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Preface

In the early days of 1804 or 1805, an illegitimate child was born of a distinguished veteran U.S. Army officer of the War of 1812 and a woman from his neighboring plantation in Georgia. That child would, after a difficult and sometimes troubled childhood, become involved in the Texas Revolution of 1835-1836 and become a martyr—although somewhat tarnished in reputation.

During his short lifetime, he used several names. He also espoused the values and culture of the American south in the early 1800s—honor, chivalry, an attachment to military tradition, and courage.

But in his personal life he did not always practice those values he advocated. He was a slave trader who dealt in human misery for profit; he sacrificed his personal honor at times in pursuit of personal ambition; his “code of chivalry” at times placed the lives of his men in danger; and he pursued the dream of a brigadier generalship only to become commander of an army he found he no longer wanted to lead.

But, in the tragic and disastrous end of his life and military command, his personal courage never faltered.

And he was one of the best field officers revolutionary Texas could place on the battlefield against the Mexican army in 1835 and 1836.

As a Texas hero, he has not been treated kindly with the passage of time. His place in Texas history has always been relegated to a footnote for the Alamo martyrs and the victory at San Jacinto. Unfairly, he is remembered as the commander who lost twice as many men as were killed at the Alamo and San Jacinto combined.

Texas has not been willing to forget him, but historians have not hesitated to label him with negative terms: Blind ambition, indecision, lack of strategy, underestimation of the enemy, reliance upon “councils of war,” and lack of attention to crucial details quickly come to mind.

But much of this criticism is undeserved. Neither Travis nor Houston was forced to struggle under the kinds of hardship that this officer endured in the south Texas plains in 1836. Each of the three commanders faced separate and distinctive burdens, but this leader in the end found neither Travis’ exaltation nor Houston’s victory.

Like virtually every other Texan leader in 1835 and 1836, he had flaws of character and elements of his background that were best left behind in his native United States. But, looking closely at the man and his command, it is apparent he has been in many ways judged unfairly.

His name was, at the time of his death, James Walker Fannin Jr.


Section I
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Southern Roots in
Mexican Texas
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Chapter One

Georgia, West Point,
and the Formative Years

In the early days of 1805—some historians claim 1804—an illegitimate child was born in Georgia, the son of Major Isham S. Fannin and the daughter of an employee on his brother’s plantation.

While among the landed Southern gentry in the early 1800s such an event was certainly not unheard of, it did create problems socially. The child was sent away.

The Fannin family, although prominent and financially secure in Georgia, had a touch of scandal in its past and just enough skeletons in the family closet to make this illegitimate birth more than embarrassing to Isham Fannin.

The family name had originally been Fanning and Isham’s father, James W., had dropped the “g” to disassociate himself from the clan’s severely tarnished role in prerevolutionary America.

The first Fannings arrived in the colonies in the mid-1600s. By the time of the revolution, the family was well established in colonial society and immediately took a prominent role in the Revolutionary War—although on the British side.

In North Carolina, a lawyer named Edmund Fanning married the daughter of the Tory Governor Tyron, who was particularly hated by the colonists. After the Revolutionary War, Edmund Fanning moved to Canada and for nineteen years was governor of Prince Edward Island and a lieutenant general in the British army.1

Edmund’s brother, James W. Fanning, adopted the independence cause and fought on the colonists’ side of the revolution. After the war, he immigrated to Georgia and became a successful and wealthy planter. To disassociate himself from his despised Tory brother, James dropped the “g” from the family name and for the rest of his life identified himself as “Fannin.”

In Georgia, James W. Fannin continued to prosper and grow. James Fannin died in 1803, leaving a successful plantation and several children including one son named Isham.

Isham, who continued using the abbreviated family name “Fannin,” had served as a major of militia in the War of 1812. But before that, in 1805, he had the illegitimate child. In 1809 he married Margarett Potter and they later had a daughter whom they named Eliza.

When Isham died on April 26,1817, he called to his bedside his two children. His young daughter, whom he was raising at home, was brought to him in these final hours. His young son, whom he had neither accepted nor raised, was also summoned to his deathbed. In his final moments, he whispered something to the children. Exactly what was said remains unknown, but its impact was profound—especially on the young boy.

