba: delivered in the Senate of the United 

States, February 10, 1859. (Washington D.C.: Printed by L. Towers, 1859), pg. 2-8. 

19 Ibid, pg. 11-12. 
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filibuster supporters, many of the individual filibusters were from other regions and social 

classes, and some major supporters were also from the north. Likewise, some prominent 

southerners were not supporters of filibustering. Motives for filibusters and their supporters were 

numerous and often complex, as were those of those in opposition to filibustering, creating a 

more nuanced situation than often presented. Though the Democratic party was often associated 

with filibustering, it did not have a monopoly on support for filibusters, as some Whigs did as 

well. These Whigs were primarily from the south, such as J. A. Kelly, president of the New 

Orleans chapter of the Winfield Scott Association.20 

Democratic support for filibustering existed even in unlikely groups, such as northern 

free-soilers. A particular faction of the Democratic Party in New York, known as the 

Barnburners, was fervently expansionistic and often supportive of filibusters, while also being 

largely in favor of the free-soil movement. This incongruity can be reconciled based upon an 

understanding of the free-soil movement which does not necessarily lie upon the road to 

abolitionism. For most Barnburners, and many other northerners, the point of free-soil movement 

was to limit the spread of slavery to new territories, due to the more limited economic 

opportunities which would be available to common white men in areas and societies in which 

slavery was legal and commonplace. Barnburners, and other free-soilers, were little concerned 

though about the addition of slave owning territories to the United States, such as Texas in 1845, 

and Cuba repeatedly afterwards, as opposed to the extension of slavery to previously free 
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territories as in the western United States, as Texas and Cuba were already established slave 

societies before questions of annexation arose.21 

Though the connection between filibusters, the expansion of the slave system to the 

south, and the Democratic Party were well known to Americans of the period, and pointed out by 

a number of individuals, such as John Minor Botts, a Whig and former United States 

Representative from Virginia, the larger connection to American imperialism and sense of 

superiority was less recognized. Though filibustering and the violent, illegal, expansion that 

came with it fits comfortably within a larger pattern of the policy of the United States toward 

powers or peoples it regards as foreign or inferior, the full implications and connections were not 

apparent to Americans of the time. The narrow line of legality separated filibustering from many 

other forms of American imperialism.22 

This is not to say Americans did not see connections between filibustering and older 

examples of American expansionism. The events of, for example, the Texas Revolution seemed 

similar to Americans of the time to filibustering since it involved similar groups (Anglo 

individuals, not backed by a government, against Latin Americans), similar policy alignment 

(slavery expanded into Texas following the Revolution, Nicaragua reopened the slave trade 

when William Walker won), and similar end goals (Texas was annexed into the United States, 

many filibusters desired annexation to the United States).23 

 

21 Tom Chaffin, “‘Sons of Washington’: Narciso López, Filibustering, and U.S. Nationalism, 1848-1851,” Journal of the Early 

Republic 15, no. 1 (Spring, 1995): pg. 95-96. 

22 John Minor Botts, Speech of the Hon. John Minor Botts, of Virginia, delivered at the Academy of Music, New York, on the 22d 

February, 1859: being the 127th anniversary of Washington's Birthday. (New York: Published by McKee & Co., News 

Agents, [1859), pg. 5-6. 

23 Anonymous, The destiny of Nicaragua: Central America as it was, is and may be. (Boston: S.A. Bent & Co., 1856), Pg. 15-16. 
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The apparent ease with which many filibuster expeditions departed from the United 

States in violation of United States law and its enforcement officers, led a number of foreign 

powers to suspect that the United States was being run by filibusters, or at least filibuster friendly 

governments. They believed that tips were being given to the filibusters to avoid American laws 

and so have free will to attack territories desired by the United States government. The 

presidency of noted southern expansionist Franklin Pierce was a particularly tense period of time 

in which more countries felt more suspicious of filibuster sympathies in the Pierce 

administration. The belief that Pierce was particularly lenient on filibusters and possibly actively 

aided them grew only more severe after he recognized William Walker’s regime in Nicaragua, 

earning the ire of much of the international community. Though a variety of reasons existed to 

explain the seemingly lax American treatment of filibusters, the desires of southern slave holders 

upon gaining new territory in Central America and the at times supportive attitude of the United 

States government did give foreign powers a good reason to suspect American intentions 

regarding filibuster expeditions.24 

Another specific example of the lack of effort the Pierce administration put into cracking 

down on filibusters was in an 1853 case in Texas where twelve filibusters had been apprehended 

and faced trial. After a series of legal technicalities dragged out the trial and saw initial Attorney 

for the District of Texas William Pitt Ballinger be replaced with Samuel D. Hay, then caused a 

change of venue to Galveston from Brownsville. As local attorney had been hired for the case 
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initially, they required more money to follow the trial to Galveston, but when Hay requested the 

money from Washington, he was ignored for a while, before finally being refused. With limited 

funds and less support than he felt necessary, Hay found himself unable to land a conviction 

against any of the filibusters, and ultimately had to let them all go. This failure of the Pierce 

administration to effectively prosecute filibusters simply gave further rise to the appearance that 

the United States under Pierce had an interest in protecting filibusters.25 

The sometimes limited efforts by American authorities to halt the departure of 

filibustering expeditions or reinforcements gave further credence to the belief of many, both in 

and outside of the United States, that the American government supported filibustering 

expeditions. As an example, in February of 1856, a New York newspaper reported that a ship 

had left port for Nicaragua, supposedly carrying several hundred filibusters to reinforce William 

Walker, who was then campaigning in Nicaragua, though had not yet declared himself president. 

This ship, despite being believed to carry several hundred armed men, was not investigated or 

otherwise interfered with by United States authorities the newspaper reported. Despite the 

association of filibustering with the southern states, this shows that even from a northern port 

such as New York there was lax effort made to prevent some filibustering enterprises, supporting 

suspicious by many that the United States government on some level supported the actions of 

filibusters.26 

 

25 Minutes, District Court of the United States, Southern District of Texas, Brownsville Division, NA – Southwest Region, roll 2.; 
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20 

The position of filibustering within American politics also represented important and 

growing divide in American politics, as the question of slavery further divided the United States. 

