The 1928 Massacre of Striking Banana Workers in Colombia
Writing Essays Using Primary Sources
Directions
The best essays combine good storytelling with insightful analysis. Use the following eight primary
source documents to write an essay that:
• has a relevant thesis and supports that thesis with evidence from the documents
• critically uses all of the documents
• does not simply summarize the documents
• analyzes the documents
• takes into account the sources of the documents and the authors’ points of view
Use simple parenthetical citations; for example, “blah, blah, blah” (Document #1). You may refer to
relevant historical information not mentioned in the documents.
Document #1: Photograph

!
Image: This photograph of Colombian labor leaders accompanied an internal United Fruit
Company memo. The numbers marked on the photograph correspond to the descriptions of the
labor leaders discussed in the memo. Note that leaders labeled “1” and “5” have “out” inscribed
onto the surface of the image. Photograph courtesy of United Fruit Company Letters, Bocas del
Toro Division. Philippe Bourgois.

K. Coleman, University of Toronto

1

Document #2: United Fruit Company internal memorandum that accompanied photograph of
Colombian labor leaders.
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Document #3: Excerpt from Tela Railroad Concession from Honduran Government, 1912.
Article 1. –The concessionaire [the United Fruit Company] undertakes to build a pier on the point that
he chooses between Cape El Triunfo and Puerto Sal in the bay of Tela and Puerto Sal, department of
Atlántida, and a railway, which, beginning at said port and connecting to it, will end in El Progreso,
department of Yoro [Honduras].
Article 16. –The [Honduran] Government will grant the concessionaire, in property, six thousand acres
of free public lands, with the trees of all kinds that they contain, for every twelve miles from the main
line and branches that the concessionaire builds. These lands are given in alternate lots, for the
concessionaire and the Government, of four thousand hectares on each side of the railway.
Document #4: Declassified Telegram, U.S. State Department, December 5, 1928
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Document #5: Declassified Telegram, U.S. State Department, December 5, 1928
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Document #6: Declassified Telegram, U.S. State Department, December 7, 1928
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Document #7: Declassified Telegram, U.S. State Department, January 16, 1929
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Document #8: Excerpt from Cien años de soledad (One Hundred Years of Solitude) (1967), a novel
by Gabriel García Márquez.
"The great strike broke out. Cultivation stopped halfway, the fruit rotted on the trees, and the hundredtwenty-car trains remained on the sidings. The idle workers overflowed the towns. The Street of the
Turks echoed with a Saturday that lasted for several days and in the poolroom at the Hotel Jacob they
had to arrange twenty-four-hour shifts. That was where José Arcadio Segundo was on the day it was
announced that the army had been assigned to reestablish public order.”
“ …. more than three thousand people, workers, women, and children had spilled out of the open space
in front of the station and were pressing into the neighboring streets, which the army had closed off
with rows of machine guns. At that time it all seemed more like a jubilant fair than a waiting crowd.
[….] An army lieutenant then climbed up onto the roof of the station where there were four machinegun emplacements aiming at the crowd and called for silence.”
Next to José Arcadio Segundo there was a barefooted woman, very fat, with two children between the
ages of four and seven. She was carrying the smaller one and she asked José Arcadio Segundo, without
knowing him, if he would lift up the other one so that he could hear better. José Arcadio Segundo put
the child on his shoulders. Many years later that child would still tell, to the disbelief of all, that he had
seen the lieutenant reading Decree No. 4 of the civil and military leader of the province through an old
phonograph horn. It had been signed by General Carlos Cortes Vargas and his secretary, Major
Enrique García Isaza, and in three articles of eighty words he declared the strikers to be a "bunch of
hoodlums" and he authorized the army to shoot to kill.”

For my interpretation of this primary source material, see:
Kevin Coleman, “The Photos We Don’t Get to See: Sovereignties,
Archives, and the 1928 Massacre of Banana Workers in
Colombia,” in Making the Empire Work: Labor and United States
Imperialism, edited by Daniel E. Bender and Jana K. Lipman
(New York: New York University Press, 2015), pp. 104-136.
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