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Preface

For a state that brags about and promotes itself on largeness, the Texas Revolution is an anomaly. A relatively few Anglo settlers aided by outside adventurers revolted and wrestled a very large section of land away from Mexico and, in the process, created legends seemingly larger than life—William Barret Travis, James Bowie, David Crockett, Sam Houston, and Stephen F. Austin.

But as a military conflict, it lasted only seven months and consisted of eight battles. The siege of the Alamo lasted just thirteen days and the Alamo battle itself was concluded in barely one hour. Even the decisive Battle of San Jacinto, securing Texas’ independence from Mexico, was brief—an estimated eighteen minutes.

By military standards, there was really no “Texas” army. More often than not, settlers merely picked up their weapons and marched toward the Mexicans. Volunteers did come to Texas but, for the most part, they were more like citizen militias than military units.

Military uniforms were almost nonexistent. Weapons consisted of whatever the volunteer reported with. At Gonzales, Sam Houston found that many of the volunteers had reported without arms and he had none to supply. Unit discipline was seldom defined, much less enforced. Officers were promoted (and demoted) by popular vote of the men.

Some of the volunteers came for free land. Others, especially the established settlers who generally opposed secession from Mexico, reluctantly took up arms to defend what they perceived as their homes. A few may have even volunteered for the cause of constitutional freedoms. A considerable number of U.S. Army members could be found in Texas—whether they were officially or unofficially “deserters” remains open to debate. Land speculators and lawyers in the United States could hardly wait for the Texans to break away from Mexico and Mexican laws of canonization.

A large number of volunteers, however, came to Texas and the promise of conflict here out of a sense of adventure. The supposedly threatened liberties being taken away from the Constitution of 1824 made for good campfire discussions, but “the promise of a good scrape with the Mexicans” was the primary attraction for many of the volunteers, especially the younger ones. And wars couldn’t be fought very well without strong, brave, and idealistic young men.

Such a group came to Texas in 1835. They were an exception to most of the military standards of the Texas army at that time. As a unit, they were born in a New Orleans coffee arcade on October 13, 1835. Only 175 days later, they had been destroyed as a military unit and only a handful lived to learn of the victory at San Jacinto.

During that 175 days they were the premier Texan military unit in the rebellion. They wore uniforms. They carried similar weapons. And they fought.

They led the charge into Bexar during the battle for San Antonio and claimed that settlement for Texas—street by street, house by house, and in the end, hand to hand with the Mexican army.

Later they would again fight hand to hand in defending the Alamo, and they were one of the few volunteer units with members participating in San Patricio, Agua Dulce, and Refugio.

At Coleto, after effectively engaging far better equipped and supplied Mexican foot soldiers and cavalry, they were forced against their will to surrender. One week later, at Goliad, they were among the first to be marched out unarmed and massacred.

It was a short, violent 175-day unit history. Somehow, at least three of them were found among the rolls after the battle and victory at San Jacinto.

Bexar, the Alamo, San Patricio, Agua Dulce, Refugio, Coleto, Goliad, and San Jacinto . . . Had their battle standard survived, it would have been the most decorated unit herald of the Texas Revolution.

But, in the end, even their flag was gone. Known incorrectly as the Alamo flag, their banner is located yet today in the museum of the Castle of Chapultepec in Mexico City—Santa Anna’s “proof” of U.S. involvement in the Texas Revolution.

There are scattered around Texas some monuments for members of this group, but they are all memorials. Almost all died—few were properly buried. At the Alamo and Goliad their bodies were partially burned and left for the vultures and wolves before being finally interred in mass graves.

Their unit history is one of bravery, courage, and fighting skill. It was also one of poor leadership, internal political division, and terrible logistics and supply. But they were for the most part strong, brave, and idealistic young men.

These young men carried ideals—no matter how misplaced—into the revolution. They were ruthless in battle yet compassionate in victory. While they lived, they were formidable. When they died, they left a legacy of valor and courage.

They were known as the New Orleans Greys.


Chapter 1

Bank’s Arcade

New Orleans Harbor, October 13, 1835: A group of slaves dressed in gray work uniforms struggled to wrench the cannon up the ramp onto the deck of the schooner Columbus. “A big one,” Robert Musselman thought to himself as he studied the artillery piece from the sidewalk bench in front of the tavern. “Must be at least an eighteen-pounder,” he figured as he signaled for another mug.

Musselman was no stranger to artillery, although this massive gun was far larger than anything he’d seen in Florida. Taking another drink, he continued to ponder. Slaves, land, and fighting—seemed that his whole life was beginning to revolve around these three issues.

Florida had been a tour in hell. He’d hated the swamps and the Indians. His army tour of duty was over and he’d discharged to get away from it all, but here he was again, in New Orleans, and he was about to start it all over only this time in Texas.