Years later the boy would recall that moment in a poignant letter to his sister, but some unnamed family censor clipped the passage from the correspondence, leaving us with no indication what was said that day.

After Isham’s death, daughter Eliza remained with her mother. The son, however, went back to the family that had adopted him—the family of his true mother, who was named Walker.

That boy was named James Fannin Walker, but in his lifetime he would change his name—occasionally even re-adding the “g” to Fannin. But, in the end, he adopted the given name of his paternal grandfather.

His childhood experiences followed him throughout his adulthood. Until the final day of his short life, despite his intense personal ambition, he often appeared uncomfortable with himself. He is remembered in Texas history today as James Walker Fannin Jr.

Little is known of his early years. Eliza’s mother appears to have encouraged the siblings to maintain contact with each other. In later years, James referred to her in favorable terms. Some reports claim his maternal grandfather adopted him, and it appears the two had a close and comfortable relationship.

It is also apparent that Isham Fannin maintained at least some relationship with his son—a fact emphasized by his dying request to talk with the boy. In later years, James would write favorably of his father, “. . . what he done for me, (which but few fathers would have done).”2

So it appears that as socially stigmatizing as his birth circumstances might have been in Southern society, he was not overly traumatized by it. Growing up on the plantation of his true mother, he probably also visited the home of his sister and stepmother.

There are no records of his attending school during the early years, but it can be assumed he at least participated in “plantation schooling” common in the American South during that period of his life.

Somehow he managed to obtain a position at West Point while still a young teenager. The service records of his father in the War of 1812 and his grandfather in the Revolutionary War may have been a factor in his selection, but his academic preparation obviously was not.

U.S. Army records indicate he enrolled at West Point at age fourteen years and six months on July 1, 1819—still using the adopted name “James Fannin Walker.” At the time of his admission, his guardian was listed as Abraham B. Fleming of Savannah, Georgia.3

Little is known of his physical stature and appearance. In later years, there would be descriptions of him as a grown man including one by historian Harbert Davenport, quoting unnamed sources, in which he describes Fannin as “. . . more than six feet tall. My recollection is that Fannin was described as being dark, with military bearing, and a studious cast of countenance—the thought that occurs to me being that he was neither of the flashing coal black type of Bonham, nor the ruddy haired and gray-eyed, as was Travis, but of complexion somewhat between the two.”4

Documents from West Point indicate that Fannin, under the name “Walker,” completed his Fourth Class Year (freshman) ending June 1820. Of eighty-six classmates, he finished sixty-second in mathematics, fifty-seventh in French, and sixtieth in “Order of General Merit.” It was obvious from the beginning of his military career that academics would not be a strength.

By January 21, 1821, he was failing French and had been remanded back to the Fourth Class. By June of 1821 his grades had improved, but he was still struggling. Of seventy-four class members, he ranked twenty-third in mathematics; twenty-eighth in French, and twenty-seventh in Order of General Merit.

By October 29 of that year he was listed as “absent with leave,” and on November 1, 1821, the superintendent of West Point wrote, “I have the honor to enclose the resignation of Cadets James F. Walker of Georgia and Cyrus Canon and recommend that they be accepted to take effect on the 30th of November.”5 In addition to having an academic problem in French, his conduct record was not the best. He was liberally punished or assigned extra duty for absences or tardiness for roll calls, classes, and formations.

One of the reasons for these unexcused absences may have been to visit his cousin Martha Fannin, who was attending a girls’ school in Philadelphia.6 Martha Fannin would later marry Dr. Tomlinson Fort after, as she allegedly claimed, being courted by Mirabeau B. Lamar in Columbus. But she was also the same age as her cousin James, and the two appear to have felt close enough to have shared their thoughts during this period.

Exactly what happened to James Fannin between October 29 and November 20 of 1821 will probably never be known, but it effectively put an end to his preparations to become a military officer. The story has been reported in several history books that he got into a fight with another cadet—supposedly over a comment derogatory toward the South. He is listed simply as “Resigned to take effect 20 November 1821,” which was actually ten days before the superintendent’s recommendation.