Southern slave-owners and their supporters were supportive of the cause of filibusters, seeing 

Latin American countries such as Nicaragua and Cuba as profitable future slave markets, 

possibly even new territories of the United States. In contrast, leading northern voices, such as 

William Seward, Whig and United States Senator from New York and later Secretary of State, 

deplored southern expansionism, and opposed the annexation of new territories and the extension 

of slavery. Instead men like Seward pointed to the west as the future of America, with the 

transcontinental railroad to realign the United States in an east-west fashion, rather than north-

south.27 
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CHAPTER 2 

FILIBUSTERING AND ITS PLACE IN FOREIGN POLICY 

Several historians have dealt with matters relating to the foreign policy of the United 

States, and its people, in the Antebellum era, focusing upon their relations with nearby countries, 

particularly its southern neighbors. In Christian Imperialism: Converting the World in the Early 

American Republic Emily Conroy-Krutz details how American exceptionalism manifested itself 

in many parts of the United States, but particularly the north, by encouraging young Americans 

to go on missionary work to other nations and enlighten them on the superior paths of the United 

States, expanding the nation’s colonial and imperial horizons. By contrast, in The Problem of 

Emancipation: The Caribbean Roots of the American Civil War Edward Bartlett Rugemer 

explores and examines how the abolition of slavery in the British West Indies impacted the 

United States, as the consequences of emancipation were interpreted by Americans both for and 

against slavery. Then in "’I Went to the West Indies’: Race, Place, and the Antebellum South” 

Matthew Pratt Guterl deals with how the Caribbean was understood by Southerners to be both a 

potential threat, and an avenue of expansion for an America ascendant. These understandings of 

American foreign policy were quite important to Americans of the day, and heavily related to the 

actions and motivations of filibusters.28 
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The consequences of unchecked filibuster activity were considered significant by some 

Americans, particularly in the north. An illustrative example is Democratic Representative James 

Brooks of New York, who in 1852 gave an address where he stated that the consequence of 

letting filibusters cross the frontier with Mexico unchecked would be the eventual annexation of 

several Mexican states to the United States, which would need to have an “offset” through the 

annexation of several states from Canada. Though Brooks does not laboriously point out why 

such a balancing act of expansion would be necessary, it can clearly be inferred that Brooks 

believed that any southern annexations would inevitably become slave states, and that the United 

States must remain balanced equally between slave states and free. Brooks took it as almost a 

matter of course that without sharp checks upon filibustering, to protect foreign countries from 

American citizens, the end result would be a ceaseless expansion of the United States. While 

Brooks does not grant an explanation as to why this would be a bad outcome, several potential 

concerns would be the increased difficulty in maintain order over a country that was ever 

expanding, and doing so through fundamentally lawless means, as well as the difficulties in 

conducting foreign trade if Americans became fully associated with widespread filibustering.29 

Representative Brooks makes another crucial point however, he directly compares the 

ability of the United States to prevent filibuster attacks along the US-Mexican border with the 

United States upholding its obligations in the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo to prevent Native 

American attacks into Mexican territory from American soil. To briefly explain these 

obligations, Native American tribes, most especially the Comanche, had been raiding northern 

 

29 James Brooks, Speech of Hon. James Brooks, of New York, on the deficiency bill: in the House of Representatives, March 20, 

1852, in the committee of the whole ... (Washington, D.C., 1852), pg. 5. 
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Mexico for many years, and with the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo the primary territory of 

Comancheria was legally transferred to the United States, though the Comanche continued to 

travel through and dominate the same area. As part of the agreement in the ending of the 

Mexican-American War in 1848 through the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo, the United States 

agreed to prevent Native American attacks from the United States into Mexico, as Mexico would 

be legally unable to fully retaliate against Comanche raids when the main Comanche territory 

was within the United States, and would constitute a violation of American sovereignty if 

Mexican forces pursued them into the territory of the United States.30 

An important link between the Comanche and filibusters is that the prime beneficiary of 

their attacks was the United States. Comanche raids into Mexico prior to the Mexican-American 

War had greatly weakened Mexico’s grip over its northern states, first inadvertently aiding the 

continued independence of the Republic of Texas, and then paving the way for American armies 

to defeat and occupy Mexico. Filibusters also largely aimed to annex territories to the United 

States, or if not then at the least form new nations which would have preferential ties to the 

United States. While the Comanche had not intended to benefit the United States, and filibusters 

rarely saw enough success to bear any fruit for their planned beneficiary, both conducted military 

attacks outside the recognized bounds of nations in the period, creating an interesting section of 

comparison when Representative Brooks frames them as similar problems.31 
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With the connection between the duties of the United States to uphold its treaty 

obligations with Mexico and to prevent filibusters from attacking with impunity across the 

American border, Representative Brooks was making several important points. Most explicitly, 

he proposed that each issue needed to be solved through the same course of action, expanding 

the presence of American military forces along the border with Mexico, which would then have 

the long border much better patrolled to prevent attacks across it, from either Native Americans 

or American citizens. However other significance can be gleaned from Brooks’ view of these 

two matters. Chiefly a broad vision can be grasped here of the notion that the United States 

should behave as a respectable and trustworthy nation. Opposed to the idea of Manifest Destiny, 

that the actions of the United States are justified by practically a divine mandate to dominate all 

before it, instead Brooks is suggesting that the United States conduct itself as an equal to other 

nations.32 

This is a crucial turning point in proposed American policy. The idea that the United 

States was special and thus held to different standards than other nations was a pervasive one in 

the early United States, and was a major bedrock to the filibuster movement, as well as the 

Mexican-American War to begin with. The territory that Americans wanted, they believed they 

deserved and should take, regardless of how the people of those territories felt. Almost as a 

matter of course Native American tribes were driven onto reservations and sequestered away 

from any lands that white Americans desired, and ideas of American racial superiority greatly 

colored American relations with Latin America. Yet Representative Brooks adopts few airs of 
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such superiority in his proposal to safeguard the Mexican-American border. Instead he points to 

American legal obligations and a desire to arrest, not encourage, further American expansionism. 

Though he does allude to the reservation system as the usual way to handle Native Americans, 

Brooks notes several issues with its implementation in Texas, and his proposed solution is 

focused upon border defense, not anti-Native American action in Texas.33 

It is possible to overanalyze the importance and implications of the words of 

Representative Brooks on this matter. However with the heightening sectional divide that came 

to grip the United States in the 1850s, Brooks’ focus upon the legal obligations and international 

position of the United States lines up with growing northern dissatisfaction with expansionism 

that had more and more come to be associated with the southern states, and slavery in particular. 

In this framework of legal obligation filibusters, and Native Americans such as the Comanche, 

both represent non-state actors, using American soil as a basis to attack other countries, in the 

process weakening and potentially subverting these countries. Whereas many American 

expansionists would support exploiting the opportunities afforded by these non-state actors, or 

potentially even supporting them, Brooks and many other northerners opposed this upon a basis 

of American non-exceptionalism, that America should conduct itself in a way that respects other 

countries and draws a limit upon the expansion of American territory.34 

Pierre Soulé represents an exemplary figure for American expansionist foreign policy in 

the antebellum era, both as a regional figure and as a national one. In an article examining the 
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life and politics of Soulé, Jennifer R. Green and Patrick M. Kirkwood convincingly argue for 

Soulé as a figure reflecting strong national impulses for expansionism in the Democratic Party of 

the 1840s and 50s. Though a southerner with outspoken views in favor of expansionism and the 

extension and preservation of the institution of slavery, Soulé’s stance was not outside the 

confines of national politics within the Democratic Party of the time. He made appeals to 

masculinity and national pride to support his position on foreign policy, notions which resonated 

with Americans from many geographic areas, not just the southern states. This broad appeal of 

Soulé and his recognized implications of sympathy for the filibustering cause further speaks to 

the national appeal and support for filibustering in the United States.35 

In opposition to the stance of Brooks were southern politicians like Democratic Louisiana 