Land had been the issue, or at least the, excuse, for Americans moving into Spanish Florida to settle. Initially the Spanish government had encouraged white settlers, but they inevitably clashed with the Seminoles—largely over the Indian practice of harboring runaway slaves.

Although the October air was cool on the New Orleans dock, the slaves Musselman was studying were sweating as they continued to hoist the cannon and other military equipment aboard the schooner.

“Slavery’s going to destroy this country,” he thought as he took another swig and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He’d seen the effects of slavery back in Shelby County, Ohio, where he’d been born thirty years earlier. The issue was just as divisive in Pennsylvania where he’d lived before joining the army. In Florida, it had caused two wars with the Seminole Indians and now, in Mexico, the cycle was starting all over again.

“Yeah, a cycle,” he thought to himself, “just like in Florida. Only this time instead of Indians, it was Mexicans, but the issues were the same—slavery and land.”

Slavery had never been a personal issue for Robert Mussel-man although the desire for land now was. He’d planned to move back East after military duty, but the death of his father while he was in Florida had changed all that. Now he had nothing to go back to, and his father had left no inheritance, so he’d discharged the army and headed to New Orleans.

He’d known immediately after arrival that New Orleans was too expensive for him and that he’d probably never be able to save enough money to buy a place here. But as he’d started thinking about it, he’d also become more aware of the current hot political topic being discussed everywhere around the city. That topic was the northernmost province of Mexico called Texas.

Trouble had been brewing there for a long time. Same as Florida, it had been American settlers moving into a new territory: first with permission, then in defiance. And like in Florida, the institution of slavery was a significant part of the problem.

Constitutional freedoms being retracted by the current Centralist government in Mexico was being blamed by the rumormongers around New Orleans for the current problems in Texas. But Musselman knew that it was more complicated than that. Slavery was prohibited in Mexico, and the early settlers had for the most part complied, but now there was an unrestrained flood of Anglo immigrants crossing the Sabine River into Texas from the American south, and many were openly bringing their slaves into the territory.

More disturbing, Musselman thought to himself, were the land speculators who had moved into Texas and cared nothing about restoring constitutional guarantees of personal freedoms. These unscrupulous entrepreneurs cared only about getting rich developing land grants, and the only way they could succeed was to convince the whites in Texas to break away from Mexico completely—secede and create their own country.

By now the massive cannon had disappeared over the gangplank onto the deck, but the slaves continued to carry boxes of military supplies and foodstuffs onto the ship. With nothing else to do, Musselman signaled the waitress for another drink and continued to ponder the decision he was about to make.

Worse than the Texas land speculators, he figured, were the Jacksonian Democrats who were officially “neutral” but secretly encouraging the breakaway Texas movement. Again, freedom was the stated reason for support, but Musselman suspected that what was really at issue was an independent Texas that could be annexed into the United States as a slave state and tilt the delicate balance between slave and free states in the U.S. Congress.

The United States was headed for division or civil war over the slavery issue. Musselman had seen how divisive the issue was while he was in the army—a northern soldier stationed in the Deep South.

He paid for the fresh drink, and his thoughts turned to his personal interest in Texas: free land. All over New Orleans, placards and newspaper headlines were proclaiming free land for homesteading once Texas was freed of Santa Anna and the corrupt Centralist Mexican government. Headrights, they were called, and they were guarantees of free land for any man willing to go to Texas and help overthrow the Mexicans.

The various newspapers around New Orleans trumpeted the abuses of Santa Anna and the bounty to be claimed in Texas. The problem, according to the reports, would be getting to Texas before the revolution was over. It seemed nobody expected the Mexicans to put up much of a fight.

Musselman had never been to Texas, but he suspected otherwise. As part of Jackson’s Indian Removal Act, he’d been sent into the Florida swamps for what was to be a simple job of resettling a bunch of “uncivilized savages.” It had been a mistaken assumption, he recalled bitterly, when the Seminoles had ambushed the army soldiers as they entered unfamiliar, hostile territory and defeated them time after time in a type of warfare for which he and his fellow soldiers had not been prepared to fight.

It appeared to him that in Texas, the land speculators had succeeded, since the Anglo Texans had started a rebellion recently and were now assembling at some old mission city in northern Mexico called San Antonio de Bexar. There seemed to be too many similarities to Florida for him to believe this would be a simple military exercise.

And so, with his family gone and his ties to the East severed, Robert Mussleman had decided like so many others to go to Texas for free land. But first he’d have to do some more soldiering—a task he didn’t particularly care for.

For the past several weeks he’d listened in taverns, coffee arcades, on work gangs, and to dockside conversations by young men who were planning to also go to Texas, maybe skirmish a bit with the Mexicans, then lay claim to large tracts of free land and become wealthy.