There are no records to substantiate the theory that he resigned after a fight, or perhaps even a duel, rather than accept punishment by army authorities. In fact, West Point archives contain a document that suggests his departure from the academy was the result of an entirely different personal situation.

That document is a letter from Fannin’s cousin addressed to him at the academy and dated October 3, 1821:

Greenboro, Greens County
Georgia Oct 3rd 1821

Dear Cousin

By the request of your Grandmother & Mother I forward you this & hope you will not delay in returning home for they are very low indeed & are not expected to survive many months & if you do not come shortly it is probable you will never see them again for your Grandmother has entirely lost the use of one side by the dead Palsey & the old Gentleman as you know has the shaking Palsey & so very bad that he cannot carry anything to his mouth. I presume I need not say anything more at present as you are not ignorant of their extreme old age So be in haste & gratify your relations for they are all very anxious for your return & do not delay as you observed in your last letter until June go immediately on the reception of this to the Superintendent and inform him of these things & I have no doubt but what he will permit you to return. Your Uncle Fannin passed by here a few weeks since on his way to [unintelligible] for his health & he will return to Savannah as soon as the sickly season is over & he recovers his health

With Respect & Great
Esteem I am your relative
(DWalker)7

For whatever reason he resigned his position at West Point—duel or family emergency—James Fannin Walker wrote the superintendent three weeks after his cousin’s letter:

West Point
Oct 25th 1821

Sir

Circumstances not admitting my longer stay at the Milty Acdy I hereby offer this as my resignation of the Appointment of Cadet in the U.S. Army.

I remain Sir
Your Obs.
James F. Walker8

From the records, it is obvious James Fannin did not “take” to military regimen nor did he fare well in his studies. He did not learn advanced military tactics, theories of warfare, or even histories of previous battles. Although he attended the academy in the years immediately following Andrew Jackson’s victory at New Orleans, Fannin never later referred to that or any other battle in an informed way.

While his stay at West Point lasted a little over two years, it should be remembered that he was remanded back to the beginning class so he cannot be considered to have “completed” two years at the academy. He almost certainly had no advanced training in fortifications, logistics, transportation, or intelligence gathering.

While at the academy he chose not to exercise personal discipline, and his unexcused absences reflect disdain for following orders. His problems cannot be attributed to lack of prior schooling—his letters in later life reveal him to be a literate and analytical man—but as a youth he was wild and irresponsible, and it resulted in his leaving the United States Military Academy an untrained and undisciplined young man, who never gave up his dream of a military command.

After dropping out of the academy, Fannin returned to Georgia, residing successively in Twiggs and Troup Counties but removed, in 1828, to Columbus, in Muskogee County, where he became a merchant. He was also secretary of a Temperance Society and a division inspector of the Georgia militia.9
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James Walker Fannin Jr.

Photo source: The Dallas Historical Society

He began developing an interest in politics and was reported in a 1988 article by The Victoria Advocate to have been elected as judge of the Muscogee County Court in 1830 only to be disqualified for having fought in a duel.10 He also later served as a representative to the state convention in 1833 from Troup County, Georgia.

With regards to the disqualification for dueling, there appear to be no records in Georgia of such a legal action taken, and the article did not elaborate on the circumstances of the duel. Much mystery remains concerning his departure from West Point: Many sources claim he left the academy after a fight with another cadet but, again, offer no specifics. There is some speculation he was asked to leave—an action roughly comparable to today’s discharge “for the good of the service.” Dueling would have been a discharge offense at West Point, but the scanty records of Fannin’s service there contain no mention of a duel or expulsion for fighting.

While he attempted to reconstruct his life after West Point, it appears he became interested in settling down and becoming financially secure. He married Minerva Fort, and on July 17, 1829, their first daughter, Missouri Pinkney, was born.

He also appears to have maintained some contact with his stepmother and half-sister. After Isham’s death, Margarett married J.H. King, who became Eliza’s stepfather. After Eliza had gone to finishing school in Salem, Margarett wrote her in 1829 that James had sent news of his baby daughter.

