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Foreword

This volume is one in a continuing series of books prepared by
the Federal Research Division of the Library of Congress under
the Country Studies/Area Handbook Program sponsored by the
Department of the Army. The last two pages of this book list the
other published studies.

Most books in the series deal with a particular foreign country,
describing and analyzing its political, economic, social, and national
security systems and institutions, and examining the interrelation-
ships of those systems and the ways they are shaped by cultural
factors. Each study is written by a multidisciplinary team of social
scientists. The authors seek to provide a basic understanding of
the observed society, striving for a dynamic rather than a static
portrayal. Particular attention is devoted to the people who make
up the society, their origins, dominant beliefs and values, their com-
mon interests and the issues on which they are divided, the nature
and extent of their involvement with national institutions, and their
attitudes toward each other and toward their social system and
political order.

The books represent the analysis of the authors and should not
be construed as an expression of an official United States govern-
ment position, policy, or decision. The authors have sought to
adhere to accepted standards of scholarly objectivity. Corrections,
additions, and suggestions for changes from readers will be wel-
comed for use in future editions.

Louis R. Mortimer
e Chief

Accesion For N Federal Research Division
NTIS CRA&I g Library of Congress

DTIC TAB . Washington, DC 20540-5220
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Preface

Like its predecessor, this study is an attempt to examine objec-
tively and concisely the dominant historical, social, economic, po-
litical, and military aspects of contemporary Honduras. Sources
of information included scholarly books, journals, monographs,
official reports of governments and international organizations, and
numerous periodicals. Chapter bibliographies appear at the end
of the book; brief comments on sources recommended for further
reading appear at the end of each chapter. To the extent possible,
place-names follow the system adopted by the United States Board
on Geographic Names. Measurements are given in the metric sys-
tem; a conversion table is provided to assist readers unfamiliar with
metric measurements (see table 1, Appendix A). A glossary is also
included.

Although there are numerous variations, Spanish surnames for
men and unmarried women usually consist of two parts: the
patrilineal name followed by the matrilineal. In the instance of
Roberto Suazo Cérdova, for example, Suazo is his father’s name;
Cérdova, his mother’s maiden name. In informal use, the matri-
lineal name is often dropped. When a woman marries, she gener-
ally drops her matrilineal name and replaces it with her husband’s
patrilineal name preceded by a ‘‘de.”” Thus, when Cristina Gar-
cia Rodriguez married Antonio Pérez Cevallos, she became Cristina
Garcia de Pérez. In informal use, a married woman’s patrilineal
name is dropped (Cristina Pérez is the informal usage). Some in-
dividuals use only the patrilineal name in formal as well as infor-
mal use. The patrilineal for men and unmarried women and the
husband’s patrilineal for married women are used for indexing and
bibliographic purposes.

The body of the text reflects information available as of Decem-
ber 1993. Certain other portions of the text, however, have been
updated. The Introduction discusses significant events that have
occurred since the completion of research; the Country Profile and
Glossary include updated information as available; several figures
and tables are based on information in more recently published
sources; and the Bibliography lists recent sources thought to be par-
ticularly helpful to the reader.
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Country Profile

Country

Formal Name: Republic of Honduras.
Short Form: Honduras.

Term for Citizens: Honduran(s).

Capital: Tegucigalpa.

NOTE—The Country Profile contains updated information as available.
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Date of Independence: September 15, 1821, from Spain; Novem-
ber 15, 1838, from United Provinces of Central America.

National Holiday: Independence day, September 15.

Geography

Size: Second largest country of Central America; area of 112,088
square kilometers.

Topography: About 80 percent of country consists of interior high-
lands, extremely rugged and mountainous with numerous inter-
montane valleys. Long and narrow Caribbean lowlands widen
in northeast, with numerous narrow river valleys reaching into
interior mountains. Small Pacific lowlands along the Golfo de
Fonseca.

Climate: Entire country lies within tropics, but much regional var-
iation because of mountains. Caribbean lowlands generally hotter
and more humid than rest of country. More temperate conditions
at higher elevations. Rainfall varies; Caribbean lowlands, especially
in northeast, wettest. Distinct wet and dry season in Pacific lowlands
and interior highlands. May to September wettest months.

Society

Population: In 1992 population estimated at nearly 5.1 million.
Rate of annual growth 2.8 percent. Most of population lives in
western part of interior highlands and Caribbean lowlands; north-
eastern Honduras sparsely settled. Population about half rural but
rapidly urbanizing.

Education and Literacy: Literacy reportedly at about 60 percent
in 1990 but varies widely regionally. Few people complete primary
school.

Health and Welfare: High degree of malnutrition; high infant and
child mortality rates. Major diseases: malaria, enteric diseases and
typhoid, influenza, tuberculosis, and pneumonia. Life expectan-
cy: nearly sixty-five years in 1992. Medical care minimal for most
of population.

Language: Spanish official language and spoken as primary or
secondary language by almost all of population. English also used
on Caribbean coast. Miskito of northeastern Honduras speak na-
tive language, as do Black Caribs of Caribbean coast.
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Ethnic Groups: Approximately 90 percent of population mestizo.
Caribbean coast population most diverse, with mestizo, Creole, and
Black Carib. Northeastern Honduras population primarily Miskito.

Religion: Predominantly Roman Catholic, although Protestant
denominations growing rapidly.

Economy

Salient Features: One of poorest nations in the Western Hemis-
phere. Economy dependent on two agricultural commodities,
bananas and coffee. Small manufacturing sector. Poorly developed
infrastructure. Heavily dependent on foreign aid.

Gross Domestic Product (GDP): US$3.3 billion in 1992 (US$650
per capita).

Agriculture: Main products: bananas and coffee. Also cattle, corn,
cotton, dry beans, sorghum, sugarcane, and tobacco.

Industry: Mainly agricultural product processing and simple as-
sembly operations; most items light consumer goods. Food, bever-
ages, and tobacco products constitute 50 percent of production.

Energy: Domestic needs met by petroleum imports, mainly from
Mexico and Venezuela, as well as by hydroelectric electricity gener-
ation. Electrification low and uneven, heavily concentrated in ur-
ban areas and western and northern parts of country.

Foreign Trade: Exports valued at US$843 million in 1992. Ex-
ports: bananas, coffee, shrimp and lobster, sugar, minerals, wood
products, and refrigerated beef. Imports valued at US$983 mil-
lion in 1992. Major commodities: machinery, manufactured equip-
ment, and raw or intermediate materials, such as petroleurn. Major
trading partners: United States, European Union, Central Ameri-
can Common Market, Japan, Mexico, and Venezuela.

Balance of Payments: Total external debt estimated at US$3 bil-
lion in 1993. In 1980s and 1990s, most years had negative balance
of payments.

Foreign Aid: Most economic assistance provided by United States.
Received substantial amounts of military aid from the United States
in 1980s.

Currency and Exchange Rate: US$1 = 8.78 lempiras (L) in Au-
gust 1994 (official rate).

Fiscal year (FY): Calendar year.
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Transportation and Telecommunications
Roads: 8,950 kilometers in 1993; 1,700 kilometers paved.

Ports: Puerto Cortés is country’s major port. Puerto Castilla on
Caribbean coast and San Lorenzo on Pacific coast secondary ports.

Airports: Two international airports, at Tegucigalpa and San Pedro
Sula; several secondary airports.

Railroads: 785 kilometers in 1993, all in north.

Telecommunications: Eleven television, 176 AM radio stations.
International communications to other Central American coun-
tries via Central American Microwave System, to rest of world via
satellite ground stations near Managua.

Government and Politics

Government: In 1982 freely elected civilian president and National
Congress inaugurated, returning country to constitutional rule after
ten years of military-led government. New constitution, country’s
sixteenth, devised and ratified by Constituent Assembly in 1982.
President, three presidential designees (vice presidents), deputies
of 134-member Congress, and nine justices of Supreme Court of
Justice all serve four-year terms. President appoints and dismisses
twelve secretaries of state and two other agency directors, who form
Council of Ministers, or cabinet. Most heads of various decentral-
ized autonomous and semiautonomous agencies appointed by, or
with concurrence of, president, who also appoints eighteen depart-
mental governors. Local governments (municipios), including mayor
and five- to seven-member council, normally elected every two to
three years.

Politics: Revolve around Liberal Party of Honduras and National
Party of Honduras. Since late 1960s, armed forces have evolved
as principal political force, governing directly, influencing general
policy, or controlling national security affairs. Private enterprise
sector, labor, peasants, teachers, and professionals all highly or-
ganized and actively pursue own interests through a variety of
means, including media, personal contact with officials, rallies, and
demonstrations.

Judicial System: Judicial system consists of Supreme Court of
Justice, which handles both civil and criminal cases, courts of ap-
peal, courts of first instance at departmental level, and justices of
the peace at municipal level.
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Administrative Divisions: Eighteen departments, further divid-
ed into 291 municipalities.

Foreign Relations: During 1980s focused on national defense
and efforts to achieve peace and stability within Central Amer-
ica. Regional political crisis, arrival of thousands of refugees in Hon-
duras, and presence of anti-Sandinista counterrevolutionaries on
Honduran territory burdened country and drew it closer to con-
flict. Involvement in regional politics deepened as Honduras ex-
panded military ties with United States through increased levels
of military aid, modification and construction of airfields, estab-
lishment of regional training center, and series of large military
exercises. Following early 1990s’ peace accords, relations with
neighbors have improved, and Honduras has become less depen-
dent on United States aid.

International Agreements and Memberships: Membership in
Organization of American States (OAS), Central American Com-
mon Market, Central American Integration System, and United
Nations and its specialized agencies. Important treaties include:
1947 Inter-American Treaty of Reciprocal Assistance (Rio Treaty),
Treaty for the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons in Latin America
(Tlatelolco Treaty), and Central American Peace Agreement (Es-
quipulas II).

National Security

Armed Forces: In mid-1994 armed forces of about 20,000 person-
nel organized into three service branches (army, air force, and navy)
and national police. Largest branch, army, had an estimated 13,500
troops; air force, 1,200; navy, 600; police, 4,500 personnel.

Units: Military units assigned to one of ten regions. Primary troop
component of army is light infantry battalion, of which there were
sixteen in early 1990s. Number of specialized support units, in-
cluding artillery, armored car, engineering, and special forces.

Military Equipment: Equipment from United States and West
European countries. Basic infantry weapon Belgian FAL and United
States M-16. Fighter-bombers primarily from France by way of Is-
rael; light tanks from Britain; and helicopters from United States.

Defense Budget: Averaged at US$44.2 million in 1992-93, about
1 percent of GDP.

Police and Internal Security: Until April 1994, separate service
branch with own general staff; police integral part of armed forces
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command structure. This branch was dissolved in early 1994; and
as of July 1994, no replacement police force or internal security
organization had been formed.
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Introduction

HONDURAS’S RUGGED TOPOGRAPHY and lack of natural
resources explain much of its history and present-day underdevelop-
ment. The land has been underpopulated since precolonial times;
the great civilizations of Middle America lay to the north, and Eu-
ropean immigrants to the area were few in number because the
region lacked mineral wealth and land suitable for farming. Exten-
sive mountain ranges kept Honduras from being considered as a
site for a transisthmian canal in the nineteenth century. This “‘re-
jection,”” however, brought the unexpected advantage of isolating
the new nation from much of the international intrigue that engulfed
Honduras’s neighbors. Lack of large areas of flat land for planta-
tions also had an unanticipated result: Honduras never produced
a powerful landholding oligarchy like those that controlled the econ-
omies and politics of many of the countries of Central America, and
as a result it has a more egalitarian society with a less rigid class
structure than its neighbors.

Honduras has frequently been exploited by outsiders. Neighbors
in Central America took advantage of Honduras’s weakness and
repeatedly intervened in Honduran internal affairs. Countries out-
side the region also manipulated Honduran politics from time to
time to suit their own national interests. Intervention and manipu-
lation were not limited to sovereign states. During the first half of
the twentieth century, the Honduran economy was so dominated
by the export of bananas that foreign banana companies often ex-
ercised as much power as the national government. Increased na-
tionalism and economic diversification have strengthened national
institutions in recent decades, but Honduras remains a nation highly
sensitive to and dependent on external forces.

