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an account of creeping U.S. aspirations to 
seize Cuba, from the early days of the Repub-
lic (Thomas Jefferson was among the first U.S. 
politicians to regard Cuba’s acquisition as in-
evitable) through the mid-19th-century an-
nexation intrigues of agitators in the South 
who saw Cuba as a place to expand slave ter-
ritory. Readers acquainted with the long arc 
of U.S.-Cuba relations will find much of this 

history familiar, but 
Hansen also digs up 
less known tales, in-
cluding the aborted 
plans of Spanish re-
formers to transform 
the bay into a major 
trading port.

In 1898, in the af-
termath of a myste-

rious explosion that destroyed a U.S. battle-
ship, the Maine, in Havana harbor, the United 
States declared war on Spain and began an 
overt intervention in Cuba’s ongoing war for 
independence. The Platt Amendment of 1901 
subsequently forced Cuba, by then putative-
ly independent, to concede partial sovereignty 
over its internal affairs as a condition for end-
ing U.S. military occupation—and mandat-
ed the creation of the U.S. naval station. Han-
sen’s exploration of the conflicted relationship 
between the base and Cuban society—includ-
ing the emergence of “Gitmo” as a Cold War 
hotspot after the Cuban Revolution—draws 
noticeably on Tulane historian Jana Lipman’s 
2009 study Guantánamo: A Working-Class 
History Between Empire and Revolution. 
Nonetheless, Hansen’s work stands out for its 
impressive synthesis and use of new sourc-
es (including original interviews with Charles 
Ryan, a former base resident gone AWOL to 
join Fidel Castro’s fighters in the late 1950s).

In time, U.S. policymakers learned to take 
advantage of Guantánamo’s ambiguous le-
gal status. Because it is subject to U.S. “juris-
diction and control” but not U.S. “sovereignty,” 
according to the lease, the base became a con-

venient place to bypass domestic strictures on 
whom the United States could detain, for how 
long, and under what conditions.

Hansen barely alludes to the tens of thou-
sands of raft-borne Cubans held at Guantá-
namo for several months in 1994 before they 
were permitted to enter the United States. In-
stead, he focuses on the plight of Haitian ref-
ugees stuck in immigration limbo at the base 
during the late 1970s and the early 1990s. 
The significance of this story quickly becomes 
clear: The arguments the U.S. government 
advanced for denying due process to “enemy 
combatants” after 9/11, and indeed for bring-
ing them to Guantánamo in the first place, 
drew on earlier court rulings concerning the 
rights of Haitians that held that the Constitu-
tion does not always follow the flag.

The Haitian story thus leads to a final 
chapter in which Hansen indicts Washing-
ton’s use of the base in the post-9/11 era. Han-
sen’s take on these matters certainly packs a 
political punch, but it is both moving and an-
alytically rigorous. As one former base offi-
cial remarks, “Gitmo is a silent bridge between 
history past and history future.” Guantána-
mo: An American History strongly attests to 
such links.

Michael J. Bustamante is a doctoral candidate in Latin 
American and Caribbean history at Yale University. He is a former 
research associate in Latin America studies at the Council on 
Foreign Relations.

Jesus H. Jones
Reviewed by Mark Reutter

He rode out of Texas in the depths of 
the Depression and was credited, during his 
reign as chairman of the Reconstruction Fi-

nance Corporation (RFC), 
with saving American capital-
ism and mobilizing the nation 
for World War II. “You’d bet-
ter see Jesse” became a man-
tra in New Deal Washington, 
referring to the pug-faced, 
fast-drawling Houston banker L
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Every year the U.S. Treasury 
Department issues a  
perfunctory $4,085 rent 
check to the government of 
Cuba, which authorities in 
Havana refuse to cash.



	 Wi l s o n  Q ua r t e r ly  n  Wi n t e r  2 01 2 	 91

C u r r e n t  B o o k s

named Jesse Holman Jones.
Under Jones’s watch, the RFC and its sub-

sidiaries lent hundreds of billions (in today’s 
dollars) to farmers, banks, railroads, and city 
and state governments, as well as various “in-
cubator” enterprises, such as the Rubber Re-
serve Company, which pioneered synthetic rub-
ber. Given his unprecedented power—which 
provides the apt title of Steven Fenberg’s meaty 
new biography—it’s no wonder that in 1941 
Time magazine dubbed Jones the second most 
powerful man in Washington (after President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt). Roosevelt himself teas-
ingly called him “Jesus H. Jones.”

Fenberg, a community affairs officer at a 
Houston foundation Jones founded, has two 

objectives: to tell the sto-
ry of this largely forgot-
ten figure and to demon-
strate how his ideas could 
be relevant to our present 
financial crisis. He is suc-
cessful on the first count, 
drawing from archival re-
search a comprehensive 
account of a man who 
built much of Houston’s 
downtown skyline before 
he went to Washington in 
1932 and made his mark 
there. 

