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General Leonard Wood, a close friend of President
Theodore Roosevelt.

One of these was the small, volcanic island of Jolo.
There were no great riches to be had there, but some
of its inhabitants, Muslims from the Moro people,
bristled at the idea of becoming American subjects.
They had managed to stay free from all but nominal
Spanish control and had no interest in submitting to
a new set of infidel foreign overlords. When the
Americans insisted that every adult male pay a ced-
ula, a sort of head tax, a thousand or more of the
island’s inhabitants refused and took refuge in the
crater of an extinct volcano, Bud Dajo. Their only
weapons were knives, rifles and boulders that could
be rolled down the steep mountainside. Massacre in
the Clouds is the story of how, over several days of
slaughter, virtually all of these Moros were killed.
Most died from high explosive and shrapnel shells;
the remainder from the machine guns that American
troops carried up to the crater’s rim.

Although Wagner gets too far into the weeds at
times (do we really need to know that Captain
McGlachlin of the artillery “set his gun at a 14-degree
angle”?), he has done an important service by
meticulously recording the full scope of an event
that Americans have almost totally forgotten. Its
death toll, he points out, was far larger than those
of the better-known killings at Wounded Knee
(1890) and My Lai (1968). And it is well-remembered
by the Moros, some of whom continue to resist out-
side rule to this day. When Wagner, to his great
credit, went to the island and climbed up to the
crater, he had to be accompanied by a twenty-five-
strong army patrol.

As America took over the Philippines, officials
tried to learn as much as they could from Europeans’
experience in subduing unruly subjects. When Wood
was first dispatched to the islands, Roosevelt ordered
him to study British and Dutch colonies en route. On
a later trip, Wood was happy to find himself on the
same ship as the British General Sir Archibald
Hunter, a veteran of the Battle of Omdurman (1898),
probably the deadliest single day’s slaughter in the
history of colonial warfare. On board, Wood noted
in his diary, he “enjoyed many long pleasant talks
with General Hunter”.

Some of those talks must have been about hostile
Muslims. One theme that runs through Wagner’s

book is how contemptuous the Americans were of
the Moros’ faith. A newspaper headline spoke of
“Mad Moros Killed”; Wood himself called them
“pirates and highwaymen”. An American machine-
gunner at the crater wrote home about “the delusion
that the Filipinos and Moros are actually human
beings”. They were seen as “fanatics” who were, in
a phrase picked up from British descriptions of
Malays, “running amok”. “Civilization has to be shot
into them”, wrote an American captain. A colonel
declared that he had “decided that perhaps the best
way to impress the lesson of lawfulness upon the
natives was ... by burying their bodies with a hog”.
More than a century later, Donald Trump exultantly
put forth a wildly twisted version of the story on the
campaign trail. He claimed that General John J. Per-
shing, “a rough guy ... caught fifty terrorists who did
tremendous damage ... and he took the fifty terror-
ists and he took fifty men and he dipped fifty bullets
in pig’s blood ... and he lined up the fifty people, and
they shot forty-nine of those people, and the fiftieth
person he said you go back to your people and you
tell them what happened. And for twenty-five years
there wasn’t a problem”. 

For some of the killers, the massacre was a source
of manly pleasure. “Wagons and ambulances were
being loaded, mule trains assembled, and packs
selected”, wrote one English volunteer with the
force, “everywhere was that bustle and suppressed
excitement, that rattling and snapping of weapons,
that hot smell of sweaty men, horses, and leather
accoutrements, that accompanies a campaign.”
Others shared in the pleasure vicariously. “How
Wood must have enjoyed the work!”, the ambassa-
dor of Germany, which had just carried out a geno-
cide of its own in what today is Namibia, wrote to
Roosevelt.