Although Honduras is the second largest country in Central
America, it has little land available for cultivation. The terrain for
the most part consists of rugged mountains, with narrow coastal
plains to the north and south. Rainfall is abundant in the Caribbean
lowlands and on some of the north-facing mountain slopes, but most
of the arable valleys are fairly dry. When viewed from the air, most
of the landscape appears barren. Unlike the more lush mountain
areas of Guatemala and southern Mexico, the mountains and dry
valleys of Honduras have always been rather inhospitable to settlers.

Honduras lay at the southern edge of the advanced civilizations
of pre-Columbian Middle America. One of the most notable in-
digenous groups was the Maya, whose civilization spread south from
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the Yucatdn and Guatemala in the fifth century A.D. In what is
now northwestern Honduras, the Maya built the major ceremonial
center of Copén. For three and a half centuries, the city was one
of the principal centers of Mayan culture and trade. Sometime in
the ninth century A.D., Copan, as well as most other Mayan cit-
ies, was abandoned. The reason for this abrupt event continues
to puzzle archaeologists. Theories of civil war, disease, drought,
overpopulation, and crop failure have all been proposed. Whatever
the cause, the fall of the Mayan civilization apparently affected only
the city dwellers. Although the priests and rulers who built the tem-
ples, inscribed the glyphs, and developed the astronomy and mathe-
matics suddenly vanished, the peasants remained in the area and
form a continuum of language and culture that exists to this day.

European contact with Honduras began with Christopher
Columbus in 1502, but little exploration or settlement by Europe-
ans took place for the next two decades. Spanish conquistadors and
a few settlers began arriving in the 1520s, but the area soon be-
came a battleground for competing colonial authorities. The popu-
lation of the area dropped precipitously as the indigenous population
was nearly wiped out by new diseases, mistreatment, and expor-
tation of large numbers of persons to other colonies as slave labor.
By 1539 only an estimated 15,000 native people remained under
Spanish control; two years later, this figure had declined to 8,000.
Most of the indigenous inhabitants were organized into encomien-
das, a system that left the native people as vassals in their villages
under the control of individual Spanish settlers.

The colony began to grow in the 1540s as a variety of agricul-
tural activities developed and limited gold and silver mining be-
gan. However, gold production declined in the 1560s, the silver
boom peaked in 1584, and economic depression returned shortly
thereafter. By the seventeenth century, Honduras had become a
poor and neglected backwater of the Spanish colonial empire, having
a scattered population of mestizos (of mixed European and native
ancestry), native people, blacks, and a handful of Spanish adminis-
trators and landowners. Cattle raising was the only important eco-
nomic activity, and much of the Honduran interior and Caribbean
coast remained uncolonized and outside effective Spanish control.

The eighteenth century saw slow growth of the colony as agricul-
ture diversified and grew and the central government increased
its political control over the area. Conflict over trade policy, how-
ever, sparked a rivalry between Honduras’s principal cities, Tegu-
cigalpa and Comayagua, a rivalry that eventually became a feud
lasting for almost 200 years. In Spain, the Bourbons assumed the
throne in the early years of the century, and the revitalized Spanish
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government made several efforts to wrest control of the Caribbean
coast from the British.

In the early nineteenth century, Spanish power went into rapid
decline. The Napoleonic wars created turmoil in Spain, and the
Spanish colonies took advantage of this diversion of attention and
resources in the motherland to establish themselves as sovereign
nations. In 1821 the Central American provinces joined in the grow-
ing New World chorus by declaring their independence from Spain.
After some initial debate over whether Central America should face
independence alone, in early 1822 the Central American provinces
declared their allegiance to Mexico.

The union with Mexico was brief. In 1823 the United Provinces
of Central America broke free from Mexico. From its inception,
however, the new federation faced a series of ultimately insoluble
problems. Spanish rule had fostered divisions and local suspicions
among the five provinces of the federation more than it had en-
gendered any spirit of Central American unity. The federation was
beset by constant political rivalry and fighting. Unable to main-
tain any form of central control, the federation dissolved in 1838,
and Honduras became a sovereign state.

The new nation emerged with a Spanish-indigenous heritage that
survives intact to the present. Most of the population (an esti-
mated 90 percent in 1994) continues to be mestizo. The dominant
language and religion were, and still are, Spanish and Roman
Catholicism, although evangelical Protestant groups have made
many converts in the late twentieth century. The largest racial and
linguistic minority continues to be not the native peoples, who were
almost completely eradicated or assimilated, but English-speaking
blacks, a legacy of early British control of the Caribbean coast.

The years after independence in the eighteenth century were
neither peaceful nor prosperous in Honduras. The country’s weak-
ness attracted the ambitions of individuals and nations within and
outside of Central America. Even geography contributed to its mis-
fortunes. Alone among the Central American republics, Honduras
shared land borders with its three potential rivals for regional
hegemony—Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua. This national
rivalry was exacerbated by political divisions and civil wars through-
out the isthmus, struggles that often crossed country borders. For
a century and a half after independence, Honduras was ruled by
dictators and subject to a constant series of coups and coup attempts.
The combined impact of civil strife and foreign interventions kept
Honduras in a position of relative economic and social backwardness.

The end of the nineteenth century and first decades of the twen-
tieth century were a time of political and economic change. The

XXV




peaceful transfer of presidential power in 1899 was the first time
in decades that a constitutional transition had taken place. But 1899
was a watershed year in another, even more important sense. In
that year, the first boatload of bananas was shipped from Hon-
duras to the United States. The fruit found a ready market, and
the trade grew rapidly. The United States-based banana compa-
nies constructed railroad lines and roads to serve the expanding
banana production. Perhaps even more significant, Honduras be-
gan to attract the attention of the United States government. Un-
til the early twentieth century, the United States played only a very
limited role in internal Honduran political clashes. With its invest-
ments growing, however, the United States showed increased con-
cern over Honduras’s political instability. Although United States
marines never occupied Honduras as they did neighboring
Nicaragua, the United States frequently dispatched warships to
waters near Honduras as a warning that intervention in Honduras
was indeed a possibility if United States business interests were
threatened or domestic conflict escalated.

From 1920 through 1923, there were seventeen uprisings or at-
tempted coups in Honduras. Despite an international conference
and various accords to promote stability throughout the isthmus,
political strife in Honduras and its neighbors increased. This in-
stability contributed to growing United States concern over Cen-
tral America. Warships were again dispatched to the western
Caribbean, and political aspirants and successive governments in
Honduras were urged to honor constitutional provisions and in-
ternational agreements. The pressure by the United States had the
desired result, and more stable governments were in power from
1925 to 1931.

Political stability did not result in democracy, however. From
1932 to 1954, the country was successively ruled by two dictators—
Tiburcio Carfas Andino and Juan Manuel Gélvez. Although repres-
sive in rule, the two decades were a period of relative political calm.
The administration of Carfas sought to improve the military and
engaged in a limited program of road building. Carfas’s succes-
sor, Galvez, continued Carfas’s policy of road building and de-
veloping coffee as an export crop; Galvez also gave increased priority
to education.

By the early 1950s, the economy had begun to diversify. Although
bananas were still the most important crop, other agricultural
products, such as coffee and cotton, became significant export earn-
ers. For the first time in more than half a century, bananas ac-

counted for less than 50 percent of export earnings at the end of
the 1950s.
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Politically, the period from 1956 to 1958 marked a return to the
instability that had characterized Honduras in the past. A coup
in 1956 ousted the elected president and marked a turning point
in Honduran history. For the first time, the armed forces acted
as an institution rather than as the instrument of a political party
or of an individual leader. For decades to come, the military would
act as the final arbiter of Honduran politics.

An election to return the country to civilian rule was scheduled
for 1957 and won by a reformer, Ramén Villeda Morales. Although
unhappy with many of his policies, the military allowed him to com-
plete his term. When it appeared that another reformer, Ramén
Ernesto Cruz, might win the 1963 elections, however, the mili-
tary again seized power and installed General Oswaldo Lépez Ar-
rellano as president. Growing economic problems made the military
regime increasingly unpopular, and except for a brief period in
1969 when the country united behind the military to fight the six-
day Soccer War with El Salvador, pressure slowly built for a return
to civilian government.

An election was held in 1971, but after only nineteen months
in power, the civilian president was again overthrown by the mili-
tary. For a time, economic growth and land reform made the new
military government popular. Toward the end of the decade,
however, the economy again slowed, and rumors began to circu-
late about governmental corruption and military involvement in
narcotics trafficking. By 1978 it was clear that the military was losing
control of the country. A coup in 1978 replaced the military presi-
dent with a three-man junta, which promised to hold elections. A
new constitution was drafted, elections were held, and in January
1982, a civilian president was inaugurated.

The new constitution kept the basic form of government Hon-
duras had had under its fifteen previous constitutions. A strong
president was to be elected by direct popular vote every four years.
The National Congress, the unicameral legislature, was established
with a varying number of members (128 in 1994) elected to four-
year terms concurrent with the president. The judicial branch, the-
oretically independent of the other two, was in reality subject to
pressure from the president and has often been criticized for cor-
ruption and inefficiency.

Although democracy returned to Honduras in 1982, the con-
tinued underdevelopment of the country produced a crisis of con-
fidence in Honduran society throughout the 1980s. Indeed during
that decade, mounting economic and social pressures produced an
acute sense of disorientation in Honduran society. The combina-
tion of a worldwide economic crisis, a sharp rise in crime, and the
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absence of an independent police force and judicial system left the
average citizen with a pronounced sense of vulnerability.

Three presidents—Roberto Suazo Cérdova (1982-86), José Az-
cona Hoyo (1986-90), and Rafael Leonardo Callejas (1990-94)—
had the difficult task of consolidating democracy, appeasing the
military, and spurring economic development, while insurgencies
raged in all of Honduras’s neighbors. A campaign against leftists
in the early 1980s led to frequent accusations of human rights
abuses. Extensive military and economic aid came from the United
States during this time, easing the effect of economic recession that
enveloped all of Central America in the 1980s. The massive aid
and presence of United States troops, however, evoked strong criti-
cism from Honduran nationalists, as well as from many other seg-
ments of society, forcing the government to distance itself from the
United States in the early 1990s.

Honduras’s fourth democratically elected president since the
return to democracy, Carlos Roberto Reina Ididquez, assumed
power in January 1994. Reina, the candidate of the Liberal Party
of Honduras (Partido Liberal de Honduras—PLH), one of Hon-
duras’s traditional political parties, handily defeated Osvaldo Ra-
mos Soto of the more conservative National Party of Honduras
(Partido Nacional de Honduras—PNH). The 62 percent turnout
for the elections was low by Honduran standards, however, and
some political observers attributed the low turnout to a lack of en-
thusiasm among the voters for either candidate. Analysts also in-
dicated that although the 51 percent victory for Reina appeared
to be a clear mandate, many of the voters cast ballots against the
unpopular Ramos Soto rather than for Reina and his policies.

During the campaign, Reina ran on a traditional PLH platform
of antimilitarism and social reform. In addition, he called for a
““moral revolution’’ to combat the widespread corruption that many
felt permeated Honduran society and government. His clean image
and calls for reform struck a sympathetic chord with the electorate.
Reina was well known to Honduran voters—the sixty-seven-year-
old lawyer was a lifelong politician who had been jailed in the 1970s
for opposing policies of the military government, had worked dur-
ing the 1980s for international human rights organizations, and
had represented Honduras on the International Court of Justice.

Economic problems were the first challenge to the new presi-
dent. Although the previous administration followed strict fiscal
policies in its first three years in power, it went on a spending spree
during its last few months. Inflation for the first two months of
1994 jumped to 16 percent, and the rapidly deteriorating economic
situation forced the Reina administration to act quickly. It devalued
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the lempira (for value—see Glossary) from US$1=6.2 to
US$1 =7.3 in February, froze the price of forty-four basic food-
stuffs for seventy days, and announced plans to sell state enterprises.

In March 1994, Reina outlined his administration’s policies in
his state-of-the-union address. Social programs, especially those
designed to lower the number of people living in poverty, cut the
infant mortality rate, and increase child nutrition programs, would
be given priority. Although the overall budget was cut 10 percent,
social programs would increase to 35 percent of total government
expenditures. Reina blamed many of Honduras’s economic
problems on corruption and urged the public and the nation’s press
to join him in his ‘‘moral revolution’’ to fight corruption at all levels.
He vowed to rid the government of political appointees who did
little work and promised to send a code of conduct for public em-
ployees to the National Congress for approval. Reina also promised
to reduce the size of the armed forces and end the draft.