During this period it was customary for established and wealthy plantation owners to send daughters to northern “finishing” schools since there were few public education facilities available for girls. After two years of boarding school at Salem, it was determined that Eliza should go to finishing school in Connecticut.

On October 27,1830, James Fannin wrote his half-sister a long and very personal letter. She had at that time returned home from Salem and was preparing for her trip to Connecticut.

He was then twenty-five years of age and eleven years Eliza’s senior, and his letter was filled with brotherly advice. Eliza kept the letters, which were handed down among family members over the years and in 1931 made available to Clarence Wharton, who published excerpts:11

James tells Eliza reproachfully that he has heard from others that she is now with her mother and among her former friends, and that he would like to consider himself her “dearest relative.” “We have always been separated from each other, but you will not suspect me of selfishness or the want of that fraternal feeling incident to our relationship.

Little is known about James Fannin during this period of his life, and this letter is significant because, in it, James Fannin reveals a great deal about himself. But even here, historians are robbed of information about a crucial facet of Fannin’s background and thinking during this period.

Wharton continues:

After this passage he begins the discussion of some personal family matter and tells her “you are now of an age to know,” but some careful hand has with knife or scissors neatly cut from the letter what she is now “old enough to know.” After the blank left by the censor’s scissors, the letter continues for four pages and refers to his “long silence and peculiar situation.” “If you can not see this in all its true bearings, ask mother or Mr. King [her stepfather].”

Like Wharton, we can only speculate what matter of importance, or secret, he felt he needed to share with Eliza. Some have speculated the censored passage had to do with the illegitimate circumstances of his birth while others have suggested he may have used the suffering he had endured because of those circumstances to encourage his young sister to not make the same mistake his own mother had.

He may have suggested unknown family circumstances that had resulted in the two of them being separated all their lives. Or he may have confessed personal feelings about being sent away from his father and adopted. It was the first but not the only time he wrote Eliza of his “peculiar situation.” It was something that very obviously weighed heavily upon his mind.

We do not know who the censor was: if Eliza decided to remove it before she saved the letter, or if Margarett intercepted the correspondence and clipped the passage to prevent her daughter from reading it.

At the conclusion of the letter, according to Wharton, Fannin “. . . grows eloquent in the description of his baby daughter, whom Eliza has never seen. “To praise our little daughter would be useless. If you wish to see or know anything of her, come and see her. I can not visit my friends until after the next year, when I hope to save enough money to buy a carriage, as we will then have too many to go any other way, and tho’ we do live down near the Indian border, we still have some pride.”

This passage also reveals something about James Fannin in 1830: He is struggling with finances and self-image problems. In 1830s Georgia plantation society, finances and personal pride no doubt were closely intertwined. While Eliza was living with her mother and a stepfather, who could afford the considerable expense of sending her to a northern finishing school, he was struggling to purchase a carriage for his wife and daughter.

Throughout his life, James Fannin would exhibit love and affection for his immediate family. Later, in a Texas society that included men and leaders whose pasts were certainly suspect with regards to marital relationships and parental responsibilities, James Walker Fannin Jr. would never once be accused of anything but complete devotion to Minerva and his two daughters.

About this time, he writes of his daughter again: “She is a real Fannin and I do not say too much when I assert that she is one of the finest children in Georgia. She is all life, never cries, is always laughing.”12

Shortly after this letter, Eliza moved to New Haven, Connecticut, and began school. In 1832, while Eliza was still enrolled, James Fannin applied for, and received, lottery lands from the former Cherokee Territory located in northwest Georgia.13

He was beginning to obtain land in his name, but his quest for financial security continued to elude him. In response, he began to consider alternative, and more risky, business endeavors.

Early in 1832 his second daughter, Minerva, whom he may have nicknamed Eliza, was born—a fact he mentioned in a letter to his sister in April of that year. At the time he wrote the letter, he was in Charleston, South Carolina, preparing to sail for Havana, Cuba, purportedly for a cargo of sugar.