Senator Pierre Soulé. In an address to the Senate in 1853 regarding America’s relationship 

towards Cuba, Senator Soulé lays out a complicated position that is largely sympathetic to 

filibustering. He describes the men participating in the filibustering expeditions of Narciso Lopez 

as brave and admirable, and laments their deaths in Cuba, portraying the Spanish execution of 

them as cruel. Combined with several allusions to fears of the abolition of slavery leading to a 

negative “Africanization” of Cuba, it can easily be inferred from Soulé’s statements that he held 

racist beliefs that the lives and goals of white Americans were more important and valuable than 

those of other races and nationalities. While Soulé did not explicitly voice support or 

encouragement for filibusters, he clearly held significant sympathy for them and believed that 

they were acting in accordance with at least some moral code. He also gave harsh reprimands for 
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his fellow Senators who criticized filibusters but still sought American control over Cuba, 

accusing them of disavowing that which they hoped to benefit from, in essence calling them 

hypocrites. Soulé also challenges admonishments from Great Britain and France regarding these 

attacks against Cuba by pointing to their own attacks against India and Algeria respectively, 

proclaiming them to be just as guilty of encouraging unjustified and expansive attacks against 

other nations.36 

One of the main points Soulé raises in his address is that the United States needs to 

possess Cuba, or at least have a friendly regime in charge of the island. One of the primary 

reasons that Soulé believed this to be necessary was a string of incidents in which American 

steamships attempting to make port in Havana while travelling between destinations in the 

United States, usually New York and New Orleans, were harassed and denied entry by Spanish 

officials, damaging American commerce and shipping. The likely reason for this, Spanish 

distrust of American vessels following continuous filibuster expeditions was not addressed by 

Soulé, but he condemned the Spanish for the incidents nonetheless. Soulé also blamed the 

government of the United States, particularly President Fillmore, for these incidents, accusing 

them of supporting the Spanish over their own American citizens. As a result of these events, 

Soulé argued that it was a matter of necessity to the United States to either annex Cuba outright 

or install a friendly independent regime, for the safety and security of American citizens and its 

commerce. 37 
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Another major point that Soulé railed on was the interference of Great Britain and France 

in the disputes over Cuba. Soulé strongly condemned the decision by the governments of London 

and Paris to send ships of their navies to patrol near Cuba to protect it from the United States. 

Citing the Monroe Doctrine, Soulé viewed this as a gross violation of America’s interests, which 

the Monroe Doctrine had in essence laid out to claim the United States as the greatest arbiter of 

peace and settlement in the Americas, in opposition to European colonialist aspirations. Soulé 

stated that the United States, as a Great Power, should not be treated as an insolent child to be 

put into place by the European powers in its own backyard. Despite the young age of the United 

States, Senator Soulé was a clear believer in the idea of American Exceptionalism, placing 

America’s interest quite high in comparison to other nations, and in essence asserting American 

hegemony over the Western Hemisphere through a broad reading of the Monroe Doctrine. Soulé 

also reprimands the Spanish government for attempting to rely upon the British and French to 

protect its colony, insinuating that in doing so it was already beginning the process of losing 

Cuba, and damaging its international prestige in the process of relying upon its once enemies of 

France and Britain to hold together what was left of its formerly large colonial empire.38 

Senator Soulé also had a unique position in this speech regarding the state of the island of 

Cuba. While disavowing supporting filibusters to take the island, and claiming not to support a 

war with Spain for control of Cuba, Soulé also strongly opposed suggestions to purchase the 

island from Spain. He was also critical of many of his senatorial colleagues for supporting this 

option as well. The reason for this opposition to purchasing the island was somewhat complex. 
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The most important point Soulé cited to oppose the purchasing of Cuba was that the Spanish 

government would never accept such a deal, their pride being too great to have them part with 

one of their few remaining colonies for a price of mere money. He also claimed that the Cuban 

people would also balk at such an arrangement, never submitting to American authority if they 

came to join the United States from something as undignified as a monetary transaction. Instead 

Soulé suggested that the ideal state of affairs would be for Spain to release Cuba as an 

independent nation without foreign interference, so that Spain could maintain good relations and 

strong trade ties to the country, while it also might become friendly and disposed to the United 

States.39 

However despite this seeming benign proposed solution, Soulé clearly did not consider 

this the sole option to resolve the matter. He clearly and repeatedly stated that Cuba could not 

long remain in Spanish control, and that if left in the status quo of the day for too long it would 

become African, a state of affairs he most detested. While he claimed to oppose seeking a war 

with Spain, he heavily suggested that if Spain continued to not act in the best interests of the 

United States, a war might become necessary to protect the United States and its interests, which 

he framed as different from a war of Cuban conquest that he claimed to oppose. Yet the result 

would be much the same, regardless of the justifications for such a war. At the center of Soulé 

suggestion and push for war was pride, both explicitly Spanish and implicitly American. 

Stubborn Spanish pride was cited by Soulé as why they would never sell, but American pride, 

and desire to prove manhood in battle, can also be seen through a careful reading of Soulé. The 

 

39 Ibid, pg. 14. 



 

30 

strong respect he shows American filibusters and his desire for America to become respected 

among the Great Powers of the world likely strongly influenced his suggestions to push America 

towards war, as it would have been obvious to observers of the time that Spain would not 

unilaterally release Cuba as Soulé suggested, leaving war as the only recourse, in Soulé’s 

framing of the matter.40 

Fundamentally Senator Soulé, while not an explicit supporter of filibustering, can largely 

be understood to be one of those who, indirectly, inspired and encouraged them. He gave no 

condemnation of their actions, and not only praised their individual characteristics while 

lamenting the punishments the Spanish inflicted upon them, but also to some degree defended 

them by claiming that Britain and France were just as guilty of filibustering as the United States 

was, if not more so. He also strongly detested more moderate voices of annexation, that criticized 

filibustering but who had no problem seeking to acquire Cuba anyways, which Soulé 

characterized as essentially two faced. Prestige and pride were clearly important to Soulé, and he 

desired not only to acquire Cuba for practical reasons, but also to take it in the “right” manner, 

not negotiated purchase or backroom theft. Masculine notions of confronting enemies, such as 

Britain and France, and the actions of filibusters received praise from Soulé, while more 

measured diplomacy and acquiescence received his scorn. This mode of masculinity, espoused 

by a southern senator, fits well in the larger narrative that encouraged filibustering expeditions to 

take place.41 
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CHAPTER 3 

COMPLEXITIES IN FILIBUSTERING SUPPORT 

However the sectional divide, significant though it was, was not absolute. Many 

southerners, such as the aforementioned Lemuel Dale Evans from Texas, were not in favor of the 

violence of filibusters, believing that American interests could be furthered in Latin America 

more ably though mercantile interests. And on the other side, many working class northerners, 

and westerners, were caught by the appeal of filibustering as a means to prove themselves and 

secure respect, with little interest in the idea of spreading slavery in the process. Economic 

interests, such as gaining land and money, also attracted recruits beyond ideological concerns. 