In the first step of his moral revolution, Reina established a new
Ministry of the Public, charged with investigating charges of cor-
ruption and abolished Fusep. Independent of the government, an
additional responsibility of the Ministry of the Public was oversight
of the Department of Criminal Investigation (Departamento de
Investigaciones Criminales), created to replace the much-criticized
National Directorate of Investigation (Directorio de Investigacién
Nacional), the special intelligence unit of the armed forces.

In April a bill was submitted to the National Congress to end
the military draft. Military service had been a major issue for most
Hondurans because of the way recruits were obtained. Although
all Honduran men are required to serve two years, draft lists were
commonly ignored, and recruits were obtained by forced conscrip-
tion of young, usually poor, men off the streets. The armed forces
commander in chief, Luis Alonso Discua Elvir, complained that
the armed forces would lack sufficient personnel if the draft (and
the press-gang technique of gathering new soldiers) were abolished.
In a surprise move, however, the military announced it would abide
by the National Congress’s decision, and the measure was even-
tually passed.

Despite attempts to increase social spending, the overall econo-
my continued to deteriorate throughout 1994. The largest problem,
however, proved not to be government fiscal policies but rather
a severe energy crisis. A nationwide drought lowered the level of
water in the Francisco Morazan dam, the country’s principal source
of electricity. The dam was producing only half of its 300-megawatt
capacity in June after one of its four generators had to be shut down.
Rotating blackouts of twelve hours per day crippled industrial
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production. Food and fuel prices were increased in the autumn to
compensate for increased transportation costs. By the end of 1994,
officials of the Roman Catholic Church warned that social unrest
would increase if the economic crisis continued to deepen.

Although politically more stable than perhaps at any other time
in its history, in late 1994 the country still faced daunting economic
and social problems. The transportation and communication sys-
tem was woefully inadequate for the nation’s needs. Per capita in-
come stood at US$650, one of the lowest figures in the Western
Hemisphere. At least 40 percent of the total population was illiter-
ate. Less than half the population completed elementary school.
Health care for the rural population (about 50 percent of the total)
and much of the urban poor was practically nonexistent. Malnutri-
tion and disease were widespread. And despite government calls
for increased spending on social programs, stringent budgetary
measures presaged less, rather than more, money for government
programs to improve health and education facilities. Given the grim
social indicators, it is surprising that Honduras has managed to
avoid, so far, the political violence that has plagued its neighbors
with similar social problems. The question for Honduras in the
future undoubtedly will be how best, with its limited resources,
to deal with the growing pressures on its society while avoiding
domestic unrest.

December 22, 1994 Tim L. Merrill
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Chapter 1. Historical Setting
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THROUGHOUT ITS HISTORY, Honduras has been an under-
developed area. Its rugged topography and lack of good ports on
the Pacific coast have combined to keep it relatively isolated from
the mainstream of social and economic development. The capital, -
Tegucigalpa, is located high in the central mountains, removed
from the isthmus’s main north-south transportation routes.

The rugged topography and semi-isolation have provided Hon-
duras some advantages as well as disadvantages. Unlike the neigh-
boring republics of El Salvador and Guatemala, Honduras did not
produce a totally dominant landholding oligarchy. It also escaped
the turmoil over transisthmian transit routes that plagued Nicaragua
and Panama. Finally, Honduras, alone among Central America’s
republics, is not dominated by a single city. The isolation of the
capital led to the rise of San Pedro Sula in the twentieth century
as the nation’s commercial and industrial center.

However, lack of development produced, for much of Honduras’s
history, relatively weak social and political institutions. Much of
the nation’s history has been marked by long periods of political
instability, frequent military coups, and considerable government
corruption and inefficiency. External powers have consistently ex-
ploited and aggravated these problems. Neighboring Central Ameri-
can nations have repeatedly intervened in Honduran internal
affairs, giving Hondurans a strong fear of foreign attack. Coun-
tries outside the region also have manipulated Honduran politics
from time to time to suit their own national interests. During the
first half of the twentieth century, the Honduran economy was so
dominated by the United Fruit Company and the Standard Fruit
Company that company managers were frequently perceived as
exercising as much power as the Honduran president. Increased
nationalism and economic diversification have changed this situa-
tion in recent decades, but in the early 1990s, Honduras remained
a nation highly sensitive to and dependent on external forces.
Despite both national and international efforts, Honduras remained
poor and vulnerable. In the 1980s, security concerns centered on
the Nicaraguan border; in the early 1990s, concern centered on
El Salvador because of its insurgency problems and its boundary
dispute with Honduras.

Both a product and a victim of its past, in the mid-1990s, Hon-
duras was striving to find some means of gaining the benefits of
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modernization while avoiding the violent conflicts that wracked its
neighbors in the 1980s.

Pre-Columbian Society
The Mayan Heritage

Pre-Columbian Honduras was populated by a complex mixture
of indigenous peoples representing a wide variety of cultural back-
grounds and linguistic groups—the most advanced and notable of
which were related to the Maya of the Yucatan and Guatemala.
Mayan civilization had reached western Honduras in the fifth cen-
tury A.D., probably spreading from lowland Mayan centers in
Guatemala’s Petén region. The Maya spread rapidly through the
Rio Motagua Valley, centering their control on the major cere-
monial center of Copén, near the present-day town of Santa Rosa
de Copan. For three and a half centuries, the Maya developed the
city, making it one of the principal centers of their culture. At one
point, Copan was probably the leading center for both astronomi-
cal studies—in which the Maya were quite advanced—and art. One
of the longest Mayan hieroglyphic inscriptions ever discovered was
found at Copéan. The Maya also established extensive trade net-
works spanning as far as central Mexico.

Then, at the height of the Mayan civilization, Copan was ap-
parently abandoned. The last dated hieroglyph in Copéan is 800
A.D. Much of the population evidently remained in the area after
that, but the educated class—the priests and rulers who built the
temples, inscribed the glyphs, and developed the astronomy and
mathematics—suddenly vanished. Copan fell into ruin, and the
descendants of the Maya who remained had no memory of the
meanings of the inscriptions or of the reasons for the sudden fall.

Other Indigenous Groups

Following the period of Mayan dominance, the area that would
eventually comprise Honduras was occupied by a multiplicity of
indigenous peoples. Indigenous groups related to the Toltec of cen-
tral Mexico migrated from the northwest into parts of what be-
came western and southern Honduras. Most notable were the
Toltec-speaking Chorotega, who established themselves near the
present-day city of Choluteca. Later enclaves of Nahua-speaking
peoples, such as the Pipil, whose language was related to that of
the Aztec, established themselves at various locations from the
Caribbean coast to the Golfo de Fonseca on the Pacific coast.

While groups related to indigenous peoples of Mexico moved
into western and southern Honduras, other peoples with languages
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related to those of the Chibcha of Colombia were establishing them-
selves in areas that became northeastern Honduras. Most promi-
nent among these were the Ulva and Paya speakers. Along the
Caribbean coast, a variety of groups settled. Most important were
the Sumu, who were also located in Nicaragua, and the Jicaque,
whose language family has been a source of debate among schol-
ars. Finally, in parts of what is now west-central Honduras were
the Lenca, who also were believed to have migrated north from
Colombia but whose language shows little relation to any other in-
digenous group.

Although divided into numerous distinct and frequently hostile
groups, the indigenous inhabitants of preconquest Honduras (be-
fore the early 1500s) carried on considerable trade with other parts
of their immediate region as well as with areas as far away as Pan-
ama and Mexico. Although it appears that no major cities were
in existence at the time of the conquest, the total population was
nevertheless fairly high. Estimates range up to 2 million, although
the actual figure was probably nearer to 500,000.

Spanish Conquest and Settlement
The Initial Explorations

European contacts with the indigenous population of Honduras
began with the final voyage of Christopher Columbus. In 1502
Columbus sailed past the Islas de la Bahfa (Bay Islands) and shortly
thereafter reached the mainland of Central America. While at one
of the islands, Columbus discovered and seized a large canoe loaded
with a wide variety of trade goods. Evidence seems to indicate that
the canoe’s occupants were Mayan traders and that their encoun-
ter with Columbus marked his first direct contact with the civili-
zations of Mexico and northern Central America. Despite the fact
that the canoe had been observed coming from the west, Colum-
bus turned east and then south, sailing away from the civilizations
and doing little exploring on the Honduran coast. His only direct
legacy was the assigning of a few place-names on the Caribbean
coast, notably Guanaja for one of the Islas de la Bahfa, Cabo Gra-
cias a Dios for the eastern extremity of Honduras, and Honduras
(depths in Spanish) for the overall region. The latter name sug-
gests the deep waters off the northern coast.

Little exploration took place for the next two decades. Spanish
navigators Juan Diaz de Solis and Vicente Yafiez Pinzén proba-
bly touched on part of the Honduran coast in 1508 but devoted
most of their efforts to exploring farther north. Some expeditions
from the islands of Cuba and Hispaniola may have reached the
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mainland and encountered the population of the Islas de la Bahfa
in the second decade of the century, but otherwise the Honduran
Caribbean coast was a neglected area.

Interest in the mainland was dramatically revived as a result of
the expedition of Hernin Cortés to Mexico. While Cortés was com-
pleting his conquest of the Aztec, expeditions from Mexico, Pana-
ma, and the Caribbean began to move into Central America. In
1523 part of an expedition headed by Gil Gonzélez Davila discov-
ered the Golfo de Fonseca on the Pacific coast, naming it in honor
of Bishop Rodriguez de Fonseca. The following year, four separate
Spanish land expeditions began the conquest of Honduras.

The Era of the Conquistadors

The nearly simultaneous invasions of Honduras in 1524 by rival
Spanish expeditions began an era of conflict among rival Spanish
claimants as well as with the indigenous population. The major
initial expeditions were led by Gonzalez Davila, who hoped to carve
out a territory for his own rule, and by Cristébal de Olid, who
was dispatched from Cuba by Cortés. Once in Honduras, however,
Olid succumbed to personal ambition and attempted to establish
his own independent authority. Word of this reached Cortés in
Mexico, and to restore his own authority, he ordered yet another
expedition, this one under the command of Francisco de Las Ca-
sas. Then, doubting the trustworthiness of any subordinate, Cortés
set out for Honduras himself. The situation was further compli-
cated by the entry into Honduras of expeditions from Guatemala
under Pedro de Alvarado and from Nicaragua under Hernando
de Soto.

In the initial siruggle for power, Olid seemed to gain the upper
hand, capturing both Gonzélez D4vila and Las Casas. His cap-
tives, however, having managed to subvert the loyalty of some of
Olid’s men, took Olid prisoner, and then promptly beheaded him.
Although later condemned for this action by a Mexican court, none
of the conspirators ever suffered any real punishment.

The arrival of Cortés in Honduras in 1525 temporarily restored
some order to the Spanish conquest. He established his own authori-
ty over the rival claimants, obtained the submission of numerous
indigenous chiefs, and tried to promote the creation of Spanish
towns. His own headquarters was located at Trujillo on the Carib-
bean coast. In April 1526, Cortés returned to Mexico, and the re-
maining Spaniards resumed their strife.

Some order was again restored in October of that year when the
first royal governor, Diego Lépez de Salcedo, arrived. Lépez de
Salcedo’s policies, however, drove many indigenous people, once
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pacified by Cortés, into open revolt. His attempt to extend his juris-
diction into Nicaragua resulted in his imprisonment by the authori-
ties there. After agreeing to a Nicaraguan-imposed definition of
the boundary between the two provinces, Lépez de Salcedo was
released but did not return to Honduras until 1529.

The early 1530s were not prosperous for Honduras. Renewed
fighting among the Spaniards, revolts, and decimation of the set-
tled indigenous population through disease, mistreatment, and ex-
portation of large numbers to the Caribbean islands as slaves left
the colony on the edge of collapse by 1534. The Spanish crown
renamed the depressed province as Honduras-Higueras, subdivid-
ing it into two districts. Higueras encompassed the western part
while the rest remained known as Honduras. The decline in popu-
lation of the province continued, and only the direct intervention
of Pedro de Alvarado from Guatemala in 1536 kept Higueras from
being abandoned. Alvarado was attracted by the prospect of gold
in the region, and, with the help of native Guatemalans who ac-
companied him, he soon developed a profitable gold-mining in-
dustry centered in the newly established town of Gracias.