The second quest is 
more elusive. Creating a 
“usable past” seems a pre-
scription for platitudes. 
And Fenberg tosses them 
around in his opening 
pages—about how gov-
ernment “can help people” 
and become “a catalytic 
force for progress”—before 
he lets the lessons from 
Jones’s life grow organi-
cally out of the narrative.

Born on a Tennes-
see farm in 1874, Jones 

dropped out of school at 13 to help run his fa-
ther’s tobacco business. The urge to see a wid-
er world, spurred by a trip to the 1893 World’s 
Columbian Exposition in Chicago, led him to 
Dallas, where he secured a job with his uncle, 
and eventually to Houston.

It took Jones several years to channel his 
energies, diluted by a fondness for poker and 
fancy clothes, into the art of making mon-
ey. But once he started, he was unstoppable. 
He formed the South Texas Lumber Compa-
ny in 1902 and was a millionaire five years lat-
er. From lumber he jumped into construction, 
erecting some of Houston’s first steel-framed 
buildings, then blazed into banking, which 
not only paid for his buildings but was a natu-L
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Texas businessman Jesse Jones, shown here in 1939, held the federal purse strings to 
billions during the Great Depression. President Roosevelt called him “Jesus H. Jones.”
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ral habitat for a mind that “could read and an-
alyze a balance sheet or a financial statement 
like a high-speed computer,” Fenberg writes. 

Lesson 1: Leverage your debt conservatively. 
When Jones took out a loan, he kept part of it in 
reserve. Thus he endured unscathed the Panic 
of 1907, which scalded many of his fellow build-
ers. Lesson 2: Use your powers to “do good” 
while doing well. For example, Jones cham-
pioned a joint local-federal effort to straight-
en and deepen Buffalo Bayou so that Houston 
could be connected to the Gulf of Mexico, pav-
ing the way for the city’s rapid expansion.

Jones’s success as a banker handed him a 
national platform. As the Depression’s head-
winds gathered force in 1932, President Herbert 
Hoover, a Republican, appointed Jones, a Dem-
ocrat, to the board of the RFC, which had been 
established to shore up the country’s financial 
system by buying the preferred stock of banks. 
Many conservative politicians, not to speak of 
bankers, saw the agency as stepping too close to 
private enterprise. To Jones, though, the RFC 
“was entirely too timid and slow.” 

Calling for bold government lending to 
farmers, small-town banks, and railroads, 
Jones became the chair of the RFC and the go-
to guy when Roosevelt’s New Deal swept into 
Washington in 1933. Roosevelt found the struc-
ture of the RFC very useful: It had been set up 
as an executive agency with the ability to obtain 
funding through the Treasury. Thus, it could fi-
nance a variety of projects and programs with-
out obtaining legislative approval. In today’s 
parlance, the RFC was a “special vehicle” whose 
transactions were “off the books” and therefore 
not reflected in the federal budget. 

What made a situation fraught with pork 
barrel politics work, according to Fenberg, 
was Jones’s resistance to letting others, in-
cluding Roosevelt, sway his decisions. “Nei-
ther a theorist, an ideologue, or an intellectu-
al,” Jones was a banker seeking a reasonable 
return on his investment. Thus another les-
son: Best business practices applied to gov-
ernment lending could yield steady and some-

times spectacular earnings to the taxpayer. 
This was especially true as the RFC, almost 
single-handedly, militarized American indus-
try in anticipation of World War II. 

The success of the RFC ultimately speaks 
to the character of its top leadership, not to 
the elephantine rules and preset formulas that 
characterize government contracting today. 
Except for $18 million lost investing in How-
ard Hughes’s Spruce Goose airplane exper-
iment, no major scandal sullied the agency 
during Jones’s 12 years at the helm. 

In 1945, the banker was forced out of the 
agency in a political reshuffle, and returned 
home to become a leading Texas philanthro-
pist. When he died, in 1956, he was eulogized 
with equal reverence by Democrats, Republi-
cans, businessmen, government bureaucrats, 
and workers. Fenberg’s comprehensive biog-
raphy should revive interest in this remarkable 
capitalist and public servant.

Mark Reutter is a fellow at the Progressive Policy Institute and a 
former Wilson Center fellow. He edited Railroad History for eight 
years and is the author of Making Steel—Sparrows Point and the 
Rise and Ruin of American Industrial Might (1988, rev. ed. 2004).

Mythical City
Reviewed by Andrew Curry

Rome has had an influ-
ence like that of no other city. 
Its 2,500 years of unbroken 
history make Paris and Lon-
don seem like recent arriv-
als. In Rome, Robert Hughes 
gives a thorough account of 
the Eternal City’s history and its influence on 
two millennia’s worth of artists, architects, and 
writers. A former art critic for Time and the au-
thor of books on subjects as diverse as Barce-
lona, Australia, and modern art, Hughes was 
first awed by Bernini’s fountains at the Piaz-
za Navona a half-century ago. He sees traces of 
Rome just about everywhere, from the works 
of Goethe to Manhattan’s original Pennsylva-
nia Station.

The ancient Rome of our imagination—

ROME:
A Cultural, Visual, 

and Personal  
History.

By Robert Hughes. 
Knopf. 498 pp. $35
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