William Walker’s Nicaragua expedition was even financially supported by northern business 

interests from Cornelius Vanderbilt to fund his army. On the other hand, it was southern 

slaveholders who possessed the greatest interest in, and influence over, filibustering 

expeditions.42 

A chief example of the influence of southern slaveholders over filibustering expeditions 

comes from the surprising fact that William Walker had, prior to being a successful filibuster, 

been a free soil opponent of slavery, writing in support of Free Soil as a newspaper editor in the 

early 1850s. He had even had African American soldiers within his army in Nicaragua prior to 

reinstituting slavery there, at which point they promptly deserted him. He had not declared the 
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restoration of slavery to the country of Nicaragua because he was a radical partisan for the 

interests of southern slave holders, but because he was in need of support and saw southern slave 

holders as the most viable possible avenue to maintain his grip on power in Central America. 

Once he had adopted this position to further his interests though, he became a vocal proponent of 

slavery for the remainder of his life, as it was the key to having significant support and funding 

for further filibustering expeditions. 43 

William Walker’s expeditions attracted a great deal of attention across the United States, 

and many young men eagerly attempted to follow him as they were able, for one reason or 

another. To prove themselves as men, to have control of their own lives, to find adventure away 

from home, or to serve what they saw as a reason above merely themselves, all these were 

potential reasons for would be filibusters to depart for Nicaragua. Many accounts were written 

by supposed veterans of Walker’s expeditions and army, intent on recounting their adventures 

and exploits for others to purchase and read, in agreement that there was a story to be told in 

their time under Walker. How these men would feel about their time under Walker after their 

service, as those who survived it at all or those who may never have gone in the first place, was 

another matter entirely.  

In the state of Texas, a particular connection has been drawn by some historians for 

support for Narciso Lopez, William Walker and other filibusters and a desire to reopen the slave 

trade. As Texas was the western most of the slave owning states, and only joined the United 

States following the formal end of the international slave trade, slaves in Texas cost higher prices 
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than they did in other, more established slave states in the east. Citing a desire by Texans to find 

a cheap source of slaves by reopening the slave trade, Earl W. Fornell claims that Texas provided 

unusual support for filibuster expeditions, especially that of William Walker in Nicaragua. 

Fornell also claims that Texan enthusiasm for Cuban expeditions extended deep into the 1850s 

well past the death of Lopez and decline in support in much of the rest of the south. While 

Texas’ close geographical location to Nicaragua provides an alternative explanation on that 

front, the relatively low population of Texas at this time leaves open some truth to Fornell’s 

claim of unusual Texan support. Fornell’s specific claim of desire to reopen the slave trade 

driving exceptional Texan support is harder to support though, as he provides no evidence to 

drive this conclusion, beyond general support for filibusters in Texas and theoretic economic 

interests which could drive Texan motivations to reopen the slave trade. Fornell also attempts to 

defend the conduct of Texan units in William Walker’s Nicaraguan expedition, suggesting a 

potential bias for Texas in his work.44 

One supposed veteran of Walker’s army was Laurence Oliphant, a British professional 

adventurer who wrote about his travels around the world and his service in a number of conflicts 

and battles. Having travelled to New Orleans, Oliphant decided to join the steam ship Texas to 

make the journey to Nicaragua and join with Walker’s army, not due to any sympathy with the 

cause of Walker or other filibusters, but simply because it would be a novel and exciting 

experience for Oliphant in an exotic location, which is all he desires. He notes that initially 

attempts to leave New Orleans on the steamer go poorly as the United States government attempt 
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to block the vessel from leaving with a cargo of armed men for a foreign country, though the 

vessel was eventually able to depart. The delay in leaving causes the number of members of the 

expedition to drop from the initial expected number of five hundred to only about half of that by 

Oliphant’s reckoning, indicating the fair weathered and temporary enthusiasm that many 

filibuster recruits had.45 

Oliphant does though marvel at the assortment of men who volunteer to join the 

filibustering expedition and stick with it to departure. He describes how they were seen off with 

great enthusiasm from the local population, many of whom earnestly believed in the cause they 

went to fight for, though Oliphant himself leaves the cause unsaid. Oliphant describes other 

members of the crowd as having admiration for the filibusters, for their courage to go on a 

dangerous journey rather than a cause per se, and still others sympathy, as few had returned alive 

from Nicaragua. Oliphant is indifferent to all these reactions, but he recalls with much gusto the 

impressive character of the men who did make the journey. Hungarians, Prussians, Italians, 

Frenchmen, Englishmen, Americans, military veterans, ex-Cuban filibusters, or green boys, 

Oliphant talks about the many different kinds of men who were on the voyage, and how they 

possessed strong spirit, love of adventure, and skills well suited to the tasks that would be 

awaiting them.46 

Yet in spite of his glowing descriptions of the enterprise and his praise for the men 

volunteering to join Walker, Oliphant claims that they never even set foot on Nicaragua. British 
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and Costa Rican efforts to prevent more filibusters from joining Walker are blamed by Oliphant 

for preventing the Texas from making landfall on Nicaragua and delivering the filibusters. 

Oliphant claims that, though all involved in the expedition remained confident and ready to fight 

for Walker, the circumstances made it impossible for them to do so, saying they had not expected 

to fight their way into the country as well as fighting within the country, and that thus none of 

them, least of all himself, can be blamed for deciding to drop their attempts to become filibusters 

and return home, with Oliphant himself becoming a guest on a British man-o-war. For all his 

boasting of his love for adventure, and the abilities of the men with him, they backed down 

quickly when faced with a real challenge, suggesting a weakness in their commitment to the 

cause. Even if Oliphant’s story is partially or wholly fabricated, he at the very least had reason to 

believe that an aborted attempt at filibustering was a good sell for his audience, indicating a 

larger known trend in wavering filibusters.47 

In contrast to Oliphant’s boisterous, supportive, and anti-climactic narrative, the story 

told by another veteran of Walker’s army, David Deaderick, is far more cynical, jaded, and 

complete. Publishing a two part memoir in the Atlantic Monthly in 1859 following the fictitious 

Samuel Absalom, Deaderick recounts the journey and experience of a young man who joined 

Walker’s filibustering expedition at the outset. Based upon his own experience, Deaderick 

explains that he had been desperate and despondent after failing to make money mining for gold, 

and distressed by the class stratification in California, he was tempted to join William Walker’s 

expedition for a chance at wealth and respectability. His inability to make it in America is his 
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primary reason to join the expedition, not any belief in a cause, just a desire for fame and 

fortune.48 

This did not work out for Deaderick however. Despite being promised land in Nicaragua 

and good pay, Deaderick find these things elusive as the expedition fell apart and Walker failed 

to keep his promises. The desired respectability Deaderick could not find in California due to his 

financial misfortunes proves no more acquirable through martial means. Deaderick bitterly 

recounts the ultimate failure of the expedition, the false promises made, and the mockery Walker 

ultimately made of those who followed him. Published at the time when Walker was preparing 

for a second expedition to Nicaragua, the bitter warnings of Deaderick clearly were intended to 

prevent others from making his mistake in travelling to Nicaragua as a filibuster. As much as 

filibusters are often presented as wild and uncontrollable individuals who sought their fortunate 

of their own accord, Deaderick presents them as pawns to higher powers, be it ringleaders like 