The discovery of gold and silver deposits attracted new settlers
and increased the demand for indigenous labor. The enforced labor,
however, led to renewed resistance by the native people that cul-
minated in a major uprising in 1537. The leader of the uprising
was a capable young Lenca chieftain known as Lempira (after whom
the Honduran national monetary unit would eventually be named).
Lempira established his base on a fortified hill known as the Pefiol
de Cerquin and until 1538 successfully defeated all efforts to sub-
due him. Inspired by his example, other native inhabitants began
revolting, and the entire district of Higueras seemed imperiled.
Lempira was ultimately murdered while negotiating with the
Spaniards. After his death, resistance rapidly disintegrated, although
some fighting continued through 1539.

The defeat of Lempira’s revolt accelerated the decimation of the
indigenous population. In 1539 an estimated 15,000 native Ameri-
cans remained under Spanish control; two years later, there were
only 8,000. Most of these were divided into encomiendas, a system
that left the native people in their villages but placed them under
the control of individual Spanish settlers. Under terms of the enco-
mienda system, the Spaniards were supposed to provide the in-
digenous people with religious instruction and collect tribute from
them for the crown. In return, the Spaniards were entitled to a
supposedly limited use of indigenous labor. As the native popula-
tion declined, the settlers exploited those remaining even more ruth-
lessly. This exploitation led to a clash between the Spanish settlers
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and authorities on one side and on the other side the Roman Catho-
lic Church led by Father Crist6bal de Pedraza, who in 1542 be-
came the first bishop of Honduras. Bishop Pedraza, like others after
him, had little success in his efforts to protect the native people.

Colonial Honduras
The Spread of Colonization and the Growth of Mining

The defeat of Lempira’s revolt, the establishment of the bishopric
(first at Trujillo, then at Comayagua after Pedraza’s death), and
the decline in fighting among rival Spanish factions all contributed
to expanded settlement and increased economic activity in the
1540s. A variety of agricultural activities was developed, including
cattle ranching and, for a time, the harvesting of large quantities
of sarsaparilla root. But the key economic activity of sixteenth-
century Honduras was mining gold and silver.

The initial mining centers were located near the Guatemalan
border, around Gracias. In 1538 these mines produced significant
quantities of gold. In the early 1540s, the center for mining shifted
eastward to the Rio Guayape Valley, and silver joined gold as a
major product. This change contributed to the rapid decline of Gra-
cias and the rise of Comayagua as the center of colonial Honduras.
The demand for labor also led to further revolts and accelerated
the decimation of the native population. As a result, African slav-
ery was introduced into Honduras, and by 1545 the province may
have had as many as 2,000 slaves. Other gold deposits were found
near San Pedro Sula and the port of Trujillo.

By the late 1540s, Honduras seemed headed for relative pros-
perity and influence, a development marked by the establishment
in 1544 of the regional audiencia (see Glossary) of Guatemala with
its capital at Gracias, Honduras. The audiencia was a Spanish
governmental unit encompassing both judicial and legislative func-
tions whose president held the additional titles of governor and cap-
tain general (hence the alternative name of Captaincy General of
Guatemala). The location of the capital was bitterly resented by
the more populous centers in Guatemala and El Salvador, and in
1549 the capital of the audiencia was moved to Antigua, Guatemala.

Mining production began to decline in the 1560s, and Honduras
rapidly declined in importance. The subordination of Honduras
to the Captaincy General of Guatemala had been reaffirmed with
the move of the capital to Antigua, and the status of Honduras
as a province within the Captaincy General of Guatemala would
be maintained until independence. Beginning in 1569, new silver
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strikes in the interior briefly revived the economy and led to the
founding of the town of Tegucigalpa, which soon began to rival
Comayagua as the most important town in the province. But the
silver boom peaked in 1584, and economic depression returned
shortly thereafter. Mining efforts in Honduras were hampered by
alack of capital and labor, difficult terrain, the limited size of many
gold and silver deposits, and bureaucratic regulations and incompe-
tence. Mercury, vital to the production of silver, was constantly
in short supply; once an entire year’s supply was lost through the
negligence of officials. By the seventeenth century, Honduras had
become a poor and neglected backwater of the Spanish colonial
empire, having a scattered population of mestizos, native people,
blacks, and a handful of Spanish rulers and landowners.

Colonial Society, Economy, and Government

Although mining provided much of the limited revenue Hon-
duras generated for the Spanish crown, a majority of the inhabi-
tants were engaged in agriculture. Attempts to promote agricultural
exports had limited success, however, and most production re-
mained on a subsistence level. If anything, the province became
more rural during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. As
a result of economic declines or foreign attacks, several town govern-
ments simply ceased to function during this period.

The cattle industry was probably the most important agricul-
tural activity. Much of the cattle industry was on a small scale,
but by 1714 six ranchers in the areas of the present-day depart-
ments of Yoro and Olancho owned over 1,000 head of cattle each.
Some of the cattle were driven to Guatemala for sale. Such sales,
however, occasionally produced meat shortages in Honduras and
led to conflicts between Guatemalan and Honduran provincial
officials.

Much of the Honduran interior remained uncolonized and out-
side of effective Spanish control during the colonial era. The Ji-
caque, fleeing into the hills, managed to retain considerable cultural
autonomy. Other indigenous groups, however, were increasingly
brought under Spanish influence and began to lose their separate
identities. This assimilation was facilitated by occasional expedi-
tions of government and church officials into new areas. One such
expedition into Yoro in 1689 found forty villages of native people
living outside of effective Spanish control.

By the end of the seventeenth century, governing Honduras had
become a frustrating, thankless task. Only Comayagua, with 144
families, and Tegucigalpa, with 135, had over 100 Spanish set-
tlers. The province boasted little in the way of education or culture.
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The lack of good ports, especially on the Pacific coast, limited con-
tacts with the outside world. Whenever possible, the Spanish
colonists forced native people to move to the Tegucigalpa area,
where they were available for labor in the mines. However, illegal
resettlement and corruption in the mining industry—where every
available ruse was used to avoid paying taxes—created a constant
series of problems for colonial authorities. Smuggling, especially
on the Caribbean coast, was also a serious problem.

Early in the eighteenth century, the Bourbon Dynasty, linked
to the rulers of France, replaced the Habsburgs on the throne of
Spain and brought change to Honduras. The new dynasty began
a series of reforms throughout the empire designed to make ad-
ministration more efficient and profitable and to facilitate the
defense of the colonies. Among these reforms was a reduction in
the tax on precious minerals and in the cost of mercury, which was
a royal monopoly. In Honduras these reforms contributed to a
revival of the mining industry in the 1730s. Efforts to promote the
Honduran tobacco industry as a royal monopoly proved less ef-
fective and encountered stiff local opposition. The same was true
of plans to improve tax collection. Ultimately, the Bourbons
abolished most of the corrupt local governmental units, replacing
them in 1787 with a system of intendencias (the name of the new
local unit and also its administrator, a royal official who super-
vised tax collections and commercial matters, controlled prices and
credit, and exercised some judicial functions).

Anglo-Spanish Rivalry

A major problem for Spanish rulers of Honduras was the ac-
tivity of the English along the northern Caribbean coast. These
activities began in the late sixteenth century and continued into
the nineteenth century. In the early years, Dutch as well as En-
glish corsairs (pirates) attacked the Caribbean coast, but as time
passed the threat came almost exclusively from the English. In 1643
one English expedition destroyed the town of Trujillo, the major
port for Honduras, leaving it virtually abandoned for over a
century.

Destructive as they were, raiding expeditions were lesser problems
than other threats. Beginning in the seventeenth century, English
efforts to plant colonies along the Caribbean coast and in the Islas
de la Bahia threatened to cut Honduras off from the Caribbean
and raised the possibility of the loss of much of its territory. The
English effort on the Honduran coast was heavily dependent on
the support of groups known as the Sambo and the Miskito, ra-
cially mixed peoples of native American and African ancestry who
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were usually more than willing to attack Spanish settlements (see
Boundary Disputes, ch. 2).

British settlers were interested largely in trading, lumbering, and
producing pitch. During the numerous eighteenth-century wars
between Britain and Spain, however, the British crown found any
activity that challenged Spanish hegemony on the Caribbean coast
of Central America to be desirable. Major British settlements were
established at Cabo Gracias a Dios and to the west at the mouth
of the Rio Sico, as well as on the Islas de la Bahfa. By 1759 a Spanish
agent estimated the population in the Rio Sico area as 3,706.

Under the Bourbons, the revitalized Spanish government made
several efforts to regain control over the Caribbean coast. In 1752
a major fort was constructed at San Fernando de Omoa near the
Guatemalan border. In 1780 the Spanish returned in force to Truji-
llo, which they began developing as a base for expeditions against
British settlements to the east. During the 1780s, the Spanish
regained control over the Islas de la Bahfa and drove the majority
of the British and their allies out of the area around Black River.
A British expedition briefly recaptured Black River, but the terms
of the Anglo-Spanish Convention of 1786 gave definitive recogni-
tion to Spanish sovereignty over the Caribbean coast.

The Early Independence Years, 1821-99
The Collapse of Spanish Rule

In the early nineteenth century, Spanish power went into rapid
decline. Although Spain was allied with France during the
Napoleonic Wars, in 1808 Napoleon Bonaparte forced the Span-
ish king to abdicate and put a Bonaparte on the Spanish throne.
In response, Spanish people erupted in revolt in Madrid and
throughout Spain, setting off a chain of uprisings in Latin Ameri-
ca. In Honduras, resentment against rule by the exiled Spanish
king increased rapidly, especially because increased taxes for Spain’s
struggle against the French threatened the cattle industry. In 1812
disturbances that broke out in Tegucigalpa were more linked to
long-standing rivalry with Comayagua, however, than to opposi-
tion to Spanish rule. The disturbances were quickly controlled, and,
to appease local discontent, the municipal government of Tegucigal-
pa was reestablished.

The rivalry between Tegucigalpa and Comayagua helped precipi-
tate the final collapse of Spanish authority in Honduras. A new
Spanish administration attempted to transfer Comayagua’s tobacco
factory to Tegucigalpa. This move led to defiance by Comayagua,

12



Historical Setting

which refused to acknowledge the authority of the government in
Guatemala. The weakened Spanish government was unable to end
Comayagua’s defiance, and for a time civil strife threatened to break
out. Conflict was averted by the decision made by all the Central
American provinces on September 15, 1821, to declare their in-
dependence from Spain. This action failed to resolve the dispute
between Tegucigalpa and Comayagua, however; the former now
urged the creation of a unified Central American state, while the
latter favored union with the Empire of Mexico under the rule of
General Augustin de Iturbide. Ultimately, Comayagua’s position
prevailed, and in early 1822 the Central American provinces
declared their allegiance to Mexico.

This union lasted just over a year and produced few if any benefits
for either party. In March 1823, Iturbide was overthrown in Mex-
ico, and the empire was replaced by a republic. The Central Ameri-
can Congress, in which Comayagua but not Tegucigalpa was
represented, was quickly convened. With little debate, the United
Provinces of Central America declared their independence from
Mexico. Mexico’s only effort to reverse this decision consisted in
maintaining control over Chiapas, the northernmost of the six previ-
ous provinces of Central America.

The United Provinces of Central America

From its 1823 inception, the new federation (the United Provinces
of Central America) faced a series of ultimately unresolvable
problems. Instead of engendering a spirit of unity, Spanish rule
had fostered divisions and local suspicions. In the case of Honduras,
this divisiveness was epitomized by the rivalry between Tegucigalpa
and Comayagua. There was even some sentiment for admitting
these two cities as separate provinces within the federation, but
that proposal was ultimately rejected. In addition, much of the
region was suspicious of Guatemalan ambitions to dominate Cen-
tral America and wished to retain all possible local authority rather
than surrender any to a central government.

At least equally serious was the division of the politically active
population into conservative and liberal factions. The conserva-
tives favored a more centralized government; a proclerical policy,
including a church monopoly over education; and a more aris-
tocratic form of government based on traditional Spanish values.
The liberals wanted greater local autonomy and a restricted role
for the church, as well as political and economic development as
in the United States and parts of Western Europe. The conser-
vatives favored keeping native people in their traditional, subser-
vient position, while the liberals aimed at eventually eliminating
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indigenous society by incorporating it into the national, Hispanic
culture.