But he could also tell by listening to their conversations that these young men—usually in their twenties—were not trained soldiers. He had no reservations that these big, raw-boned, and boisterous boys could fight. However he had seen hundreds of these same kids die in the Florida swamps facing Seminole Indians who had inferior weapons and equipment but who were maintaining a sense of identity with the territory they were protecting. Intuition and military experience told him that the situation might be similar in Mexico.

Darkness was settling on the docks now and he finished his drink. The activity on the schooner in front of him had slowed considerably, but under the low glow of torches, a steady line of slaves continued to enter and depart the gangplank loading supplies.

He walked to the corner of Gravier Street and looked up at the clock on the tower of the nearby Cathedral of St. Louis. The meeting tonight at Bank’s Arcade was scheduled for eight o’clock and it was half past seven, so he started walking the three blocks up to 336 Magazine Street between Gravier and Natchez Streets.

Gravier Street was busy this evening, but the mass of men seemed to be, like him, gravitating toward the three-story red-bricked arcade building that was well known as a Texas recruiting center. Placards around the city had advertised this meeting for several days, and Mussleman knew that it would likely be filled with young, would-be mercenaries looking for adventure and fortune in northern Mexico.

He stepped into the street and started working his way up to the arcade. As he grew closer, the crowd of men grew larger until, as the bells of the cathedral chimed eight o’clock, the mass forced its way into the entrances of the arcade.

Musselman worked his way into the main hall and inched up toward the makeshift stage where he knew the speakers would be located. This was not his first trip to Bank’s Arcade to attend one of these meetings. Thomas Banks, owner of the building, was well known for his support of the rebels in Texas, and the arcade had for some time now served as a focal point for recruitment.

Before, however, he had attended meetings out of curiosity. Tonight his desire to settle down on his own land brought him here with the intent to sign up.

The main hall quickly became packed with men standing shoulder to shoulder, and the noise from their conversations was deafening. Shortly after eight o’clock the first of several speakers stepped onto the platform and gestured with his arms for some time before the roar of the crowd ceased and he could address the group.

Several speakers gave short, impassioned pleas for men to sign up and go to Texas—usually with the call to “fight Mexican tyranny” or “overthrow the corrupt Centralist regime of Santa Anna.” Musselman secretly wondered to himself what personal stakes these entrepreneurs had in an independent or U.S.-annexed Texas. “Hell,” he thought to himself, “they probably haven’t ever even been to Texas themselves.”

Finally, a speaker he recognized took the stage. As a young boy in Ohio, he had heard stories of William H. Christy, an Indian fighter who had distinguished himself against Tecumseh at Fort Meigs in 1813. Much later, while he was searching for Seminoles in the Florida swamps himself, he had come to truly respect Christy’s bravery earlier under similar circumstances.

Since Musselman had arrived in New Orleans, the name of William Christy had figured prominently in the political conversations around the arcades and taverns. Christy had served with Andrew Jackson at the Battle of New Orleans and discharged from the army to remain in the city and become involved in local politics.

After passing the bar exam, Christy had practiced law and served as a city alderman. Tonight, he was speaking to the group as the chairman and treasurer of one of the many committees to raise men and money for Texas.

Musselman genuinely admired Christy’s record of bravery against the Indians over thirty years earlier. He did not, however, extend that respect to William Christy the politician who was addressing the arcade tonight.

He knew that Christy had, in fact, been to Texas. He had even been imprisoned in Mexico for going to Texas earlier and assisting the Long Expedition attempting to overthrow the Mexican government.

For that reason he suspected Christy might be one of those unscrupulous land speculators who had everything to gain and nothing to lose in the secessionist movement in Texas. Mussel-man knew that if he were to sign up for military service in Texas, he wouldn’t be guaranteed free land, and if things went wrong, he might end up like Christy in a Mexican prison or even killed as a pirate. He and others like him tonight had little to gain and much to lose.

When Christy finished his call for volunteers, he introduced another speaker. Again, Musselman was familiar with the name of the speaker—Adolphus Sterne—but knew little about him except that, like Christy, Sterne had been involved in Texas politics for some time now.

Sterne and Christy, according to local gossip, had studied law together in New Orleans in the period right after the Battle of New Orleans, only Sterne had left Louisiana for Texas where he became a land agent and judge in the east Texas settlement of Nacogdoches.

As the German made his way to the speaker’s platform, Musselman recalled that the Texas agent had, like Christy, been imprisoned for attempting to overthrow the Mexican authorities—this time in the Freedonian Rebellion in east Texas. His Masonic affiliations, attorney connections, and probably his friendship with William Christy, had secured his release, and he was now acting as a recruiting agent—supposedly financing much of his activity with his own money.

By now the crowd in the arcade was becoming restless and tired of political oratory. Sterne managed to silence the crowd one more time, then gave a short but impassioned plea for men to volunteer for military service in Texas. Although Musselman didn’t think he liked or trusted this land agent, he was interested in what the German had to say because this was the man who could offer him free land in Texas if he enlisted.