Walker, or the implied interests behind him, wealthy men, usually slave holders.49 

Between the common soldiers enticed with promises of fame and fortune from a United 

States that denied them both, and the well to do Southern slave holders who backed many of the 

expeditions, were many filibuster commanders, who served under the heads of the expeditions as 

organizers and leaders of men. These men were very commonly American soldiers, veterans of 

the Mexican-American war. The army that invaded Cuba in 1849 with Narciso Lopez was 

notable for being staffed almost entirely with ex-officers of the American Army in the Mexican-
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American war. For many of these veterans, returning to civilian lives and settling down with a 

stable job proved difficult, and they joined filibustering expeditions as a way to earn their living 

with the skills that they had developed and honed while in the army, while also returning to the 

camaraderie and predictability of military lifestyle. For the officer veterans in particular, joining 

as important subordinates in filibustering expeditions would give them a return to positions of 

power and authority they might have been lacking in civilian life.50 

The mix of monetary compensation, military ties, and nationalistic idealism were 

important motivations for the many hundreds who joined filibuster expeditions. Another 

important factor that attracted filibusters was the promise of land as potential payment for joining 

an expedition. Land had often been a strong incentive for the United States to offer in exchange 

for military service, and filibusters succeed in gaining recruits through such promises. In the 

Mexican American War 160 acres were offered as payment for soldiers who served one year, but 

in Kentucky, for example, this had not been honored due to a lack of public land in the state. 

Thus many young Kentuckians felt cheated, and hoped to build a homestead for themselves, such 

as those offered by Narciso Lopez on his Cuban expeditions in the immediate wake of the 

Mexican-American War. The continuality between the Mexican-American War and the 

filibustering expeditions to the south can be seen then as rather immediate and not limited to 
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grand schemes of geographic expansion for the United States and its ideals, but also the more 

personal desire for homesteads by filibusters.51 

The men who joined and supported Lopez as his would be soldiers came from many 

backgrounds. A good deal were Cubans, and most were Americans, but several Europeans joined 

as well, including some veterans of the failed revolutions of 1848. The distinctly international 

nature of the men who followed Lopez, as well as the support of many of the Cubans and 

Americans involved, came from the ideals of liberty that Lopez espoused, to free Cuba from the 

perceived injustice of Spanish rule. While Lopez’s call for liberty unquestioningly did not extend 

to the slaves of Cuba, who would have remained as such if he won, Lopez did not rely upon 

rhetoric which emphasized the matter of slavery, allowing for him to draw support from a wider 

base than a more directly pro-slavery stance would have afforded him. The Americans who 

joined Lopez came from both the north and the south in sizeable numbers, which would have 

been rather unlikely if Lopez’s support was closely tied to and controlled by major southern 

slave owners.52 

In addition to common notions of liberty attracting American support to end Spanish rule 

on Cuba, business interests played an important role in tying major Americans with Lopez’s 

efforts to invade Cuba. While geography puts Cuba in close proximity to the south and the major 

port of New Orleans had major interests in Cuba as it controlled the routes into the Atlantic, the 
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northern cities also had important ties to Cuba through trade, especially New York. Interest in 

Cuban crops, mainly sugar, was a major impetus for northern financiers and merchants to extend 

their influence to Cuba, providing loans and securing exports to the northern cities. These 

northern interests were directly benefiting from the slave driven economy of Cuba, and so were 

often concerned about rumors and fears that Spain would be unable to handle the slave 

population and might either give in and abolish slavery or lose the island in a revolution 

reminiscent of the one on Haiti. These concerns were those that fuels northern supporters of 

Lopez and other filibusters interested in Cuba.53 

In spite of the many sources of support for filibustering from various sections of the 

American populace, from the rich to the poor, across party lines, and not limited to a single 

geographical area there was a major shortcoming that ultimately contributed heavily to the 

failure of all filibustering expeditions. The willingness of Americans to support filibustering 

expeditions largely fell short of actually substantially doing so, with both money and manpower 

being perpetually sought by would be expedition leaders, for they never had enough of either. 

The reasons for such reticence can be surmised easily, filibustering expeditions were a gamble, 

and any money, or lives, put towards them could well end up wasted with nothing to show for it. 

Not helping matters in terms of the likelihood of success was the public opposition of the United 

States itself to filibustering, which notably resulted in the blockade of a filibustering force on 

Round Island in the summer of 1849. It was one thing to call for filibustering, as many 

newspapers did, or to voice support for it in local meetings, as thousands did across the United 
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States, but to go further and provide valuable money or even their own life was a more difficult 

matter, particularly as filibustering expeditions took much time to organize, giving would be 

filibusters much time for second thoughts.54 

The high passive support for filibustering though meant that when many American voices 

expressed some level of opposition to filibustering, they had to coach their language in specific 

terms and framing to avoid alienating other Americans. As an example, in an abolitionist 

newspaper, the National Era, when describing the events of the boarding and seizing of a 

filibuster ship by Spanish forces from Cuba in 1855, felt the need to reverse the circumstances to 

justify the Spanish actions to the newspaper’s readers. That is to say, while the newspaper did 

harshly criticize filibustering on its face, and that the Spanish actions would be unjustified in any 

context except that of facing near constant filibustering expeditions, the newspaper also decided 

to turn around the situation to explain the situation to the readers, that America would not 

tolerate it if armed adventurers came from Spain or Cuba. This is important because even an 

abolitionist newspaper, no friend of pro-slavery filibusters nor slaveholding Spanish Cuba, 

believed it important to invoke a threat to the United States, rather than criticize and oppose 

military adventures against foreign nations on the face of it. This points to a wide ranging and 

generally accepted idea of American nationalism, leading to often times a lack of empathy for 

the position of other nations or people.55 
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CHAPTER 4 

FILIBUSTERING AND SUPPORT BY SLAVEOWNERS 

While the successes of high minded slave holder statesmen in pursuing pro-slavery 

policies abroad cannot be denied, they cannot be simply separated from the efforts of lower class 

adventurers who acted as the vanguard of southern policy. These were two sides of the same 

coin, as wealthy southern support for filibusters and William Walker’s brief regime in Nicaragua 

showed. Even if filibusters ultimately failed in their every effort, that does not mean they can be 

dismissed and pushed aside in analysis. As the example of Cuba, where southern support for 

filibusters gave way after failure towards a more subtle policies, shows, filibusters and national 

policy were both tools used by southern slave owners, to be used and supported as the situation 

saw fit, neither inferior nor subordinate to the other.56 

If, as Matthew Karp claims, southern slave holders really did believe a slave region like 