At the time of Central American independence (1823), Honduras
was among the least-developed and least-populated provinces. In
1824 its population was estimated at just over 137,000. Despite
its meager population, Honduras produced two of the most promi-
nent leaders of the federation, the liberal Francisco Moraz4n (nick-
named the ‘‘George Washington of Central America’’) and the
conservative José Cecilio del Valle. In 1823 del Valle was narrowly
defeated by liberal Manuel José Arce for election as the federa-
tion’s first president. Morazén overthrew Arce in 1829 and was
elected president of the federation in 1830, defeating del Valle.

The beginning of Morazan’s administration in 1830 saw some
efforts to reform and promote education. Success was limited,
however, because of lack of funds and internal fighting. In the elec-
tions of 1834, del Valle defeated Morazan, but del Valle died
before taking office, and the legislature offered Morazan the
presidency. With clerical support, a conservative uprising began
in Guatemala in 1837, and within a year the federation had begun
to dissolve. On May 30, 1838, the Central American Congress re-
moved Morazan from office, declared that the individual states
could establish their own governments, and on July 7 recognized
these as ‘‘sovereign, free, and independent political bodies.”’

The Development of an Independent Nation, 1838-99

For Honduras, the period of federation had been disastrous. Lo-
cal rivalries and ideological disputes had produced political chaos
and disrupted the economy. The British had taken advantage of
the chaotic condition to reestablish their control over the Islas de
la Bahia. As a result, Honduras wasted little time in formally seced-
ing from the federation once it was free to do so. Independence
was declared on November 15, 1838, and in January 1839, an in-
dependent constitution was formally adopted. Morazén then ruled
only El Salvador, and in 1839 his forces there were attacked by
a Honduran army commanded by General Francisco Ferrera. Fer-
rera was defeated but returned to attack again in the summer, only
to suffer another defeat. The following year, Morazan himself was
overthrown, and two years later he was shot in Costa Rica during
a final, futile attempt to restore the United Provinces of Central
America.

For Honduras, the first decades of independence were neither
peaceful nor prosperous. The country’s political turmoil attracted
the ambitions of individuals and nations within and outside of Cen-
tral America. Even geography contributed to its misfortunes. Alone
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among the Central American republics, Honduras had a border
with the three potential rivals for regional hegemony—Guatemala,
Fl Salvador, and Nicaragua (see fig. 2). This situation was exacer-
bated by the political division throughout the isthmus between liber-
als and conservatives. Any liberal or conservative regime saw a
government of the opposite ideology on its borders as a potential
threat. In addition, exiled opposition figures tended to gather in
states whose governments shared their political affiliation and to
use these states as launching pads for efforts to topple their own
governments. For the remainder of the century, Honduras’s neigh-
bors would constantly interfere in its internal politics.

After the fifteen-month interim presidency of Francisco Zelaya
Ayes (1839-40), conservative General Ferrera became independent
Honduras’s first elected president. Ferrera’s two-year term (1841-42)
was followed by a five-year period in which he alternately named
himself president or allowed the congress to name an interim presi-
dent while he maintained control of the country by holding the post
then known as minister of war. Ferrera’s last notable act was the
unsuccessful attempt to depose the liberal Morazéan as president
of El Salvador. In 1847 Ferrera allowed fellow-conservative Juan
Lindo Zelaya to assume the presidency. Under Lindo’s presiden-
cy, a new constitution was adopted in 1848, and some effort was
made to promote education, but any effort to make substantial im-
provements in the country’s situation was doomed by continuing
turmoil.

During Lindo’s presidency (1847-52), the British began pres-
suring Honduras for the payment of debts and other claims. In
1849 a British naval force briefly occupied the port of Trujillo, de-
stroying property and extorting 1,200 pesos from the local govern-
ment. The following year, Lindo’s own vice president revolted and
was prevented from seizing power only through the military inter-
vention of El Salvador and Nicaragua. All this turmoil may help
to explain why Lindo refused an additional presidential term and
instead turned over power in 1852 to the opposition liberals, headed
by Trinidad Cabafas (1852-55). Three years later, the conservative
government of Guatemala invaded Honduras and ousted Cabafias,
installing in his place the conservative leader, Santos Guardiola.

The fighting between liberals and conservatives was temporarily
set aside because of the 1855 appearance in Central America of
an American soldier of fortune, William Walker, who established
himself as president of Nicaragua in 1856. Cabafias briefly consid-
ered seeking Walker’s aid in attempting to return to power. In-
stead, armies from all the countries of Central America joined to
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Figure 2. Honduras in Its Central American Setting, 1993

oppose Walker, who was forced to abandon Nicaragua in 1857 and
return to the United States.

In 1859 the British agreed to a treaty that recognized Hondu-
ran sovereignty over the Islas de la Bahfa. Some of the British set-
tlers in the area objected to this transfer and appealed to Walker
for help. Walker evidently thought that his return to Central Ameri-
ca would be welcomed by the Honduran liberals, who were once
again trying to oust Guardiola. Walker landed on the Honduran
coast in 1860 but found little support and encountered determined
opposition from both the Hondurans and the British. He surren-
dered to the British, who promptly handed him over to Honduran
authorities. A few days later in 1860, he died in front of 2 Hondu-
ran firing squad.

The return of the Islas de la Bahfa and the death of Walker end-
ed the immediate threat to Honduran territorial integrity, but other
Central American nations continued to be involved in Honduran
internal affairs. Guardiola was assassinated by his own honor guard
in 1862, and the following decade witnessed the presidency change
hands almost twenty times. General José Maria Medina served
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as president or dictator eleven times during that period, but
Guatemalan intervention in 1876 drove him and his conservative
supporters from power.

From 1876 until 1882, liberal president Marco Aurelio Soto
governed Honduras with the support of Guatemalan strongman
General Justo Rufino Barrios. Soto succeeded not only in restor-
ing order but also in implementing some basic reforms in finance,
education, and public administration. But in 1883, he too fell into
disfavor with Barrios and was forced to resign. His successor,
General Luis Bogran, survived in office until 1891 when General
Poinciana Leiva (who had ruled briefly three times from 1873-76)
was returned to power in a manipulated election. Although a liberal,
Leiva tried to rule as an absolute dictator, dissolving the fledgling
Liberal Party of Honduras (Partido Liberal de Honduras—PLH)
and deporting its leaders. The result was another round of civil
conflict from which the reconstituted PLH ultimately emerged vic-
torious. The PLH was led by Policarpo Bonilla, with the support
of Nicaragua’s liberal dictator, José Santos Zelaya.

When Bonilla assumed power in 1894, he began to restore a
limited degree of order to the Honduran political scene. Another
constitution was promulgated in 1895, and Bonilla was elected to
a four-year term. Bonilla’s administration revised civil codes, im-
proved communications, and began an effort to resolve the long-
standing boundary dispute with Nicaragua. Bonilla also ensured
that in 1899, at the end of his term, he would be succeeded by his
military commander, General Terencio Sierra.

The combined impact of civil strife and foreign interventions
had doomed Honduras to a position of relative economic and so-
cial backwardness throughout the nineteenth century. The coun-
try had remained overwhelmingly rural; Tegucigalpa, Comayagua,
and San Pedro Sula were the only towns of any size. In the early
1850s, the total population was estimated at 350,000, the over-
whelming majority of whom were mestizos. By 1914 the popula-
tion had grown to only 562,000.

Opportunities for education and culture were limited at best.
Mid-nineteenth century records indicate that Honduras had no
libraries and no regularly published newspapers. Two universities
were maintained, although their quality was questionable. By the
1870s, only 275 schools, having approximately 9,000 pupils, ex-
isted in the entire country. In 1873-74, the government budgeted
only the equivalent of US$720 for education, a sum designated for
the national university.

Throughout the nineteenth century, Hondurans looked to min-
ing as a means of improving their economic position. The mining
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industry had fallen into severe neglect in the first decades of the
century, however. Many mines had been abandoned and flooded.
During the years following independence, efforts to revive the
industry were generally frustrating for both domestic and foreign
entrepreneurs. Effort after effort was abandoned because of civil
disturbances, lack of transportation, and poor health conditions.

Mining was revived somewhat in the 1880s. A key factor in this
revival was the activity of the New York and Honduras Rosario
Mining Company (NYHRMC), which had expanded rapidly and
had become a major economic and political power within Hon-
duras. Owing in part to the company’s efforts, the Honduran
government had allowed foreign mining companies to operate in
Honduras with a minimum of restrictions and a virtual exemp-
tion from taxes. By 1889 the company was annually shipping bul-
lion with a value of over US$700,000 to the United States. Profits
from this operation were extremely high; the company’s dividends
for the first half of 1889 totaled US$150,000.

The NYHRMC’s success attracted other companies to Hondur-
as, and gold and silver exports became the principal source of
foreign exchange for the rest of the century. The NYHRMC’s suc-
cess stood alone, however; most of the nearly 100 other companies
were total failures. The Yuscaran Mining and Milling Company
sold over US$5 million in stock but failed to begin effective produc-
tion. By the end of the nineteenth century, the brief mining boom
was in decline, although the NYHRMC would remain a major factor
in the Honduran economy until the mid-twentieth century.

Although mining had provided foreign exchange, the vast major-
ity of Hondurans gained their livelihoods from agriculture, usually
on a subsistence level. Periodic efforts were made to develop agricul-
tural exports, but they met with little success. Some tobacco, cat-
tle, and hides were exported, mostly to neighboring countries. The
recurring civil conflicts and the resultant confiscation of stock by
various military commanders, however, put a damper on efforts
to develop the cattle industry and contributed to its rather back-
ward status. Some bananas and other fruits were exported from
the Islas de la Bahia, much of this trade going to New Orleans,
but the volume was small and the benefit for the rest of the nation
almost imperceptible.

Banana Boats and Gunboats: The Rise of United States
Influence, 1899-1932

The Growth of the Banana Industry
Although the peaceful transfer of power from Bonilla to General
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Sierra in 1899 was important as the first time in decades that such
a constitutional transition had taken place, that year was a watershed
in another, even more important, sense. In 1899 the Vaccaro
brothers of New Orleans, founders of what would become the Stan-
dard Fruit and Steamship Company (later known as Standard Fruit
Company), shipped their first boatload of bananas from Honduras
to New Orleans. The fruit found a ready market, and the trade
grew rapidly. By 1902 local railroad lines were being constructed
on the Caribbean coast to accommodate the expanding banana
production.

Sierra’s efforts to perpetuate himself in office led to his over-
throw in 1903 by General Manuel Bonilla, who proved to be an
even greater friend of the banana companies than Sierra had been.
Companies gained exemptions from taxes and permission to con-
struct wharves and roads, as well as permission to improve interi-
or waterways and to obtain charters for new railroad construction.

Conservative Manuel Bonilla was an opponent rather than a rela-
tive or friend of Sierra’s liberal predecessor, Policarpo Bonilla. Dur-
ing Manuel Bonilla’s term in office, he imprisoned ex-president
Policarpo Bonilla for over two years and took other steps to sup-
press his political opposition, the liberals, who were the only group
with an organized political party. The conservatives were divided
into a host of personalist factions and lacked coherent leadership.
Manuel Bonilla made some efforts to reorganize the conservatives
into a ‘‘national party.”’ The present-day National Party of Hon-
duras (Partido Nacional de Honduras—PNH) traces its origins to
his administration.

Manuel Bonilla promoted some internal improvements, nota-
bly road building. He improved the route from Tegucigalpa to the
Pacific coast. On the international front, he concluded friendship
pacts with Nicaragua and later with Guatemala and El Salvador.

Of perhaps greatest significance was the work accomplished dur-
ing Manuel Bonilla’s administration to delineate the long-disputed
border with Nicaragua. The area, called the Mosquitia region, was
located in the eastern part of the country in the department of Gra-
cias a Dios. The area was large but virtually unpopulated except
for small groups of Miskito who owed little allegiance to either na-
tion. In 1894 a treaty provided for the establishment of a bound-
ary commission, composed of representatives of Honduras and
Nicaragua, to resolve the dispute. By 1904 the commission had
been able to agree on only the lower part of the boundary. In that
year, to reach agreement on the upper part, the representatives
of the two nations picked King Alfonso XIII of Spain as a neutral,
third member of the commission, in effect making him the arbiter.
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His decision, announced in 1906, gave the bulk of the disputed
territory to Honduras, establishing the upper boundary line along
the Rio Coco. At the time, both governments accepted the deci-
sion, but in 1912 Nicaragua raised new objections. The dispute
was finally resolved in favor of the 1906 arbitration only in 1960
(see Foreign Relations, ch. 4).