Sterne briefly explained how if Texas obtained independence from Mexico, military veterans would be offered large tracts of land through what was called a headright program. To Musselman, that was a very large “if,” and he noticed how the discussion about restoring individual freedoms under the Mexican Constitution of 1824 had virtually disappeared from the oratory this night. Tonight all discussion centered not on reform, but on secession.

Sterne’s rallying speech was short, and throughout his talk various men in business clothing called out offers of financial support, in effect pledging monies if the meeting succeeded in organizing a military unit.

To these pledges, Sterne made a public statement of appreciation but stressed that what Texas really needed was men—men ready to fight the Mexicans. In conclusion, he personally offered a free rifle to the first fifty volunteers who would sign up.

At first there was silence in the hall, then a tall frontiersman stepped up—someone later said he was from Kentucky—and asked where he needed to sign his name. Then pandemonium broke out throughout the arcade as men milled around debating whether to enlist. Musselman had worked his way into a good spot to hear the speakers but couldn’t get into a line to qualify for a free rifle.

Resigned to enlisting and returning to military duty, he was still in no hurry to make his commitment. Wandering around the hall, he noticed that most of the observers had left the building after Sterne’s speech, but the recruitment call seemed to have been successful. He estimated that over one hundred men were lining up to enlist. He was about to join them.

Two lines quickly formed, leading to speculation among the men that two companies were being organized. Mussel-man got into one line and, waiting his turn, observed the men around him with whom he would be traveling to Texas as a military mercenary.

It seemed to him that about a third of the men were foreigners while the rest were Americans about equally split between northerners and southerners. They were a young group and, at age thirty, he felt older than most. If their youthful bravado could be believed, they represented a diverse background of occupations. Ominously, he observed, few seemed to have any military experience.

Finally he reached the enlistment table, and with no comment and only a nod of his head to the clerk sitting there, he picked up the pen, dipped it into the ink, and signed his name.

“Congratulations,” the clerk told him, “you are now a New Orleans Grey.”
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The Sabine River, or Rios de Sabinas, flows for 555 miles. It has at various times separated New Spain from New France, divided New Spain into provinces, delineated New Spain from the United States, and provided a border between Mexico and the United States.

Such was the case in 1835 when the Sabine served as the boundary between Louisiana and a Mexican republic in turmoil. In the autumn season of that year New Orleans was a recruiting center for volunteer groups enlisting to go to Texas.

Bank’s Arcade was a three-story building with a barroom, a glass-roofed courtyard, and an auction mart. The rooms on the second and third floors were used for the secret meetings of the plotters; recruiting for filibustering campaigns was carried on openly over clinking glasses in the barroom; and in the spacious courtyard and auction mart were held the mass meetings.1

The night of October 13, 1835, Thomas Banks used the occasion and the arcade to promote the organization of the New Orleans Greys.

William Christy, often called the Lafayette of Texas, presided. He told his audience that news of the struggle in Texas had aroused the cities of Nashville, Macon, Huntsville, Mobile, New York, Cincinnati, Louisville, and Nachitoches. He described how funds were being raised and men organized for military aid. “Shall we let these distant cities outstrip us, when we are so much nearer both geographically and in understanding of the situation?” he demanded.2

Upon hearing this challenge, an unnamed merchant stepped forward and contributed fifty dollars. Before the meeting was finished, an estimated seven to ten thousand dollars had been pledged.

Following Christy, Sterne addressed the group. Adolphus Sterne, despite his twenty-four years of age, was a veteran of the political intrigue in both Texas and New Orleans. Well connected in both regions through family connections, he was alcalde—a Mexican political office combining the duties of mayor and judge—of Nacogdoches. He had sworn Sam Houston as a Mexican citizen, and his Catholic wife was godmother at Houston’s baptism into Catholicism as required by Mexican law.

It is estimated that when the meeting was over at least one hundred twenty men had volunteered for service. In the excitement two companies were formed in different areas of the auction mart, not by design but because two different men had assumed the role of commander and began enlisting volunteers. The New Orleans Greys had been born.

After the initial recruitment, events moved quickly. Plans were made for one unit to travel north by boat to Alexandria, then march across the Sabine River to Nacogdoches where Sterne promised to supply them with horses. They would then cross the Texas prairie to Bexar, otherwise known as San Antonio, where the rebels were laying siege to the Mexican army in the colonial hamlet and old Alamo mission.

The other company would sail by ship from New Orleans to the Texas port of Velasco and then march overland to join the first company at Bexar. This ship was the schooner Columbus that Robert Musselman had watched being readied even before the recruitment meeting.