Cuba was best maintained separately from the United States, and without the involvement of 

armed force, then why were Nuncio Lopez’s multiple expeditions widely funded and supported 

from the south? If the powerful and influential southern elite truly believed that filibuster 

adventurers were unproductive, then why were they allowed so much support, with the only 

meaningful private voices in opposition coming from the north? It seems more likely that 

filibuster expeditions did in fact have widespread southern support, and the cause was a mixed of 
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racism and assured belief in America’s right, or even duty, to expand to new territories to spread 

its institutions and values.57 

In Nicaragua, the reestablishment of slavery under William Walker’s brief regime, gives 

further credence to the strong link between filibusters and the general policy desired by major 

southern land holders. Though the short and unstable nature of the regime prevents more than 

speculation about the long term intentions of Walker and his supporters in the United States, at 

least some Americans saw parallels between the situation in Nicaragua and the situation in Texas 

two decades prior, where outnumbered Anglo forces bested Latin American armies to secure 

control of a state with backing from the United States. Many observers in Nicaragua noted that 

more inhabitants of the United States were moving to Nicaragua, bringing with them railroads 

and alleged protection for the local population. Though it did not border the United States 

directly, the possibility of annexation of Nicaragua to the United States may not have seemed 

impossible to southerners of the time.58 

Indeed, annexation of Nicaragua as a slave state may have seemed the best way to secure 

slavery in the country to southern slave holders. As a sovereign nation, there was only so much 

the United States could do to support minority rule in Nicaragua against the native population, its 

neighbors, and possible British support, which would ultimately be the factors which led to 

Walker’s downfall. Had Nicaragua been a part of the United States however, then any 

interference by a foreign country would risk war with the United States, and local resistance 
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would face the possibility of opposition by the American Army, rather than just Walker and his 

small number of supporters. The perceived weakness of an independent slave holding republic 

had already been addressed by pro-slavery statesmen in the question of Texas’ annexation rather 

than leave it open to British abolitionist machinations.59 

Even the process of the annexation of Texas showed how little interest slave holders had 

in the maintenance of a system of slave holding republics in the western hemisphere, when 

annexation to the United States could be achieved instead. During the years of the independent 

Republic of Texas, southern Democrats, including most prominently John Calhoun, then 

Secretary of State, aimed heavily to secure the annexation of Texas into the United States as 

soon as possible. Calhoun and others heavily played up the supposed vulnerability of an 

independent Texas to British abolition efforts in their push to annex Texas. Calhoun even 

suggested that if Texas fell to abolitionism, then a race war, involving Indians, Africans, and 

Latin Americans, would result in Mexico and other countries south of the United States.60 

These racially charged claims and strong efforts to annex Texas with all possible speed, shown 

most clearly when President Tyler and Calhoun pushed through the annexation measures in his 

final days of the presidency, greatly undermine Karp’s image of southern slave holders and 

supposed support for foreign slave holding republics. They desired territory and an expansion of 

the United States, on racial, ideological, and Anglophobic grounds, and the existence of other 

slaveholding republics were pragmatically accepted only when immediate annexation was 
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implausible for southern slave holders. Given any chance of integration into the United States, 

southern slave holders strove to annex other slaveholding republics to further their power and 

influence. They did not believe in some ideological brotherhood of slave holding republics as the 

ideal system for the western hemisphere.61 

           Events in Texas are not the only ones in which American settlers working to undermine or 

overthrow rule by a Latin American 15country can be seen as a parallel to filibustering. In 

California in the 1830s and 40s American settlers had been steadily colonizing the territory and 

gaining influence as Mexican authority was limited due to the geographic distance between 

California and Mexico City. Historian Albert L. Hurtado in particular argues that John Sutter, a 

Swiss man who had migrated to California after living in the United States for several years, was 

in many ways indistinguishable from filibuster leaders such as William Walker. Sutter’s time in 

California had seen him become a powerful local figure with mercurial loyalties, at times with 

the backing of the governor, at others at odds with authorities and threatening that French 

warships would avenge him if he were to be killed, all while building up a private army of 

American settlers and Native Americans who traded with Sutter. When John Fremont and other 

American adventurers began their infiltration of California in 1845 as war was predicted to break 

out between Mexico and the United States, Sutter initially backed local Mexican forces, until 

Mexican General Jose Castro attempted to kill Sutter for being an unreliable ally in a dangerous 

time. Sutter’s subsequent backing of Fremont and American armed forces with his forces and 
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connections greatly assisted in their efforts to conquer California against local Mexican forces 

during the war.62 

In the aftermath of the Mexican-American War, Sutter would present himself as having 

consistently promoted American interests during his time in California while it was under 

Mexican rule. Despite the more complicated truth of his various loyalties, Sutter was largely 

successful in selling himself as a major figure in working towards American annexation of 

California, and gained several military positions within California’s militia in recognition of his 

supposed services, rising as high as Major General. Sutter briefly gained a great deal of wealth 

when gold was discovered on his property which began the California gold rush, before he 

squandered most of his riches on poor business decisions, though he retained his rank in the 

militia and much local fame. From this position of authority and respect, Sutter would make 

several statements in support of filibustering further into Latin America. Faced with financial 

insolvency at home, Sutter suggested that he might relocate to Central America to become a 

“pioneer” once more, settling foreign territory as a new frontier for men on hard times. Many 

filibusters themselves sought out Sutter’s support, seeing comparison between what they sought 

to do and what Sutter claimed to have done in California previously.63 

Though Sutter never did travel to Central America Sutter’s desire for self interest in the 

“pioneer” lifestyle is directly compared to the work of filibusters like William Walker by Albert 

Hurtado, claiming that each built private armies to pursue personal objective to the detriment of 
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foreign governments. An important distinction between Sutter and filibusters that Hurtado fails 

to address however is the nature of motive, that while both formed private armies, Sutter had no 

clear goal beyond his self-interest when he formed his army, whereas filibusters specifically 

intended to conquer foreign countries for their interests, be it the creation of new states or direct 

annexation to the United States. Sutter’s ever shifting loyalties and years of building up his own 

local power further undermine the comparison between him and filibusters. Even the Texan 

Revolution, similar to Sutter in stemming mostly from local settlers who rose up against Mexico, 

bears more in common with filibustering, as political motives played a central role in the 

Revolution, with many involved desiring annexation to the United States, compared to Sutter’s 

much more selfish motives and actions. Despite these differences though, John Sutter, and the 

Texas Revolution, while distinct from filibustering, are best understood while looking at them 

through the lens of filibustering, due to the comparable nature of these events, and the 

similarities seen between them by people of the time.64 

In the 1850s, the exploits of American filibusters had become so well known and famous, 

that they were often the subject of articles in British newspapers. Due to the importance of 

Anglo-American relations to the motives of filibusters and their southern backers, British 

opinions provide a valuable counter point to what many southern slave holders saw as an 

abolitionist conspiracy by Britain to encircle the United States. Many British articles in 

particularly were published in response to the two expeditions of William Walker in his efforts to 

conquer Nicaragua. These articles unsurprisingly took a very negative view of the whole 
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filibuster enterprise, and condemned it. More interestingly though, one in particular from the 

Preston Chronicle in short succession linked British pride in American successes, disappointment 

with American slavery, opposition to filibustering, and links between filibusters and “’Lone Star’ 

associations” a clear reference to Texas.65 

These links all within the space of a paragraph are most illuminating. By the 1850s 

Britain had long abolished slavery, and had not held the United States as a colony for 

generations. Yet the common culture of the two nations was enough for a British newspaper, 

even while condemning aspects of America, to fondly note a common bond between the two 

peoples, if in an ultimately patronizing way, like that of a father to a child. The overlapping 

notion of cultural superiority for Americans, did not fall far from the tree of Britain after all. The 

joint Anglo-Saxon race is cited to be a sign of superiority to the other peoples of the world, 

explicitly, yet an important distinction emerges between how Southerners would use the notion 

and how this British writer did. The British writer makes no attempt to justify or support 

American, or British, expansionism into Latin America by notions of racial superiority, even 

with an admittance of said racial superiority.66 

Also of interest in the article is the pointed linking of filibusters with the state of Texas. 