In 1906 Manuel Bonilla successfully resisted an invasion from
Guatemala, but this was his last major success. The friendship pact
with Guatemala and FEl Salvador signed in 1906 was interpreted
as an anti-Nicaraguan alliance by the Nicaraguans. Nicaragua’s
powerful President Zelaya began to support exiled Honduran liber-
als in their efforts to topple Manuel Bonilla, who had become, in
effect, the Honduran dictator. Supported by elements of the Nic-
araguan army, the exiles invaded Honduras in February 1907 and
established a provisional junta. With the assistance of Salvadcr-
an troops, Manuel Bonilla tried to resist, but in March his forces
were decisively beaten in a battle notable for the introduction of
machine guns into Central American civil strife.

The Expanded Role of the United States

Until the early twentieth century, the United States had played
only a very limited role in internal Honduran political clashes. Be-
cause there was not a resident United States minister in Tegucigal-
pa, the minister to Guatemala had been accredited for that position.
The presence of the United States in the Caribbean increased fol-
lowing the Spanish-American War (1898), however. The decision
to build a canal through Panama and expanded commercial ac-
tivities led to a more active role for the United States government,
as well as for United States companies.

By 1907 the United States looked with considerable disfavor on
the role Zelaya of Nicaragua was playing in regional affairs. When
the Nicaraguan army entered Honduras in 1907 to overthrow
Manuel Bonilla, the United States government, believing that
Zelaya wanted to dominate the entire region, landed marines at
Puerto Cortés to protect the North American banana trade. Other
United States naval units prevented a Nicaraguan attack on Manuel
Bonilla’s last position at Amapala in the Golfo de Fonseca. After
negotiations conducted by the United States naval commander,
Manuel Bonilla sought refuge on the U.S.S. Chicago, and the fight-
ing came to an end. The United States chargé d’affaires in
Tegucigalpa took an active role in arranging a final peace settle-
ment, with which Zelaya was less than happy. The settlement
provided for the installation of a compromise regime, headed by
General Miguel Davila, in Tegucigalpa. Dévila was a liberal but
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was distrusted by Zelaya, who made a secret arrangement with El
Salvador to oust him from office. This plan failed to reach frui-
tion, but the United States, alarmed by the threat of renewed con-
flict in Central America, called the five Central American presidents
to a conference in Washington in November.

The Central American Peace Conference of 1907 made a major
effort to reduce the level of conflict within the region. A Hondu-
ran proposal to reestablish the political union of the Central Ameri-
can states failed to achieve acceptance, but several other measures
were adopted. The five presidents signed the General Treaty of
Peace and Amity of 1907 pledging themselves to establish the Per-
manent Central American Court of Justice, which would resolve
future disputes. The treaty also committed the five countries to
restrict the activities of exiles from neighboring states and provid-
ed the basis for legal extraditions. Of special interest was a United
States-sponsored clause that provided for the permanent neutrali-
ty of Honduras in any future Central American conflicts. Another
convention adopted by all five states committed the signers to with-
hold recognition from governments that seized power by revolu-
tionary means. The United States and Mexico, which had acted
as cosponsors of the conference, indicated informally that they would
also deny recognition to such governments. From the point of view
of the United States Department of State, these agreements rep-
resented a major step toward stabilizing Central America in general
and Honduras in particular.

The first test of the new treaty involved Honduras. In 1908 op-
ponents of President Davila, probably supported by Guatemala and
Fl Salvador, invaded the country. Nicaragua supported the Hon-
duran president, and war seemed imminent. Perhaps motivated
by the possibility of United States intervention, however, the par-
ties agreed to submit the dispute to the new Central American court.
The court ultimately rejected the Honduran and Nicaraguan com-
plaints, but in the meantime the revolt collapsed, thus briefly restor-
ing peace to Honduras.

Along with fighting off efforts to overthrow him, President Davila
made some attempts to modernize Honduras. He invited a Chilean
officer to establish a regular military academy, which failed to sur-
vive beyond his time in office. Like his predecessor, Dévila en-
couraged the activities of the banana companies. The companies,
however, were less than totally happy with him, viewing his ad-
ministration as ineffective. In addition, rivalry among the compa-
nies became a factor in Honduran politics. In 1910 Davila’s
administration granted the Vaccaro brothers a generous rail con-
cession that included a provision prohibiting any rival line within
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twenty kilometers. This concession angered Samuel Zemurray of
the newly formed Cuyamel Fruit Company. Zemurray had en-
couraged and even helped finance the 1908 invasion and was to
continue to make trouble for the D4ivila administration.

Despite the failure of the 1908 uprising, the United States re-
mained concerned over Honduran instability. The administration
of William Howard Taft saw the huge Honduran debt, over
US$120 million, as a contributing factor to this instability and be-
gan efforts to refinance the largely British debt with provisions for
a United States customs receivership or some similar arrangement.
Negotiations were arranged between Honduran representatives and
New York bankers, headed by J.P. Morgan. By the end of 1909,
an agreement had been reached providing for a reduction in the
debt and the issuance of new 5 percent bonds: the bankers would
control the Honduran railroad, and the United States government
would guarantee continued Honduran independence and would
take control of customer revenue.

The terms proposed by the bankers met with considerable op-
position in Honduras, further weakening the D4vila government.
A treaty incorporating the key provisions was finally signed in Janu-
ary 1911 and submitted to the Honduran legislature by Davila.
However, that body, in a rare display of independence, rejected
it by a vote of thirty-three to five.

An uprising in 1911 against Davila interrupted efforts to deal
with the debt problem. The United States stepped in to mediate
the conflict, bringing both sides to a conference on one of its war-
ships. The revolutionaries, headed by former president Manuel
Bonilla, and the government agreed to a cease-fire and the instal-
lation of a provisional president who would be selected by the United
States mediator, Thomas Dawson. Dawson selected Francisco Ber-
trand, who promised to hold early, free elections, and Dévila
resigned. The 1912 elections were won by Manuel Bonilla, but he
died after just over a year in office. Bertrand, who had been his
vice president, returned to the presidency and in 1916 won elec-
tion for a term that lasted until 1920.

The relative stability of the 1911-20 period was difficult to main-
tain. Revolutionary intrigues continued throughout the period, ac-
companied by constant rumors that one faction or another was being
supported by one of the banana companies. Rivalry among these
companies had escalated in 1910 when the United Fruit Compa-
ny had entered Honduras. In 1913 United Fruit established the
Tela Railroad Company and shortly thereafter a similar subsidi-
ary, the Trujillo Railroad Company. The railroad companies were
given huge land subsidies by the Honduran government for each
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kilometer of track they constructed. The government expected that
in exchange for land the railroad companies would ultimately build
a national rail system, providing the capital with its long-sought
access to the Caribbean. The banana companies, however, had
other ideas in mind. They used the railroads to open up new banana
lands, rather than to reach existing cities. Through the resultant
land subsidies, they soon came to control the overwhelming share
of the best land along the Caribbean coast. Coastal cities such as
La Ceiba, Tela, and Trujillo and towns farther inland such as El
Progreso and La Lima became virtual company towns, and the
power of the companies often exceeded the authority wielded in
the region by local governments.

For the next two decades, the United States government was
involved in opposing Central American revolutions whether the
revolutions were supported by foreign governments or by United
States companies. During the 1912-21 period, warships were fre-
quently dispatched to areas of revolutionary activity, both to pro-
tect United States interests and to exert a dampening effect on the
revolutionaries. In 1917 the disputes among the companies threat-
ened to involve Honduras in a war with Guatemala. The Cuyamel
Fruit Company, supported by the Honduran government, had be-
gun to extend its rail lines into disputed territory along the Guatema-
lan border. The Guatemalans, supported by the United Fruit
Company, sent troops into the area, and it seemed for a time that
war might break out. United States mediation ended the immedi-
ate threat, but the dispute smoldered until 1930 when a second
United States mediation finally produced a settlement.

The development of the banana industry contributed to the be-
ginnings of organized labor movements in Honduras and to the
first major strikes in the nation’s history. The first of these occurred
in 1917 against the Cuyamel Fruit Company. The strike was sup-
pressed by the Honduran military, but the following year addi-
tional labor disturbances occurred at the Standard Fruit Company’s
holding in La Ceiba. In 1920 a general strike hit the Caribbean
coast. In response, a United States warship was dispatched to the
area, and the Honduran government began arresting leaders. When
Standard Fruit offered a new wage equivalent of US$1.75 per day,
the strike ultimately collapsed. Labor troubles in the banana area,
however, were far from ended.

World War I had a generally negative impact on Honduras. In
1914 banana prices began to fall, and, in addition, the war reduced
the overall amount of agricultural exports. The United States en-
try into the war in 1917 diverted ships to the war effort, making
imported goods, such as textiles, scarce. The shortages of goods in
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turn led to inflation, and the decline in trade reduced government
revenues from tariffs. The banana companies, however, continued
to prosper; Standard Fruit reported earnings of nearly US$2.5 mil-
lion in 1917. Despite its problems, Honduras supported the United
States war effort and declared war on Germany in 1918.

The Threat of Renewed Instability, 1919-24

In 1919 it became obvious that Bertrand would refuse to allow
an open election to choose his successor. Such a course of action
was opposed by the United States and had little popular support
in Honduras. The local military commander and governor of
Tegucigalpa, General Rafael Lépez Gutiérrez, took the lead in or-
ganizing PLH opposition to Bertrand. Lépez Gutiérrez also solicited
support from the liberal government of Guatemala and even from
the conservative regime in Nicaragua. Bertrand, in turn, sought
support from El Salvador. Determined to avoid an international
conflict, the United States, after some hesitation, offered to medi-
tate the dispute, hinting to the Honduran president that if he re-
fused the offer, open intervention might follow. Bertrand promptly
resigned and left the country. The United States ambassador helped
arrange the installation of an interim government headed by Fran-
cisco Bogran, who promised to hold free elections. However, Gen-
eral Lépez Gutiérrez, who now effectively controlled the military
situation, made it clear that he was determined to be the next presi-
dent. After considerable negotiation and some confusion, a for-
mula was worked out under which elections were held. Lépez
Gutiérrez won easily in a manipulated election, and in October
1920 he assumed the presidency.

During Bogrén’s brief time in office, he had agreed to a United
States proposal to invite a United States financial adviser to Hon-
duras. Arthur N. Young of the Department of State was selected
for this task and began work in Honduras in August 1920, con-
tinuing to August 1921. While there, Young compiled extensive
data and made numerous recommendations, even persuading the
Hondurans to hire a New York police lieutenant to reorganize their
police forces. Young’s investigations clearly demonstrated the
desperate need for major financial reforms in Honduras, whose
always precarious budgetary situation was considerably worsened
by the renewal of revolutionary activities. In 1919, for example,
the military had spent more than double the amount budgeted for
it, accounting for over 57 percent of all federal expenditures.
Young’s recommendations for reducing the military budget,
however, found little favor with the new Lépez Gutiérrez adminis-
tration, and the government’s financial condition remained a major
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problem. If anything, continued uprisings against the government
and the threat of a renewed Central American conflict made the
situation even worse. From 1919 to 1924, the Honduran govern-
ment expended US$7.2 million beyond the amount covered by the
regular budgets for military operations.

From 1920 through 1923, seventeen uprisings or attempted coups
in Honduras contributed to growing United States concern over
political instability in Central America. In August 1922, the presi-
dents of Honduras, Nicaragua, and El Salvador met on the U.S.S.
Tacoma in the Golfo de Fonseca. Under the watchful eye of the Unit-
ed States ambassadors to their nations, the presidents pledged to
prevent their territories from being used to promote revolutions
against their neighbors and issued a call for a general meeting of
Central American states in Washington at the end of the year.

The Washington conference concluded in February with the
adoption of the General Treaty of Peace and Amity of 1923, which
had eleven supplemental conventions. The treaty in many ways
followed the provisions of the 1907 treaty. The Central American
court was reorganized, reducing the influence of the various govern-
ments over its membership. The clause providing for withholding
recognition of revolutionary governments was expanded to preclude
recognition of any revolutionary leader, his relatives, or anyone
who had been in power six months before or after such an upris-
ing unless the individual’s claim to power had been ratified by free
elections. The governments renewed their pledges to refrain from
aiding revolutionary movements against their neighbors and to seek
peaceful resolutions for all outstanding disputes.