Clarence Wharton again affords us a glimpse into Fannin’s thinking and feelings in this letter to his sister:

He chides her for two pages for not having written often and then such brief letters. “Writing, my own dear but truant sister, is not only a relaxation from severe studies, but an amusement to the tired, worn-out mind—like a mile walk after a day’s ride. It supplies the joints and sinews, makes many things vigorous and elastic. But my dear Eliza will not think that her only paternal brother is one of those crusty, crabbed old crones who wishes to monopolize the whole of her time, etc.”14

Wharton records that he then tells her he “left her sister, Minerva, and her nieces, Missouri Pinkney and Eliza [Minerva], quite well, but does not pause to comment on the personality of the little daughters, though we hope he still regarded them the finest in Georgia.”

The reason for this lack of comment may have been by painful design: Baby Minerva had been born severely retarded.

A month later he writes his sister again, this time from Havana where he is lonely and homesick. “Feelings which seemed quite dormant yesterday are today in their zenith—Nay, as warm as the tropic of Cancer will admit. I love my old friends with a holy love. No wonder then that I love my only sister a little.”

Wharton then reports that Fannin again refers to his “peculiar situation” and describes his final moments with his father:

Can I (remember my peculiar situation) ever recur to the never to be forgotten April 26, 1817, and see our common parent in the last death struggle, and hear him calling for both of us, and you a helpless infant, unconscious of your loss, held in his dying arms; can I, who known a father’s anxieties and witnessed this scene, remember this and what he done for me (which but few fathers would have done), not feel some solicitude for the object nearest his heart? The full overflowing heart of a true Fannin responds in feelings of deepest gratitude—in love the most lasting and indelible.

He is again vague about the nature of his business—mentioning that he is going for a cargo of sugar and will keep a vessel in the trade. The “cargo of sugar” was, in reality, a cargo of slaves. By mid-1832 James Fannin had become a slave trader. Although U.S. law allowed the practice of slavery, it did ban the importation of new slaves from Africa.

Because of the nature of the business and the penalties for conviction, little is known about his activities during the next two years. By 1834, however, the so-called “no man’s land” on the Sabine Lake between Louisiana and the Mexican province of Texas was quickly becoming an importation point for illegal slaves introduced into the United States.

Texas was also becoming a promising land for American immigrants who wanted free or cheap land and a new start in life. Stephen F. Austin’s small colony near the mouth of the Brazos River was quickly growing, and stories reached the American South of unlimited crop and stock-raising potential there. Although illegal in Mexico too, slaves would be in great demand by the American planters there.

It is not known when Fannin first visited Texas, but on May 26 of 1834 he was back in Havana. There he made a contract with Harvey Kendrick for the purchase, from a man named Thompson, of the schooner Crawford for five thousand dollars, for which he drew a draft on E.W. Gregory of New Orleans.15

The manifest of the ship indicated that it was sailing from Havana on June 12 for the Brazos River in Texas with a cargo of sixteen free Negroes. This Fannin swore before the United States consul in Havana and to the fact that the ship would be continuing on to New Orleans where payment for the boat would be made. Because of Mexican laws banning the import of slaves, this oath was necessary for permission to sail to Texas.

No reason is cited for the stop at Velasco, but Wharton claims the sixteen “free Negroes” were no doubt unloaded there and that Fannin failed to realize enough cash in the transaction to pay for the boat in New Orleans. On August 22, 1834, he was in Mobile requesting that Thompson grant him an extension on the payment for the boat based upon another planned trip to Havana.

By then he had established himself as a resident in Austin’s Colony in Texas and was operating a plantation along the San Bernard River in conjunction with Joseph Mims.

For better or worse, James Walker Fannin Jr. had placed his and his family’s future in the Mexican province of Texas.
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Chapter Two

Cotton Fields and Slave Ships

James Walker Fannin Jr. was expected to arrive at Austin’s Colony sometime in 1834.

By that time, Joseph and Sarah Mims had been living and farming in Texas for a decade and were only beginning to appreciate the hard and dangerous land they were occupying. As part of Stephen F. Austin’s “Old Three Hundred,” the Mims had received title to a choice piece of land fronting the San Bernard River—only a few miles south of the Brazos River and near the Anglo community of Brazoria.