But the immediate order of business was organization and supply. The arcade had on the second floor an armory belonging to a group known as the Washington Guards. Probably some of the additional weaponry issued that night came from that armory, and certainly many of the volunteers who enlisted already possessed the weapons of their choice. Later reports from that meeting indicate that the standard weapons included “rifles, pistols, swords and large knives.” The large knives referred to the mass-produced replicas of the already legendary “Bowie knife.”

Previous companies had been named “greys,” and many subsequent volunteer units would also adopt that name—creating a great deal of confusion in interpreting muster rolls and rosters. The spelling of the unit name would variously be recorded as “grays” and “greys.” The New Orleans Greys would, in the future, merge and assume other “greys” titles: San Antonio Greys, Cooke’s Greys, and the Mobile Greys.

But the two companies organized in New Orleans that October 13 evening were the Greys. Their name was derived from the distinctive gray uniforms they were issued. A great deal of debate has centered on the uniforms: The popular historical view has been that they were surplus U.S. military uniforms—possibly 1825 army fatigue jackets—a theory supported by reports that Texas Indians who first encountered the group believed they were witnessing the American army inside Texas.

More recently, however, some historians have pointed out that the uniforms also closely resembled the gray wool/cotton fustian uniforms commonly worn that time of the year on the New Orleans ship docks by laborers and in some cases, by slaves. There are several accounts of such interwoven cotton and wool material being used as slave’s clothing.3

One Grey, Herman Ehrenberg, referred to the uniforms as “grey, for-service-in-the-prairie-fitting uniforms, which we found ready-made in the numerous magazines of the city.” At least two illustrations suggest that the uniforms had military-style drop-flap pants and wraparound jackets.4

Historians Amelia W. Williams and Eugene C. Barker state in their edited edition of Sam Houston’s writings that “the only kind of clothing that could be secured in sufficient quantity to outfit these men was a kind of homespun of gray color, called jeans. Suits made of this cloth were somewhat comparable to the ordinary workman’s suit that may be bought ready-made in most department stores today.”5 Since they were procured from “numerous” magazines throughout the city, they were probably similar but not completely “uniform” in appearance.

The distinctive black forage caps were almost certainly of military issue—probably the M1825 or M1833 forage cap. Similar caps, however, also were worn by laborers and many seamen of that period. Made of sealskin, they had flaps in the back that folded up into the band or could be dropped to protect the neck against the elements.

In the confusion during enlistment, two groups formed, giving the erroneous impression that two units were being created. As it developed, the successful recruitment effort resulted in the two groups being designated as companies. Neither company was given a numerical designation, however the unit to first reach San Antonio is often erroneously referred to as the First Company.

Also confusing is the fact that, just prior to the storming and occupation of San Antonio, one unit captain was promoted to the rank of major and William G. Cooke was selected as the new captain—resulting in the company being referred to as “Cooke’s Greys” and leading some historians to report that there were actually three companies of the New Orleans Greys.

If muster rolls were recorded that evening at Bank’s Arcade, there appears to be no existing record of them. Two decades later, in 1855, a fire at the Louisiana Adjutant General’s Office destroyed many original rolls possibly including those of the Greys. As a result, there are numerous spelling inconsistencies, and dates often do not match up correctly (even the date of the meeting at Bank’s Arcade is disputed—some sources claim the date was October 11).

The company arriving at Velasco on October 25 recorded a handwritten muster roll that is on file at the Alamo library operated by the Daughters of the Republic of Texas. The copy, however, is so poorly handwritten that many of the names are almost illegible, and as a result, subsequent lists often show names spelled in various styles.

As historian Karl Baker wrote in 1937:

. . . the sources are scattered fragments which must be hunted out and pieced together, bit by bit. In the process dates shift, names change their spelling, numbers refuse to yield their proper totals. This attempt to reconstruct the story, to fit all the discoverable facts into their right places in the pattern, is to be taken as an attempt only—an invitation to future inquirers to amend and complete.6

Sixty years after Baker made this observation, subsequent research has made the accounting of the New Orleans Greys rosters even more difficult.

The Texas General Land Office in Austin also has available three sets of roll books for Greys titled Muster roll, “New Orleans Greys Capt. Wm. G. Cooke, in the Army before Bexar 1835”7; Muster roll, “Captain Thomas H. Breece’s Co. Texas Volunteers, in the Army before Bexar 1835”8; and Muster roll Captain Petus “Company. New Orleans Greys.”9 Since Pettus’ (another example of alternative spelling) unit was a later union of members of the original two companies, it provides no information about the original volunteers.

By cross-referencing the General Land Office rosters with the Velasco muster roll and names of the rolls at the Alamo and Goliad, it is possible to re-create company rosters that correlate with early reports of unit numbers for the two companies. As with Baker’s observation in 1937, this is an attempt only, an invitation for future inquirers to amend and complete.