The supplemental conventions covered everything from the pro-
motion of agriculture to the limitation of armaments. One, which
remained unratified, provided for free trade among all of the states
except Costa Rica. The arms limitation agreement set a ceiling
on the size of each nation’s military forces (2,500 men for Hon-
duras) and included a United States-sponsored pledge to seek for-
eign assistance in establishing more professional armed forces.

The October 1923 Honduran presidential elections and the sub-
sequent political and military conflicts provided the first real tests
of these new treaty arrangements. Under heavy pressure from
Washington, Lépez Gutiérrez allowed an unusually open campaign
and election. The long-fragmented conservatives had reunited in
the form of the National Party of Honduras (Partido Nacional de
Honduras—PNH), which ran as its candidate General Tiburcio
Carfas Andino, the governor of the department of Cortés. However,
the liberal PLH was unable to unite around a single candidate and
split into two dissident groups, one supporting former president
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Policarpo Bonilla, the other advancing the candidacy of Juan Angel
Arias. As aresult, each candidate failed to secure a majority. Carias
received the greatest number of votes, with Bonilla second, and
Arias a distant third. By the terms of the Honduran constitution,
this stalemate left the final choice of president up to the legisla-
ture, but that body was unable to obtain a quorum and reach a
decision.

In January 1924, Lépez Gutiérrez announced his intention to
remain in office until new elections could be held, but he repeat-
edly refused to specify a date for the elections. Carfas, reportedly
with the support of United Fruit, declared himself president, and
an armed conflict broke out. In February the United States, warning
that recognition would be withheld from anyone coming to power
by revolutionary means, suspended relations with the Lépez Gutié-
rrez government for its failure to hold elections.

Conditions rapidly deteriorated in the early months of 1924. On
February 28, a pitched battle took place in La Ceiba between
government troops and rebels. Even the presence of the U.S.S.
Denver and the landing of a force of United States Marines were
unable to prevent widespread looting and arson resulting in over
US$2 million in property damage. Fifty people, including a United
States citizen, were killed in the fighting. In the weeks that fol-
lowed, additional vessels from the United States Navy Special Ser-
vice Squadron were concentrated in Honduran waters, and landing
parties were put ashore at various points to protect United States
interests. One force of marines and sailors was even dispatched in-
land to Tegucigalpa to provide additional protection for the United
States legation. Shortly before the arrival of the force, Lépez Gutié-
rrez died, and what authority remained with the central govern-
ment was being exercised by his cabinet. General Carias and a
variety of other rebel leaders controlled most of the countryside
but failed to coordinate their activities effectively enough to seize
the capital.

In an effort to end the fighting, the United States government
dispatched Sumner Welles to the port of Amapala; he had instruc-
tions to try to produce a settlement that would bring to power a
government eligible for recognition under the terms of the 1923
treaty. Negotiations, which were once again held on board a United
States cruiser, lasted from April 23 to April 28. An agreement was
worked out that provided for an interim presidency headed by
General Vicente Tosta, who agreed to appoint a cabinet represent-
ing all political factions and to convene a Constituent Assembly
within ninety days to restore constitutional order. Presidential elec-
tions were to be held as soon as possible, and Tosta promised to
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refrain from being a candidate. Once in office, the new president
showed signs of reneging on some of his pledges, especially those
related to the appointment of a bipartisan cabinet. Under heavy
pressure from the United States delegation, however, he ultimately
complied with the provisions of the peace agreement.

Keeping the 1924 elections on track proved to be a difficult task.
To put pressure on Tosta to conduct a fair election, the United
States continued an embargo on arms to Honduras and barred the
government from access to loans—including a requested US$75,000
from the Banco Atlantida. Furthermore, the United States per-
suaded El Salvador, Guatemala, and Nicaragua to join in declar-
ing that, under the 1923 treaty provision, no leader of the recent
revolution would be recognized as president for the coming term.
These pressures ultimately helped persuade Carfas to withdraw his
candidacy and also helped ensure the defeat of an uprising led
by General Gregorio Ferrera of the PNH. The PNH nominated
Miguel Paz Barahona (1925-29), a civilian, for president. The
PLH, after some debate, refused to nominate a candidate, and on
December 28 Paz Barahona won almost unanimous election.

The Restoration of Order, 1925-31

Despite another minor uprising led by General Ferrera in 1925,
Paz Barahona’s administration was, by Honduran standards, rather
tranquil. The banana companies continued to expand, the govern-
ment’s budgetary situation improved, and there was even an in-
crease in labor organizing. On the international front, the Honduran
government, after years of negotiations, finally concluded an agree-
ment with the British bondholders to liquidate most of the immense
national debt. The bonds were to be redeemed at 20 percent of
face value over a thirty-year period. Back interest was forgiven,
and new interest accrued only over the last fifteen years of this ar-
rangement. Under the terms of this agreement, Honduras, at last,
seemed on the road to fiscal solvency.

Fears of disturbances increased again in 1928 as the scheduled
presidential elections approached. The ruling PNH nominated
General Carfas while the PLH, united again following the death
of Policarpo Bonilla in 1926, nominated Vicente Mejia Colindres.
To the surprise of most observers, both the campaign and the elec-
tion were conducted with a minimum of violence and intimida-
tion. Mejia Colindres won a decisive victory—obtaining 62,000
votes to 47,000 for Carfas. Even more surprising was Carfas’s public
acceptance of defeat and his urging of his supporters to accept the
new government.
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Mejia Colindres took office in 1929 with high hopes for his ad-
ministration and his nation. Honduras seemed on the road to po-
litical and economic progress. Banana exports, then accounting for
80 percent of all exports, continued to expand. By 1930 Honduras
had become the world’s leading producer of the fruit, accounting
for one-third of the world’s supply of bananas. United Fruit had
come increasingly to dominate the trade, and in 1929 it bought
out the Cuyamel Fruit Company, one of its two principal remain-
ing rivals. Because conflicts between these companies had frequently
led to support for rival groups in Honduran politics, had produced
a border controversy with Guatemala, and may have even con-
tributed to revolutionary disturbances, this merger seemed to
promise greater domestic tranquility. The prospect for tranquility
was further advanced in 1931 when Ferrera was killed while lead-
ing one last unsuccessful effort to overthrow the government.

Many of Mejia Colindres’s hopes, however, were dashed with
the onset of the Great Depression. Banana exports peaked in 1930,
then declined rapidly. Thousands of workers were laid off, and the
wages of those remaining on the job were reduced, as were the prices
paid to independent banana producers by the giant fruit compa-
nies. Strikes and other labor disturbances began to break out in
response to these conditions, but most were quickly suppressed with
the aid of government troops. As the depression deepened, the
government’s financial situation deteriorated; in 1931 Mejia
Colindres was forced to borrow US$250,000 from the fruit com-
panies to ensure that the army would continue to be paid.

Strongman Rule, 1932-63
The Era of Tiburcio Carias Andino, 1932-54

Despite growing unrest and severe economic strains, the 1932
presidential elections in Honduras were relatively peaceful and fair.
The peaceful transition of power was surprising because the onset
of the depression had led to the overthrow of governments else-
where throughout Latin America, in nations with much stronger
democratic traditions than those of Honduras. Mejia Colindres,
however, resisted pressure from his own party to manipulate the
results to favor the PLH candidate, Angel Zufiiga Huete. As a
result, the PNH candidate, Carfas, won the election by a margin
of some 20,000 votes. On November 16, 1932, Carfas assumed
office, beginning what was to be the longest period of continuous
rule by an individual in Honduran history.

Lacking, however, was any immediate indication that the Carias
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administration was destined to survive any longer than most of its
predecessors. Shortly before Carfas’s inauguration, dissident liber-
als, despite the opposition of Mejia Colindres, had risen in revolt.
Carfas had taken command of the government forces, obtained arms
from El Salvador, and crushed the uprising in short order. Most
of Carfas’s first term in office was devoted to efforts to avoid finan-
cial collapse, improve the military, engage in a limited program
of road building, and lay the foundations for prolonging his own
hold on power.

The economic situation remained extremely bad throughout the
1930s. In addition to the dramatic drop in banana exports caused
by the depression, the fruit industry was further threatened by the
outbreak in 1935 of epidemics of Panama disease (a debilitating
fungus) and sigatoka (leaf blight) in the banana-producing areas.
Within a year, most of the country’s production was threatened.
Large areas, including most of those around Trujillo, were aban-
doned, and thousands of Hondurans were thrown out of work. By
1937 a means of controlling the disease had been found, but many
of the affected areas remained out of production because a signifi-
cant share of the market formerly held by Honduras had shifted
to other nations.

Carias had made efforts to improve the military even before he
became president. Once in office, both his capacity and his moti-
vation to continue and to expand such improvements increased.
He gave special attention to the fledgling air force, founding the
Military Aviation School in 1934 and arranging for a United States
colonel to serve as its commandant (see Development of an Indepen-
dent Military Identity, 1922-63, ch. 5).

As months passed, Carfas moved slowly but steadily to strengthen
his hold on power. He gained the support of the banana compa-
nies through opposition to strikes and other labor disturbances. He
strengthened his position with domestic and foreign financial cir-
cles through conservative economic policies. Even at the height of
the depression, he continued to make regular payments on the Hon-
duran debt, adhering strictly to the terms of the arrangement with
the British bondholders and also satisfying other creditors. Two
small loans were paid off completely in 1935.

Political controls were instituted slowly under Carfas. The Com-
munist Party of Honduras (Partido Comunista de Honduras—
PCH) was outlawed, but the PLH continued to function, and even
the leaders of a small uprising in 1935 were later offered free air
transportation should they wish to return to Honduras from their
exile abroad. At the end of 1935, however, stressing the need for
peace and internal order, Carias began to crack down on the
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opposition press and political activities. Meanwhile, the PNH, at
the president’s direction, began a propaganda campaign stressing
that only the continuance of Carfas in office could give the nation
continued peace and order. The constitution, however, prohibit-
ed immediate reelection of presidents.

The method chosen by Carfas to extend his term of office was
to call a constituent assembly that would write a new constitution
and select the individual to serve for the first presidential term un-
der that document. Except for the president’s desire to perpetuate
himself in office, there seemed little reason to alter the nation’s
basic charter. Earlier constituent assemblies had written thirteen
constitutions (only ten of which had entered into force), and the
latest had been adopted in 1924. The handpicked Constituent As-
sembly of 1936 incorporated thirty of the articles of the 1924 docu-
ment into the 1936 constitution. The major changes were the
elimination of the prohibition on immediate reelection of a presi-
dent and vice president and the extension of the presidential term
from four to six years. Other changes included restoration of the
death penalty, reductions in the powers of the legislature, and denial
of citizenship and therefore the right to vote to women. Finally,
the new constitution included an article specifying that the incum-
bent president and vice president would remain in office until 1943.
But Carias, by then a virtual dictator, wanted even more, so in
1939 the legislature, now completely controlled by the PNH, obe-
diently extended his term in office by another six years (to 1949).

The PLH and other opponents of the government reacted to these
changes by attempting to overthrow Carias. Numerous efforts were
made in 1936 and 1937, but all were successful only in further
weakening the PNH’s opponents. By the end of the 1930s, the PNH
was the only organized functioning political party in the nation.
Numerous opposition leaders had been imprisoned, and some had
reportedly been chained and put to work in the streets of Tegucigal-
pa. Others, including the leader of the PLH, Zafiga Huete, had
fled into exile.