The land was good earth for growing cotton and corn. It had been claimed that Texas earth was “so fertile all you had to do was kick some dust on the seed and let nature take its course.” That of course had been stretching the truth, but the land was productive, especially near the river.

Flooding enriched the bottomlands with silt and nutrients, but as the Mims had learned the hard way, rains to the north also created devastating flooding. They had arrived in Texas in 1824, and the first bad flooding had occurred four years later. Another bad flood had occurred in 1833, and they were just recovering from it. But in between, the land was producing more and more cotton, and the burgeoning markets in New Orleans were creating quick wealth to those tough enough to live here and manage the land.

The Anglo homesteading was also extending culture from the American South into Mexican Texas. Small farmers made up the majority of white homesteaders in the Austin Colony in 1834, and most homes were “dogtrot” log houses “chinked” with mud—called dogtrot since the houses consisted of two log rooms connected by an open and covered breezeway that was the favorite place for sleeping dogs in the summertime.

Around 1830 the economy had developed to the point that elegant homes were also being constructed and taking on the appearance of Southern plantations. As the cotton crops continued to expand, so did the need for labor, and another Southern institution—slavery—began to emerge in Texas.

Slavery was not new to Texas in 1834. Despite Mexican laws prohibiting the introduction of slaves into Mexican Texas, American slaves were brought into the area from Louisiana—often legally as “indentured servants” but more often than not illegally by slave ships from Cuba and the Caribbean.

Just downstream from the Mims home was a spot along the banks of the San Bernard River that had come to be known as “African Landing.” Where an ancient giant oak tree had fallen along the bank—creating a natural landing pier—slave ships entered the interior of Austin’s Colony and docked with relative impunity.

One hundred years later the Houston Chronicle reported that “At African Landing they were taken ashore and hastily groomed for sale to buyers who drove down in carriages from their plantations and pinched, thumped and measured the human commodities while their body servants fanned the flies away.”1

The article continued, “the naked negroes were hurriedly given a course in wearing clothes, for there was much readier sale for those who gave an impression of being civilized. The poor frightened creatures, with their hoodoo charms and tribal marks, rolled their eyes in dismay while they walked around stiffly in their pants and skirts. The bodies of the blacks were greased from head to foot to give an illusion of youth and health.”

Not all Anglos—as the Texans were calling themselves—favored slavery, and many openly opposed the importation of Africans into the area. Still, on nearly every colonized piece of land in Austin’s Colony in 1834, slaves were apparent. But slave importation was illegal under Mexican law, and the settlers were now legally Mexican citizens.

In pledging their loyalty to Mexico City, the Anglos had promised to become Catholic, pay Mexican taxes, follow Mexican law, and adapt to Mexican cultural values. If fact, almost none had done so. Few bothered to learn Spanish, and the conversions to Catholicism were largely done with crossed fingers behind the back. Protestant ministers from the United States traveled throughout the colonies and performed services and “unofficial” marriages.

Mexico made occasional attempts at taxing the settlers and even had established a customshouse and fort not far to the northeast of Mim’s land where the Brazos River emptied into the sea at a hamlet called Velasco. But the Mexican government officials were lax and corrupt, and few customs were ever collected. Smuggling had become so rampant that it was considered respectable by most of the Anglos. And the smuggling now included the wholesale importation of slaves from the United States and Cuba.

But in 1834 there had been a change in Mexican politics at Mexico City, and the new Centralist administration under General Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna was now vowing to start collecting the taxes and had begun dismantling many of the civil liberties promised under the Mexican Constitution of 1824. Trouble had been brewing for some time.

Two years earlier, in June of 1832, several men from the Austin Colony had attacked the fort at Velasco, forcing the Mexican military garrisoned there to withdraw. Shortly thereafter Colonel Mexia was dispatched with his fleet to Velasco for the purpose of investigating the disturbance. Accompanied by Stephen Austin, who had been attending the legislature at Coahuila and Texas, Mexia proceeded to Brazoria, where he was honored at a reception at the tavern of Mrs. Jane Long, the widow of the already legendary filibusterer Dr. James Long. Toasts were exchanged and good will was again established between the colonists and the Mexican government.