When tabulating these figures, it appears that one company totaled between 53 and 56 members and the other company enlisted between 64 and 67 volunteers at the arcade that evening.

Much of the problem in re-creating unit rosters can be attributed to spelling inconsistencies, but it was also common to find, during the Texas revolution, fathers and sons sharing the same given as well as family names and also cases in which brothers become confused on different rolls.10

An example of this would be Blaz Phillipe Despallier, who enlisted as a Grey and participated in the siege of Bexar but afterwards became sick and returned to Louisiana. His younger brother, Charles, also volunteered for service in Texas but not as a Grey. After Blaz Phillipe had returned to Louisiana, Charles participated in clearing the jacales near the Alamo walls, under heavy fire, during the siege and then served as a courier—returning to the Alamo for the final time with the Gonzales Ranging Company of Mounted Volunteers and dying in the battle on March 6, 1836. The name “Despallier” appears on Breece’s New Orleans Greys muster roll and on the death list of the Alamo—yet the Alamo defender was not a Grey.

Another example would be Andrew Greer, a Tennessee volunteer. His brother, Thomas, also came to Texas but did not join the Greys—serving, instead, as an artillerymen at the Battle of San Jacinto, manning one of the Twin Sisters cannon as a member of Lt. Col. James Neill’s artillery corps.

George Nelson was a volunteer that night whose younger brother, Edward, joined him during the siege and occupation of Bexar and died with him inside the Alamo but never joined the Greys.

The name “New Orleans” Greys has given the erroneous impression that the two companies were comprised of local, or at least Louisiana, men. In a way this was true, but only in the sense that New Orleans was probably the most diverse, multicultural urban center in the United States in 1835.

The common method of recording identification during that period was to list volunteers by home state. This, however, could also be misleading since many of the volunteers were transitory hunters, trappers, Indian fighters, or roving businessmen and tended to list their current address—or perhaps their last semi-permanent location—as their home state. Others, trying to leave elements of their pasts behind, may have purposefully listed false home states to confuse enemies, creditors, or angry wives.

Much has been written about the character and backgrounds of the Texas soldiers during the revolution. They have been characterized as the social and economic outcasts from the United States looking for quick fortune or escaping the American criminal justice system. Paul D. Lack, in his book The Texas Revolutionary Experience, cites one particularly harsh characterization:

“. . . generally collected from the very dregs of cities and towns, where they had obtained a scanty living by pelf and petty gambling. They are the most miserable wretches that the world ever produced.”11

Lack also points out, however, that “early volunteers from the United States also took pains to disassociate themselves from mere mercenary impulses.”12

Since the Greys were among the first of the volunteer units, their ranks probably contained a few “outlaws” but, for the most part, consisted of men who would have been considered of “good character” for that period.

Charles Clark is an example of the confusion caused by using state citizenship as identifying criteria. A Charles Clark enlisted with the New Orleans Greys and is listed as a native of Louisiana who served at Bexar and was later killed at Goliad. Another Charles (A.) Clark was also born in Louisiana but traveled to Texas from New York. Alamo records show that a Charles Clark from Missouri traveled to New York then to New Orleans where he joined the Greys and died in the Alamo. In fact, Charles (Henry) Clark did die at the Alamo but was not a Grey.

By cross-referencing, a list of names with “alleged” home state citizenships can be developed for the Greys and includes eighteen states as well as members from England, Ireland, Germany (sometimes listed as Upper Saxony), Wales, Scotland, Upper Canada, and Nova Scotia. Thus the Greys were truly neither “New Orlean” nor “Louisianian” nor even completely “American.”

Most of the names on the rosters have little information available. Youth seems to be one recurring factor when reviewing the names, so most of the volunteers probably had not had the opportunity to create business skills beyond those that required mobility—as evidenced in the wide background of declared home states. Some volunteers, however, had established business and personal histories prior to that October 13 evening at the arcade.

Robert C. Morris of New Orleans was a military man—having served several years in the Louisiana Guards prior to Greys enlistment. He, like Robert Mussleman, represented the few Greys who had formal military backgrounds. John Cook was an experienced artilleryman with service as a British marine. Most volunteers, however, appear to have had little or no prior military experience.

William Gordon Cooke was a druggist from Virginia. Michael Cronican had apprenticed as a newspaperman in Massachusetts and was a skilled printer. Stephen Dennison, an Englishman, was a painter and glasscutter by trade.

There were at least two medical doctors with the Greys—one assigned to each company. William Howell had been a doctor in New York before traveling to New Orleans. Albert Moses Levy, born in the Netherlands but a naturalized citizen and graduate of medical school at the University of Pennsylvania, was a surgeon attached to the other company of the Greys. Levy is listed on the rosters as Surgeon while Howell is recorded simply as “Pvt.” At least one of the Greys, William Hunter, was a lawyer and also served as a private.13

Francis Johnson had been born in Virginia and educated in Tennessee as a surveyor. At age thirty-two, he was one of the older Greys, but before reporting to New Orleans he had worked as a grocer, miller, constable, miner, and militiaman as well as a surveyor. Thomas Saltus Lubbock, at age seventeen, was working in a New Orleans cotton warehouse when he enlisted.