During his presidency, Carias cultivated close relations with his
fellow Central American dictators, generals Jorge Ubico in
Guatemala, Maximiliano Herndndez Martinez in El Salvador, and
Anastasio Somoza Garcia in Nicaragua. Relations were particu-
larly close with Ubico, who helped Carias reorganize his secret police
and also captured and shot the leader of a Honduran uprising who
had made the mistake of crossing into Guatemalan territory. Re-
lations with Nicaragua were somewhat more strained as a result
of the continuing border dispute, but Carias and Somoza managed
to keep this dispute under control throughout the 1930s and 1940s.
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The value of these ties became somewhat questionable in 1944
when popular revolts in Guatemala and El Salvador deposed Ubico
and Hernindez Martinez. For a time, it seemed as if revolution-
ary contagion might spread to Honduras as well. A plot, involv-
irig some military officers as well as opposition civilians, had already
been discovered and crushed in late 1943. In May 1944, a group
of women began demonstrating outside of the Presidential Palace
in Tegucigalpa, demanding the release of political prisoners. Despite
strong government measures, tension continued to grow, and Carfas
was ultimately forced to release some prisoners. This gesture failed
to satisfy the opposition, and antigovernment demonstrations con-
tinued to spread. In July several demonstrators were killed by troops
in San Pedro Sula. In October a group of exiles invaded Honduras
from El Salvador but were unsuccessful in their efforts to topple
the government. The military remained loyal, and Carias continued
in office.

Anxious to curb further disorders in the region, the United States
began to urge Carias to step aside and allow free elections when
his current term in office expired. Carias, who by then was in his
early seventies, ultimately yielded to these pressures and announced
October 1948 elections, in which he would refrain from being a
candidate. He continued, however, to find ways to use his power.
The PNH nominated Carias’s choice for president— Juan Manuel
Galvez, who had been minister of war since 1933. Exiled opposi-
tion figures were allowed to return to Honduras, and the PLH,
trying to overcome years of inactivity and division, nominated
Zuaniga Huete, the same individual whom Carias had defeated in
1932. The PLH rapidly became convinced that it had no chance
to win and, charging the government with manipulation of the elec-
toral process, boycotted the elections. This act gave Géalvez a vir-
tually unopposed victory, and in January 1949, he assumed the
presidency.

Evaluating the Carfas presidency is a difficult task. His tenure
in office provided the nation with a badly needed period of rela-
tive peace and order. The country’s fiscal situation improved stead-
ily, education improved slightly, the road network expanded, and
the armed forces were modernized. At the same time, nascent
democratic institutions withered, opposition and labor activities
were suppressed, and national interests at times were sacrificed to
benefit supporters and relatives of Carias or major foreign interests.

Once in office, Galvez demonstrated more independence than
had generally been anticipated. Some policies of the Carfas adminis-
tration, such as road building and the development of coffee ex-
ports, were continued and expanded. By 1953 nearly one-quarter
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of the government’s budget was devoted to road construction. Gal-
vez also continued most of the prior administration’s fiscal poli-
cies, reducing the external debt and ultimately paying off the last
of the British bonds. The fruit companies continued to receive
favorable treatment at the hands of the Galvez administration; for
example, United Fruit received a highly favorable twenty-five-year
contract in 1949.

Galvez, however, instituted some notable alterations from the
preceding fifteen years. Education received increased attention and
began to receive a larger share of the national budget. Congress
actually passed an income tax law, although enforcement was
sporadic at best. The most obvious change was in the political arena.
A considerable degree of press freedom was restored, the PLH and
other groups were allowed to organize, and even some labor or-
ganization was permitted. Labor also benefited from legislation dur-
ing this period. Congress passed, and the president signed,
legislation establishing the eight-hour workday, paid holidays for
workers, limited employer responsibility for work-related injuries,
and regulations for the employment of women and children.

Aborted Reform, 1954-63

The relative peace that Honduras had enjoyed for nearly two
decades was shattered by a series of events during 1954, Gélvez’s
last year in office. Tension throughout the region had been increas-
ing steadily as a confrontation developed between the left-leaning
government of President Jacobo Arbenz Guzmén in Guatemala
and the United States. Part of the confrontation involved the ex-
propriation of United Fruit Company lands and charges that the
Guatemalan government was encouraging agitation among the
banana workers.

In 1952 the United States had begun considering actions to over-
throw the Guatemalan government. Honduras had given asylum
to several exiled opponents of Arbenz, including Colonel Carlos
Castillo Armas, but Gélvez was reluctant to cooperate in direct ac-
tions against Guatemala, and the plans were not activated. By early
1954, however, a major covert operation against Guatemala was
being organized, this time with greater Honduran cooperation. One
reason for the cooperation was the Honduran government’s con-
cern over increased labor tensions in the banana-producing areas,
tensions that the fruit companies blamed, in part, on Guatemalan
influence.

Starting in early May 1954, the tensions escalated to strikes. First,
a series of strikes broke out against United Fruit Company opera-
tions on Honduras’s Caribbean coast. Within a few days, the strike
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spread to include the Standard Fruit Company operations, bring-
ing the banana industry in the country to a near standstill. The
strikers presented a wide range of grievances, involving wages,
working conditions, medical benefits, overtime pay, and the right
to collective bargaining. Initial government efforts to end the strike
failed, and work stoppages began to spread into other industries.
By May 21, the number of strikers was approaching 30,000, and
the nation’s economy was under severe strain.

As the strike was spreading, Honduras was also becoming more
deeply involved in the movement to topple the Arbenz government
in Guatemala. In late May, a military assistance agreement was
concluded between the United States and Honduras, and large
quantities of United States arms were quickly shipped to Honduras.
Much of this incoming assistance was passed on to anti-Arbenz
rebels commanded by Castillo Armas. In June these forces crossed
into Guatemala and after several days of political maneuvering but
little actual fighting, Arbenz fled into exile, and Castillo Armas
became president. With the specter of foreign influence over the
strike thus removed, negotiations began, and the strike ended in
early July. Labor leaders who had been accused of having ties with
Guatemala were jailed, and the final settlement, which met few
of the original demands, was signed with elements more accepta-
ble to the government and the fruit companies than to the work-
ers. Despite the limited gains, however, the strike did mark a major
step toward greater influence for organized labor in Honduras and
a decline in the power of the fruit companies.

In the midst of these conflicts, the campaign for the 1954 elec-
tions continued. Unhappy with some of Gilvez’s gestures toward
liberalization, Carfas, despite his advanced age, decided to run for
president and secured the PNH nomination. This move, however,
split the party, and more moderate members broke away to form
the National Revolutionary Movement (Movimiento Nacional
Revolucionario—MNR). Their nominee was former vice presi-
dent Abraham Williams Calderén. The split in the ruling party
encouraged the PLH, who united behind Ramén Villeda Morales,
a Tegucigalpa physician who was seen as somewhat to the left of
center in the party’s political spectrum.

Both the campaign and the election were remarkably free and
honest. On October 10, 1954, approximately 260,000 out of over
400,000 eligible voters went to the polls. Villeda Morales won a
large plurality with 121,213 votes, Carfas received 77,041, and Wil-
liams carried 53,041. The PLH also gained a plurality in the legis-
lature. Under Honduran law, however, a majority of the total votes
was required to be elected president; Villeda Morales lacked a

34




Historical Setting

majority by just over 8,000 votes. The stage was set for a repeat
of the confusing paralysis of 1924 because the constitution required,
first, that two-thirds of the members of the new legislature must
be present and vote to choose a president and, second, that the
victor must receive two-thirds of the legislature’s vote. To compli-
cate matters further, Géalvez left for Miami, reportedly to obtain
medical treatment although some sources claim he merely fled the
country, leaving the government in the hands of Vice President
Julio Lozano Diaz.

Unable to reconcile their differences and unwilling to accept
Villeda Morales as president, the PNH and MNR deputies boy-
cotted the legislature, producing a national crisis. The constitu-
tion provided that in case of congressional deadlock the Supreme
Court of Justice would select the president. Dominated as the court
was by Carfas appointees, the PLH opposed such a course of ac-
tion. At this juncture, Lozano Diaz suddenly suspended the legis-
lature and announced that he would act as president until new
elections could be held. He declared that he would form a national
government with cabinet members taken from all major parties
and received pledges of support from all three candidates in the
1954 election. A Council of State, headed by a PLH member but
including members of all three major parties, was appointed to
replace the suspended congress until a constituent assembly could
be chosen to write yet another constitution,

Lozano Diaz began his period as president with a broad base
of support that eroded rapidly. He unveiled an ambitious develop-
ment plan to be financed by international loans and increased taxes
and also introduced the nation’s first labor code. This document
guaranteed workers the right to organize and strike but gave em-
ployers the right of lockout and forbade strikes in public services.
The code also embodied some social welfare and minimum-wage
provisions and regulated hours and working conditions. All these
provisions gained him some labor support, but in later months re-
lations between the president and labor began to sour.

As time passed, it became clear that Lozano Diaz had ambitions
to replace the traditional parties with one that he controlled and
could use to help prolong his hold on power. He reduced the Council
of State to a consultative body, postponed elections, and set about
forming his own party, the National Unity Party (Partido de Unidad
Nacional—PUN). The activities of other parties were limited, and,
in July 1956, Villeda Morales and other PLH leaders were sud-
denly arrested and flown into exile. A few weeks later, the govern-
ment crushed an uprising by 400 troops in the capital. Public
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opinion, however, was becoming increasingly hostile to the presi-
dent, and rumors of his imminent fall had begun to circulate.

Following the August 1956 uprising, Lozano Diaz’s health began
to deteriorate, but he clung stubbornly to power. Elections for the
legislature in October were boycotted by most of the opposition,
who charged that the process was openly rigged to favor the presi-
dent’s supporters. The results seemed to confirm this charge, as
the PUN candidates were declared the winners of all fifty-six seats
in the congress. The joy of their victories was short, however. On
October 21, the armed forces, led by the commanders of the army
and air force academies and by Major Roberto Galvez, the son
of the former president, ousted Lozano Diaz and set up a military
junta to rule the country.

This coup marked a turning point in Honduran history. For the
first time, the armed forces had acted as an institution rather than
as the instrument of a political party or of an individual leader. The
new rulers represented younger, more nationalistic, and reform-
minded elements in the military. They were products of the in-
creased professionalization of the 1940s and 1950s. Most had
received some training by United States military advisers, either
in Honduras or abroad. For decades to come, the military would
act as the final arbiter of Honduran politics (see Political Dynamics,
ch. 4; Consolidation and Organizational Maturity, 1963-80, ch. 5).

The military’s largest problem was the holding of elections for
a legislature and the selection of a new president. A system of
proportional representation was agreed upon, and elections were
held in October. The PLH won a majority, and in November, by
a vote of thirty-seven to twenty, the assembly selected Villeda
Morales as president for a six-year term beginning January 1, 1958.

The new PLH administration undertook several major efforts
to improve and modernize Honduran life. Funds were obtained
from the International Monetary Fund (IMF—see Glossary) to
stabilize the currency and from the World Bank (see Glossary) to
begin paving a highway from the Caribbean coast to the capital.
Other efforts were undertaken to expand education. The greatest
attention was devoted to passing a new labor code, establishing a
social security system, and beginning a program of agrarian reform.

The reform program produced increasing opposition among the
more conservative elements in Honduran society. There were scat-
tered uprisings during Villeda Morales’s initial years in power, but
the military remained loyal and quickly crushed the disturbances.
Military support began to evaporate in the early 1960s, however.
Waning military support was in part a result of rising criticism of
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the government by conservative organizations such as the National
Federation of Agriculturists and Stockraisers of Honduras (Fede-
racién Nacional de Agricultores y Ganaderos de Honduras—
Fenagh), which represented the large landowners. The shift in the
military’s attitude also reflected concern over what were viewed
as more frequent rural disorder and growing radical influences in
labor and peasant groups. Deteriorating relations with neighbor-
ing states, notably Nicaragua, also contributed to the tension. The
major causes of friction, however, were the president’s 1957 crea-
tion of the Civil Guard (Guardia Civil)—a militarized police com-
manded directly by the president rather than the chief of the armed
forces—and the prospect of another PLH victory in the 1963
elections.

The elections were scheduled for October 1963. As in 1954, the
PLH was confronting a divided opposition. The PNH nominated
Ramén Ernesto Cruz, but a faction split off and ran the son of
ex-president Carfas. The PLH ignored the wishes of its president
and nominated Modesto Rodas Alvarado, a charismatic, highly
partisan figure believed to be to the left of Villeda Morales. All
signs pointed to an overwhelming victory for the PLH, an out-
come that the military found increasingly unpalatable.

Rumors of a coup began circulating in the late summer of 1963.
The United States endeavored to make clear its opposition to such
action—even dispatching a high-ranking officer from the United
States Southern Command in the Panama Canal Zone to try to
convince the chief of the armed forces, Air Force Colonel Oswaldo
Lépez Arellano, to call off the coup. Villeda Morales also tried to