Though the writer does not go into any length of detail for describing what he means by “’Lone 

star’ associations” it seems likely that his intention is to draw parallels for his readers between 
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the efforts by filibusters like William Walker and the Texan Revolution of 1836, which led to the 

independence of the Republic of Texas. Another example of how, to people of the era, the lines 

of filibustering were loose, and in places populated by recent American arrivals, such as Texas in 

1835, Anglo-dominated uprisings were not seen as separate and distinct from filibustering.67 

In some way more importantly, the link between the Texas Revolution and filibustering, as 

understood by people of the time, likely gave filibusters good reason to think that they had 

serious chances for success. In Texas after all, a much smaller army of Anglo settlers (with 

Tejano support, but this was probably forgotten by people of the era) defeated the much larger 

armies of Mexican, and ultimately secured the territory for annexation into the United States 

against unlikely odds. That Texas was a result of specific circumstances was often lost on 

filibusters, and has since been seen by histories as significant enough to separate from the 

filibusters near entirely. But to filibusters of the time, as well as other observers, Texas was a 

successful example of how filibustering could be done, a way for a plucky band of righteous 

white Americans to defeat backwards and tyrannical mixed blood Latin Americans.68 

 This similarity, and conflation, between the Texan Revolution and more “traditional” 

filibustering can do much to inform study of the period. While in conventional historiography, as 

Karp emphasizes, filibusters uniformly failed, with the most successful, William Walker, only 

hold power for a short period of time before being deposed. This view allows Karp to dismiss 

filibusters as feckless adventurers, unimportant to larger trends, merely flash in the pan 
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celebrities who stirred up trouble. Never having had a chance to succeed, Karp at times seems to 

put forth the unspoken implication that filibusters are not worthy of much study and never had a 

chance to accomplish their goals.69 

Yet it seems unlikely that people of the era, either in support or opposition to filibusters, 

viewed filibusters as idle nuisances. Multiple reports from across the Atlantic state the danger 

posed by filibusters, and major reactions were often taken by other countries to contain them. 

William Walker even required a coalition of the rest of the nations of Central America, as well as 

support from Great Britain and Cornelius Vanderbilt, to depose Walker from power. The 

potential of filibusters to act and threaten other nations forced reactions by those who believed 

that filibusters were too dangerous a threat to ignore. That filibusters ultimately failed does not 

mean they never had a chance, the reaction of forces opposed to them implies quite the opposite, 

that they were a serious threat which demanded a serious response.70 

The forces that were arrayed against William Walker during his final expedition against 

Nicaragua in 1860 further emphasizes the significant danger that filibusters were considered to 

pose against Central American nations. With Walker’s would be army beginning in Honduras, 

they faced serious difficulties due to the quick arrival of a British force under Commander 

Nowell Salmon, which demanded that Walker cease his invasion. Minor negotiations were 
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played out by Walker, but ultimately he and his men would attempt to escape from the British 

and Honduran forces that sought to defeat them. These efforts to stay free proved futile, as 

Walker’s poorly equipped and outnumbered force came to be closely pursued, as they did not 

know the land and were ravaged by disease. More negotiations followed, leading to Walker to 

surrender his men to Commander Salmon. Salmon, concerned that allowing Walker to return 

home would lead to more expeditions, decided to turn Walker over to Honduras, who promptly 

executed him. All other filibusters caught with Walker were ultimately let go, but Walker’s 

danger was considered significant enough that his death was taken as a necessity.71 

Filibusters were also a great embarrassment to Americans internationally during the 

1850s, as foreigners associated the “sins” of filibusters with all Americans, and only Americans. 

For many it went beyond embarrassment and into the realm of insult as they felt they were being 

blamed for the actions of a few extreme countrymen of theirs. No less a figure than United States 

Secretary of State Daniel Webster became incensed by the international condemnation of 

American filibustering. While those upset at the United States’ reputation for filibustering did 

not support filibustering, they also felt compelled to object to the filibustering of Americans 

being singled out, and in the process sometimes came close to defending the expeditions. At the 

peak of his anger, Webster ordered the United States minister to France William C. Rives to 

collect evidence to compare American success at suppressing filibuster expeditions compared to 

European efforts at the same, which led to Rives reporting on a number of filibustering 

expeditions from European countries in both Europe and Latin America. For many Americans, 
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even those opposing filibusters, whatever problems the nation had with filibusters did not give 

foreign countries a right to criticize America, an example of the kind of nationalist, American 

exceptionalist mindset that animated many filibusters in the first place.72 

Some of the most extreme American reactions to charges of being the only nation to 

commit filibustering were to accuse every nation of having done filibustering in its past, often 

referring to any foreign invasion of colonization effort as filibustering in the process. The 

Spanish colonization of the Americas, Russia’s wars against the Ottomans, William the 

Conqueror’s conquest of England, all were painted by the brush of filibustering by defensive 

Americans determined to not have sole possession of, and responsibility for, filibusters. That any 

aggressive war could be tarred with the brush of filibustering, by at least some individuals, 

suggests that contemporaries of the 1850s had a much broader definition of filibusters compared 

to today. The biggest defensive claim by Americans about foreign filibusters was the role of the 

British, specifically the British East India Company, in India. Some even suggested that 

American filibusters had the moral high ground compared to British filibusters, since American 

filibusters were occasionally invited by locals for their expeditions, while the British uniformly 

were not in their activities in India. This partial defense of filibustering is revealing in regard to 

the pervasiveness of the ideas and motivations that led to filibustering expeditions in the first 

place.73 
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The link between filibustering and efforts to expand slavery present an interesting case 

study in regard to the Hawaiian Islands. While a target of some planned filibuster expeditions, 

and believed by many to be a serious target threatened by filibusters, it never actually faced 

invasion. The comparative geographic isolation of Hawai’i relative to Mexico, Cuba, and Central 

America can in part be to blame for this, however other potential explanations also exist. First 

and foremost, Hawai’i was not suitable for slavery, as it did not have pre-existing slavery and 

transporting slaves there would be immensely challenging due to the west coast of the United 

States being free territory and any journey by sea would’ve required a trip around South 

America, a completely impractical option. Further undermining ideas of the spread of slavery to 

Hawai’i, most of the Americans who had already moved to Hawai’i by the 1850s hailed from 