But 1833 had been a bad year in other ways. The flood had been devastating, and in its wake, a thick layer of silt emitted a sour stench. Mosquitoes bred by the millions. By summer the flood had crested, but cholera spread and became epidemic.2 Still the plantations and the communities continued to grow and expand.

It was in 1833 that Stephen Austin had taken petitions for reforms to Mexico City only to find that the cholera epidemic had caused Mexican officials to abandon that city. In frustration he wrote a letter to contacts in San Antonio, urging Anglo Texans to consider separation from the Mexican federation. That letter was intercepted and resulted in his arrest in January of 1834. He would be detained in Mexico City for another year and a half.

While Austin was in Mexico City from July 1833 to July 1835, President Santa Anna changed from a Republican Federalist to a Centralist dictator. The change was due to popular outcry against reforms that lessened the privileges of the church and the military and a fear that the United States was trying to annex Texas. Essentially Austin was held as a hostage for the good behavior of the Anglo Texans.

But Santa Anna had problems in areas of Mexico besides Austin’s Colony. He led the army against a Federalist uprising in Zacatecas in which the Federalists were brutally crushed. He named his brother-in-law, Gen. Martin Perfecto de Cos, commandant general of the northeastern frontier that included Coahuila and Texas.

General Cos would become a name soon recognized by virtually every settler in Austin’s Colony and the rest of the Anglo settlements in Texas.

When Cos occupied the capital of Coahuila in May 1835, the governor and some legislators fled to Texas. Among those legislators were some “observers” from the United States and Texas who had just received very lucrative—and suspicious—land grants to develop large tracts of territory in Coahuila and Texas.

One of those observers was a Scotsman—James Grant. His would also be a name that would become readily recognizable throughout Texas as the rebellion spread.

By 1834 the constant upheavals within the Mexican government had led to a renewal of tensions and had created divisions among the white immigrants themselves. Longtime settlers like Joseph Mims, with large land grants, tended to advocate peace with the Mexican government, but the younger newcomers, some with no land grants, felt little loyalty to Mexico and sided with those advocating annexation to the United States.

That summer season in 1834 Joseph and Sarah Mims had occasion to look back over the previous decade in Texas. Life had been hard: Indians, floods, disease, and a foreign culture had been difficult obstacles. But life had also been good: They had survived the elements and hostiles and had prospered.

And soon, a young newcomer from Georgia was coming to help them farm the plantation. James Walker Fannin Jr. was scheduled to arrive by ship with his family. Unknown to Joseph and Sarah Mims, James Fannin had little intention of farming and even less intention of obeying and adapting to Mexican laws and culture. But his arrival at the Austin Colony would help change the course of Texas history forever.

1 “Fannin Was Wealthy Man For His Time; Had Big Plantation,” Houston Chronicle, Sunday, April 19, 1936.

2 Creighton, James A., A Narrative History of Brazoria County, Texas (Waco: Texian Press, 1975), pg. 80.


Chapter Three

Texan Émigré

James and Minerva Fannin arrived in Texas with their two daughters to discover a land of contrasts—politically, economically, and culturally. He almost certainly arrived in Texas with very few assets. A letter of introduction by Edward Hanrick to Samuel M. Williams, sent from Montgomery and dated August 28, 1833, suggested, “I believe he is an enterprising man and from What I can learn he is Worth nothing and perhaps as we say wuse [worse] than nothing, and his case is desperate, for he has nothing to lose and all to gain.”1

The debt Fannin owed Thompson for the schooner Crawford was only one of many that followed him to Texas in 1834. According to Clarence Wharton, “He had a leaky pen when he came to signing notes and drafts, and when he located in Texas in 1834-5 he left a trail of such obligations all the way from Georgia.”2

But, broke or not, Fannin arrived in Texas with something desperately needed by the plantation owners in Austin’s Colony in 1834: the ability and connections to provide slave labor. The cholera epidemic had ended, the floods had subsided, and the political problems with Mexico were temporarily placated. The prices for cotton had soared, and the market in New Orleans was quickly purchasing all cotton produced in Texas.

