
The Sinking of the Maine 

Cuba was a colony of Spain in the 1890s. There were many in the United States 
who wanted to see Cuba freed from Spanish control. There were still other 
Americans who thought that Cuba should become part of the U.S., or at least 
should be our colony, and not that of Spain. These circumstances, along with 
Cuba's location so close to Florida and the Keys, made many Americans interested 
in what happened in Cuba. 

Tensions grew between the U.S. and Spain during 1896 and 1897. There were 
many people in this country who thought the United States should go to war and 
force Spain to leave Cuba. But President McKinley and others suggested a more 
cautious approach. Even though tensions were high, it was felt that an American 
warship could still sail to Cuba without inciting war. The Maine set sail from Key 
West on January 23, 1898, for maneuvers with the North Atlantic Squadron. Less 
than a day later, she was ordered to sail to Havana, Cuba. Her mission was to 
protect American lives and property in that city. 

It was a brief but tense voyage. The ship and her crew were ready for anything as 
they entered the harbor on January 24, but there was no trouble. The captain 
took steps to make sure the ship looked as peaceful as possible. Although there 
had been rumors of threats of violence to the ship, things seemed calm. For the 
next several weeks everything seemed peaceful. 

On February 15, the crew went through a routine day. The Maine was supposed 
to leave Havana the next day for New Orleans and the Mardi Gras celebration. 
But, as it turned out, the coming tragedy would cause the Maine to remain in 
Havana harbor for 14 years. 

The USS Maine blew up at about 9:40 p.m. on February 15, 1898. The explosion 
lifted her bow into the air, causing the ship to break into two large sections. The 
worst of the explosion occurred near the crew's quarters, and trapped many men 
below decks. The Maine quickly took on water and started to sink. The captain, a 
number of other officers, and some crewmen were able to escape, but more than 
two hundred died in the explosion or the sinking that followed. A number of the 
crew were rescued from the wreckage, but died soon after. 



After Captain Charles Sigsbee gave the order to abandon ship, he went aboard 
another American ship in the harbor and wrote the following message, which was 
then sent by telegraph to Washington. 

"To the Secretary of the Navy: Maine blown up in Havana Harbor at nine forty 
tonight and destroyed. Many wounded and doubtless more killed or drowned. 
Wounded and others on board Spanish man of war and Ward line steamers. Send 
lighthouse tenders from Key West for crew.....Public opinion should be suspended 
until further report. All officers believed to be saved. Jenkins and Merritt not yet 
accounted for. Many Spanish officers, including representative of General Blanco 
now with me to express sympathy." 

The cause of the explosion that destroyed the USS Maine is still not known. At the 
time, it was generally believed that an underwater mine set in place by the 
Spanish had blown up the ship. A contemporary Naval inquiry came to the same 
conclusion. The United States subsequently went to war against Spain, with the 
phrase "Remember the Maine" resounding through the battlefield and the press. 

In 1912, Army engineers built a cofferdam around the wreckage, pumped out the 
water and examined the hulk. A government commission once again determined 
that an underwater mine had demolished the Maine. 

 

Over a half-century later, in 1974, Navy Admiral Hyman Rickover conducted a 
study of his own. He concluded that a fire had started by spontaneous 
combustion in some accumulated coal dust in one of the ship's coal storage 
bunkers. The heat from this fire, Rickover said, ignited the ammunition magazine 
and blew up the Maine. 

More recently, in 1995, Peggy and Harold Samuels published their own study. It 
questions many of Rickover's conclusions, and cites other evidence to suggest 
that the Maine was sunk by a mine after all. The Samuels believe it was a small 



mine that, by unlucky coincidence, happened to explode below the Maine's most 
vulnerable location, the ship's ammunition magazine, and caused the larger blast. 

Pieces of the Maine are scattered all over the country. Her bow plate and scrolls 
are mounted on a monument in Bangor, Maine. One of her cannons is a 
monument in Portland, Maine. The ship's silver service, recovered from the 
wreckage, now resides in the Blaine House, the Governor's residence in Augusta, 
Maine. One of her masts is erected in Annapolis, Maryland, on the grounds of the 
Naval Academy. Other artifacts from the ship are in private collections or on 
public display all over the nation. This dispersion of pieces from the wreckage has 
prompted some to call the USS Maine "the longest ship in the world" -- stretching 
from Maine to Cuba! 

 

Here is how this event was covered on February 25, 1898, by a local newspaper 
called the Pepin County Courier. 



 



 



Resources: 

 

"Pepin County Courier" February 25, 1898 

"Maine Public Broadcasting Homepage" (www.mpbc.org) 

 

Created by: 

Ben Weisenbeck and Jesse Kralewski 

 

http://www.mpbc.org/