New England and California, not places supportive of the expansion of slavery. Since Hawai’i 

thus was highly unsuitable for slavery it did not attract much attention from southerners 

preparing filibustering expeditions, particularly with much closer and practical targets in Cuba 

and Central America lying before them.74 

This did not prevent some fringe voices from attempting to tie slavery to Hawaiian 

filibustering regardless. In 1852 Elizabeth Parker, a resident of Hawai’i, argued that the failings 

of the native Hawaiians, which included accusations of laziness and infanticide, meant they 

could not be relied upon to provide a menial labor force for the tropical paradise that Hawai’i 

was. Instead she argued that slaves would be needed to be brought in to secure the value of the 

islands, a suggestion that could be supported through the rapid decrease in population the native 
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Hawaiians had been seeing over the past one hundred and fifty years prior. Yet the logistics of 

bringing slaves to Hawai’i was not addressed by Parker, leaving a major short coming to her 

suggestion to import slaves. An alternative, and more practical, plan by William Henry Trescot 

of South Carolina instead suggested not to extend slavery to Hawai’i, letting it join the Union 

instead as a free state, to balance out the addition of a new slave state in Cuba. This is an 

intriguing suggestion, with the potential to mollify theoretical northern expansionists concerned 

about the political representation of the slave states, giving a form of balance to filibuster 

expansion. Ultimately this suggestion did not attract major attention and Hawai’i did not attract 

major substantive attention from filibusters, likely due to a lack of interest from Southerners, a 

major source of support for filibuster expeditions.75 

The attempted secession of the Confederate States is not generally immediately 

associated with the actions of filibusters, due to filibusters seeking to expand the United States, 

while the Confederate States sought to divide it, though support of slavery links the two. But to 

Justice John Archibald Campbell of the United States Supreme Court, within a week of Abraham 

Lincoln being elected president, he was claiming that filibusters, specifically after William 

Walker’s return after getting driven out of Nicaragua, had sown the seeds of disunion in the 

hearts of southern slave holders. The 1858 meeting of the Southern League was what truly 

seemed to be the harbinger of disunion to Campbell, since during the meeting the league, oft 

supportive of disunion, had also endorsed the reopening of the slave trade and the filibustering 
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exploits of William Walker for a return to Nicaragua. With an association between the most 

prominent disunionists and the most popular and famous filibuster, Campbell believed the 

alignment of the two groups would be devastating for the United States.76 

The importance of Anglophobia to slave holders, in particular their fear and disdain for 

Britain as the supposed enforcer of abolition was key to their focus on expansion of American 

power to the West Indies, Latin America, and on the high seas, as the oversaw a major expansion 

of the American navy during the 1840s. The annexation of Texas and filibustering expeditions 

were also often justified in terms of opposition to a British abolitionist conspiracy to encircle the 

United States. However it then seems hypocritical, or at least inconsistent, to southern views of 

Britain as their likely savior during the secession crisis, with their faith that “King Cotton” would 

force Britain to support them in their independence efforts. Why would southern slave holders 

put their faith in a nation that for decades they had considered their greatest threat and enemy?77 

There are multiple potential explanations for this change in perceptions. To be most charitable to 

the slave holders, perhaps the rising importance of cotton could be said to overwhelm moral 

sensibilities, and another of southerners had repeatedly pointed to the economic collapse of the 

West Indies following emancipation as a reason for European powers to never again support 

abolition. Slavery, and “King Cotton” had become such an integral part of the global economy, 

in the view of southerners, that it was irrational to oppose it. In this view, Britain had made a 
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mistake in the past, and would in 1861 realize its old error, and this time support southern slave 

holders in their secession, for their own economic interests, and to weaken their growing rival in 

the United States (ignoring that much of the rivalry between the United States and Britain had 

stemmed from southern machinations). Thus, economic prosperity and progress demanded 

British and international support for the Confederacy, due to the central position of slavery in the 

global trade economy.78   

           Alternatively southern slave holders were not the careful, calculating, and highly capable 

statesmen they have sometimes been presented as, and instead they turned to Britain as their 

savior as a sudden part of their larger, not well thought out, secession movement. Using what 

excuses they thought might sway Britain, they sought to bury the abolition issue, even as they 

fled from a United States government that would not necessarily abolish slavery. As history 

would ultimately show, it was not a well-planned move to seek support for a slave state from the 

premier abolitionist power, even if there were strong economic incentives to do so. A fatal 

underestimation of British anti-slavery sentiment it was, but it was an underestimation that flew 

in the face of decades of southern fears of Britain’s perceived abolitionism. 

Thus another blow is given to the image of southern slave holders as calculating, 

intelligent, well planned statesmen at the head of American policy. Certainly it cannot be denied 

that southern slave holders had a disproportionate influence upon American foreign policy 

during the antebellum era. An overwhelmingly disproportionate percentage of major positions in 

the United States Government in the antebellum era were held by slave holders, with the military 
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and foreign branches holding especially extreme influence from southern slave holders.79 It is 

also difficult to dispute that the efforts of southern slave holders led to a major economic power 

emerging in the American south, with strong links to many sectors of the growing world 

economy. However, to portray a wide distinction between refined and calculating southern 

statesmen and feckless adventurers misses the crucial points of comparison that were shared 

between southern supporters of slavery at large. They were men of vision, of ambition, and for 

both sides, these ambitions often got the better of them. 

Thus it can be quite convincingly argued that not only brash young men who believed in 

the promise of filibustering, many older southern slave holders supported filibustering, and 

believed in the possibilities of it. To these men, the spread of American territory was the best and 

most secured way of safeguarding the institution of slavery. That they supported other ways 

when filibustering failed does not mean they held faith in linked independent salve holding 

republics, but simply that when left with few choices, southern slave holders could turn to 

pragmatic arguments to justify no longer pushing for fruitless annexations. Southern supporters 

of slavery, across both class and status lines, steadfastly believed in the extension of slavery, and 

the United States by any means, and both national policy and filibustering were seen as path to 

that. 

In conclusion, filibusters, while drawing support and volunteers from many sources not limited 

to a single regional or social group, primarily held an association with southern slaveholding 

elite, with whom their goals were most closely aligned. Further, an important example which 
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many filibusters sought to emulate, and their opponents believed they could, was the Texan 

Revolution, even though it is not traditionally considered to be the work of filibusters. I do not 

argue that it was, however strong parallels between the intentions of filibusters to form new 

nations, or usurp existing ones, through force with the intention of sooner or later becoming 

annexed to the United States and the historical trajectory of the Republic of Texas. Filibustering 

also created another fracture within the United States, pushing Americans more firmly into pro 

and anti-expansionist camps, in many ways tied to the question of slavery, but also separate in 

some ways. Filibustering fits importantly within a larger framework of American society in the 

mid eighteenth century, both in terms of how it appealed to many Americans and in how 

Americans themselves came to understand it. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

 The United States was forged, according to cliché, by a hardy frontier spirit. Rugged 

individualism that allowed farmers to stake out claims in untamed wilds. That the land was 

claimed, by Native Americans, did not matter to these settlers. Likewise, filibusters were men 

who desired to prove their spirit in a different type of frontier, unconcerned about the existing 

inhabitants. While some Americans at the time, and many more since, denied the linkage 

between illegal filibustering and more traditional elements of American identity, they have 

fundamentally the same animus and justification. The linkage between filibustering and slavery, 

while strong, is only one part of a larger whole to the understanding of filibustering, which is 

deeply tied to the long and troubled history of American imperialism.
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