Joseph and Sarah Mims had arrived in 1824 among the earliest of Austin’s colonists and had endured the hard times in log cabins. By the 1830s, however, as Texas plantations developed they included barns, stables, warehouses, storage facilities, gardens, and slave quarters. But these facilities could only be maintained by the increased production of cotton and only with the means of additional free labor.

A decade after his arrival in Texas, Joseph Mims was successfully established but struggling to expand his profitable plantation near Brazoria. He needed additional labor, and James W. Fannin Jr. represented the potential for obtaining more slaves. Mims and Fannin agreed to a partnership, and Fannin’s role in the agreement appears to be the importation of slave labor for Mims and other farmers in Austin’s Colony.

Fannin’s correspondence and the letters of others in the colony verify that he immediately established himself as a slave trader upon arriving in Texas. In fact, his slave trading reputation preceded his arrival. Edward Hanrick’s letter of introduction to Samuel Williams also included the reference to Fannin as “one of the persons that was to be engaged in the Negroe Speculation.”3

Slavery, while economically necessary in Austin’s Colony, was already a controversial political topic. Constitutionally illegal under Mexican law, exemptions had been granted to the immigrants, and slaves had been imported into Texas from the American South through questionable “indentured” certificates that listed them as house servants and field hands.

Such practices were not unusual in Mexico itself, which for decades had used a similar form of debt peonage to force peasants to work the owners’ lands. In Austin’s Colony, the black “indentured servants” would “x” an indenture contract, which legally allowed them to be imported into Texas under Mexican anti-slavery laws.

A more disturbing and controversial aspect of Texas slavery during the 1830s involved the importation of slaves directly from Africa—usually through Cuban ports. The United States Slave Trading Act of 1820 defined participation in the African trade as piracy, with a mandatory death sentence. In this respect, American and Mexican laws were very similar, and even the lax regulations on importation of domestic servants were scheduled to end by 1840—legally abolishing all forms of slavery in Texas.

Importation of African slaves into Texas was already a well-established fact by the time Fannin arrived. James and Rezin Bowie were legends, partially due to their slave importing exploits in the province.

The illegal importation of these Africans—easily distinguishable by their tribal scars, tattoos, and dialects—was usually achieved by having the “blackbirders” (the ship captains) sail their vessels up the mouth of the Sabine River dividing American Louisiana and Mexican Texas. In this “no-man’s area,” the captains could then safely unload their cargoes—usually at a location in Sabine Lake.

James Fannin, however, planned a more direct route up the San Bernard River to the location known as African Landing. The location was ideal—but risky—for the importation of African slaves into Austin’s Colony.

Immediately upon arrival in Texas, James and Minerva Fannin and their two daughters took up residence on the Mims Plantation. Later, an old Mims slave, Jerry Johnson, whose father was blacksmith on the Mims Plantation, stated that Fannin never lived in the Mims residence. Instead, he stayed in a smaller house nearby.4

Joseph Mims located his home on the eastern portion of his grant and farmed over three thousand acres and operated a ferry on the San Bernard. Although James Fannin only lived in Austin’s Colony a little more than one year, the inventory of his property after his death indicates he prospered very quickly. That posthumous inventory listed three thousand acres of land, thirty-nine Negroes, two hundred twenty bales of cotton, sixty head of cattle, five horses and mules, and three yoke oxen.5

But slavery and economics were not the only controversial issues that Fannin found when he landed in Texas. Politics in Mexico City and the Centralist movement being led by General Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna had created concern in Austin’s Colony and resulted in division among the settlers themselves.

Revisions of the Mexican Constitution of 1824, with its federal structure and guarantees of civil liberties, have often been listed as the basis for the Texas Revolution. In fact, Mims, Fannin, and other farmers in Austin’s Colony were profiting and living freely under the constitution. The Old Three Hundred and other newcomers were alarmed about two basic changes being advocated by the Centralist government and Santa Anna: total abolition of slavery in Texas and the enforcement of tariffs and taxes.

The Texan immigrants had long been subject to tariffs and taxes levied by Mexico City but in
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