Julian Harby came to New Orleans from Charleston, South Carolina, where his father had previously introduced and established beginnings of Reform Judaism in Charleston and the United States. His uncle, Levi, was also traveling to Texas to join in the revolution to serve in the Texas navy. Levi was a veteran of naval battles in the War of 1812 and against the Mediterranean Barbary pirates. He had returned to the United States and had fought in the Seminole Indian Wars in Florida and in the independence movement in Bolivia. His interest in joining the Texas revolution had greatly influenced Julian as he signed up with the New Orleans Greys that night.

Thomas William Ward, a young Irishman who would later be seriously wounded at Bexar, had immigrated to Quebec and then to New Orleans where he was studying engineering and architecture. Herman Ehrenberg, listed as a German, had studied writing and engineering at the University of Jena.

It is Ehrenberg as a writer who leaves the best known account of the New Orleans Greys in the form of a personal diary. Signing up with what would become known as Breece’s Company in New Orleans, he records his experiences from the siege and occupation of Bexar, joining Grant’s Matamoros Expedition, and finally ending up at Goliad where he participated in the Battle of Coleto and miraculously escaping after being wounded in the Palm Sunday massacre.

Because he survived the Goliad massacre, his account is one of the few available that was written by a Grey. In escaping and swimming the San Antonio River that Sunday morning, he lost his original diary. A few years later, back in Germany, he rewrote the account and published it as Texas und Seine Revolution in 1843. The next year it was reissued as Der Freiheitskampf in Texas im Jahre 1836 and yet again in 1845 as Fahrten und Schicksale eines Deutschen in Texas.

There are several problems with relying upon Ehrenberg for information about the Greys. The account was rewritten from memory after the fact and, as the titles suggest, the diary was written in German. In 1935 Charlotte Churchill translated and published an abridged version of the diary titled With Milam and Fannin: The Adventures of a German Boy in Texas. The translation, however, was written on an intermediate school level, and the book reads like a young adult novel rather than a war diary. In 1997 a more scholarly translation by Peter Mollenhauer was published.14

Also, Ehrenberg was very self-promoting and opinionated—traits not uncommonly found in participants, especially the military leaders and politicians, of the Texas revolution. For a writer, however, these traits tend to cast doubts on credibility. Ehrenberg’s review of Fannin, in particular, was so vehement as to cause some historians to question his ability as a writer to maintain objectivity.

But Ehrenberg does help illustrate the varied backgrounds of those volunteers who signed the muster rolls that evening at Bank’s Arcade.

Enlistment into the two companies appears to have been random. The American volunteers seemed to have joined without regard to the geographical differences that were already dividing the country.

The Greys volunteers who were American did not divide into two North/South groups, as would their sons three decades later in the Civil War. Southern volunteers, including those from Kentucky, slightly outnumbered northern recruits while Europeans accounted for at least thirty-nine soldiers, or approximately one-third of the combined rosters.

Northern recruits did tend to favor enlistment in Morris’s company while southern enlistees were almost evenly divided between the two companies.

Of all the states with three or more enlistees, all except Maine had men in both companies. Louisiana, the state with the most volunteers, was evenly divided between the two companies.

The European volunteers, however, tended to enlist mostly in what would become known as Breece’s company, whose rolls included English, Irish, and Germans. Except for the Germans, variously also listed as from Prussia and Upper Saxony, all of the other European Greys were from the British Isles, Ireland, or Canada—so language was probably not a consideration in enlistment. Language may, however, explain why all the Germans were enrolled in Breece’s company.

The New Orleans Greys enlisting that autumn evening at Bank’s Arcade did truly encompass the broad spectrum of America and even part of Europe as they made adjustments to their new gray uniforms and became acquainted with their new comrades. Very quickly, one company embarked up the Mississippi River toward Alexandria and Nacogoches. Within two days, the other company left by ship for Velasco.

On two separate fronts, the 555-mile Sabine River, or Rios de Sabinas, was being challenged once again. On the west bank awaited the Mexican republic with its northern province known as Texas. From several reports attributed to members of the Greys as they left New Orleans, there was great anticipation of adventure, fighting, and glory. Exotic places with names like La Bahia, Goliad, Bexar, the Alamo, and Velasco awaited them to the west. Earlier, the Spanish, then the French, then the Mexicans, and finally the Anglo immigrants to the territory had learned the hard way that these exotic sounding places were also hotbeds of political turmoil, intrigue, deceit, and betrayal.