News of the killings was carefully managed. Wood
knew that many of those slaughtered in the crater
were women and children – something that, even in
the heyday of colonial enthusiasm, would not have
landed well with the American public. Through con-
trol of the telegraph wires, his friendship with Roos-
evelt, and allies in Congress and the press – all care-
fully traced by Wagner – negative reports were
suppressed and critics’ voices drowned out. Amer-
ican newspapers were soon printing headlines like
“Troops Saved Women” and “Battle Humane”. Wood
also tried unsuccessfully to stop the distribution of
a photograph showing a mass of dead bodies by
dropping its glass plate negative, supposedly by acci-
dent. But like the photograph, his reputation sur-
vived: in 1920, he became the leading, and by far the
best-financed, candidate for the Republican nomina-
tion for president. Only after Wood led in four
rounds of balloting but fell short of a majority did
the convention nominate Warren Harding as a com-
promise candidate.

Wagner’s investigation prompts us to ask why the
Bud Dajo massacre and the Philippine War more gen-
erally are so ignored in the US. As Wagner points out,
Americans like to think of themselves as the “good
guys”. But so does everyone. The story of slavery in
the British Empire has been told far more fully in
recent years because of pressure from Britain’s large
and growing Black population. And the US has begun
to acknowledge the role of slavery in its history in
part because some 40 million Black Americans, and
their allies, have lobbied hard for it. Filipino-Ameri-
cans, however, are far fewer and less politically
powerful. And as a country the Philippines itself has
remained closely bound to its former colonizer.

The result is an enormous gap in the American
collective memory. Wagner points out that no one
has campaigned to rescind the three Congressional
Medals of Honor awarded to participants in the Bud
Dajo massacre. A green volcano remains part of the
regimental crest of the fourth US Cavalry, which took
part in the assault. And while the names of many
Confederate generals have been stripped from US
Army bases, a vast base in Missouri is still called Ford
Leonard Wood. Changing such things might only be
cosmetic, but it would at least signal the beginning
of a reckoning. n

Cover-up
An atrocity committed by US troops in the Philippines
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The aftermath of the 
Bud Dajo massacre, 
Jolo, 1906

“The death
toll was far 
larger than 
those of the 
better-known 
killings at 
Wounded Knee 
and My Lai

Adam Hochschild’s 
most recent book is 
American Midnight: 
The Great War, a 
violent peace, and 
democracy’s forgotten 
crisis, 2022

W E  US UA L LY  T H I N K  of colonialism as
driven by a lust for wealth. In Heart of
Darkness, Joseph Conrad wrote about the

white men drawn to the Congo: “The word ‘ivory’
rang in the air, was whispered, was sighed. You
would think they were praying to it”. Diamonds and
gold motivated the Europeans who flocked to the
interior of what today is South Africa. And the long
Dutch rule over Indonesia began as a quest for spi-
ces, until other products – such as coal and oil –
turned out to be more valuable. Curiously, how-
ever, no such dream of riches drove the half
century of American control of the Philippines, the
largest of the colonies the United States seized from
Spain in 1898. For much of that period, in fact,
American sugar producers and other farmers lob-
bied vigorously for tariffs that would bar Philippine
products.

What did motivate the Americans? Kim A. Wag-
ner’s chilling account of a mass killing by US troops
in 1906 reminds us that colonialism had emotions
as well as economics behind it. The US had come
late to the race for territory in the global south –
indeed, Rudyard Kipling’s plea to “take up the
white man’s burden” was specifically urging a US
takeover of the Philippines – and warfare against
the Filipinos offered Americans a chance to show
that they were just as adept at conquering “sava-
ges” as Europeans. With the end of the Indian Wars
in the 1890s, furthermore, one arena in which mili-
tary-minded young Americans had traditionally
proved themselves was now closed. 

From 1899 to 1902, the US fought a brutal war
against advocates of Philippine independence,
which left several hundred thousand Filipinos
dead. But resistance simmered on in the southern,
predominantly Muslim islands of the archipelago,
where the governor, who commanded all US troops
in the Philippines, was the crusty, ambitious Major
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