But to the young New Orleans Greys that October in 1835, the waters of the Sabine River couldn’t arrive fast enough.
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Chapter 2

By Sea with Morris

Velasco Beach, October 23, 1835: Robert C. Morris swatted the flies hovering around his face. The beach was deserted now and his fellow Greys were scattered—some hanging around the encampment and others lounging in the grog shops located at the mouth of the Brazos River.

Morris had come to this isolated beach area to watch the waves break on the sandbars and to organize his thoughts. He had a lot to think about.

Velasco was only three days by sea from New Orleans, but the tiny settlement made it seem as if he’d traveled back a hundred years in time. He welcomed any opportunity to get away from it and, like the other Greys, was anxious to move out and go to San Antonio de Bexar where the fighting was going to occur—if it wasn’t already over by now.

The settlement—if you could call it that—consisted of two ramshackle sheds that served as stores and a hotel so filthy and smelly that the Greys had preferred to camp away from it on the beach. Some of the men, especially the younger volunteers, idled their time in the half dozen grog shops, which consisted of open-air shelters serving homemade corn liquor to the local population of Anglo immigrants, Indians, and Mexicans.

As if the incessant flies, mosquitoes, and other insects were not bad enough, the humidity was oppressive and the locals completely untrustworthy. To them, the Greys represented a rare opportunity to make money, but Morris had to admit to himself that for a hastily organized unit of young men, the Greys had conducted themselves well.

He had made a conscious effort to get to know each one of the men since that night when the company had been organized at Bank’s Arcade ten days earlier. All of his personal campaigning during the sea voyage had paid off last night when the men had elected him the unit captain.

Like everyone else in the Greys, he’d enlisted as a private, but that commitment had represented to him only the first step in developing a position in the new political order evolving inside Texas this very moment.

He looked back over his shoulder at the pathetic village of Velasco and its equally dismal twin community across the Brazos—Quintana. At least the late afternoon coastal breeze was blowing southwesterly and keeping the stench of the combined garbage and sewage of the settlements away from him.

The area was quiet now and there was almost no movement discernable. It was hard to imagine any type of new political order evolving here. Morris knew that the real political action was occurring in faraway places like San Felipe de Austin, Washington-on-the-Brazos, Bexar, and Goliad by participants who had been in Texas far longer than his twenty-four hours. But he would soon be in the midst of the intrigue—and opportunities—and this disgusting coastal hamlet was the necessary first step.

Morris had connections in Texas but not the means to use them yet. His election as unit captain of the New Orleans Greys had been the first of several well-planned steps to get him in a position to be involved in the real Texas opportunities. Now he had to get the unit to Bexar in time to participate in the attack on that city and removal of all Mexican military forces from Texas. Then the real conquest would start and then his connections would work for him.

Staring into the gulf and watching the waves break in front of him, he took comfort in the fact that at this very moment personal letters of reference were being forwarded to Stephen F. Austin and Sam Houston.

His old New Orleans friend William Christy had offered to personally write Sam Houston on his behalf, and it had been Christy who had directed him toward Velasco and its even more important contacts: Thomas Freeman McKinney and Samuel May Williams.

McKinney would be a useful future contact when Texas was independent. Fluent in Spanish, McKinney had traveled extensively in Chihuahua and worked with Christy in New Orleans some five years ago. He was now senior partner in the McKinney, Williams and Company that was underwriting much of the Greys expenses here at Velasco and providing river transport for their first leg of the journey to San Antonio de Bexar.

The Greys had taken to Thomas McKinney immediately. He was, in their young eyes, the kind of man to have on their side. It was McKinney who, only a month earlier, had boarded one of his own schooners and captured the Mexican ship Correo de Mexico that had been pirating Texas-bound supplies. He was a fighter and his name was well known throughout the Texas settlements.

His partner, Samuel Williams, represented to Morris an even more valuable future contact. Williams’ association with New Orleans dated back to 1819 when he had known Christy and Sterne there. While Morris viewed McKinney as a fighter and adventurer, he saw Williams as a shrewd land speculator.

Shortly after meeting Christy in New Orleans, Williams had come to Texas under an alias, then applied for and received legal title to a league of land from Stephen Austin in the 1820—using his real name. By 1833 he was involved in Texas intrigue and had been involved in a failed land scheme to claim Galveston Island and one year later formed the partnership with McKinney that resulted in the establishment of the twin port entry points on the Brazos River.

Within a year, Velasco and Quintana had become major supply points for the coastal Texas settlers, and the McKinney, Williams and Company now owned three steamships, which linked the Anglo settlements in Texas with New Orleans commerce. One of those steamers, the Laura, was expected to arrive tonight and depart up the Brazos River with the Greys tomorrow for the town of Brazoria.

But in the meantime, Morris continued to stroll the beach and force his thoughts
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