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INTRODUCTORY.
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In the judgment of recent historians, the causes of the Texas revolt from Mexico in 1835 were far less serious than people of later times have supposed them to be. The general cause, like the general cause of the American Revolution, was "a sudden effort to extend imperial authority at the expense of local privilege." * But underlying this was a mutual feeling of racial distrust, which had given tone to all the relations between Mexico and Texas since the foundation of the first American colony in Texas in 1821. When in 1835, because of the sudden rise of military despotism in Mexico, the Texans believed themselves at the point of becoming "alien subjects" of an inferior race, they rose in revolt. Their revolution passed through two distinct phases: (1) a defense of the Mexican Republican Constitution of 1824, in an effort to secure the cooperation of Mexican Liberals who opposed military despotism; (2) a struggle for absolute independence.

[* Barker, "Public Opinion in Texas Preceding the Revolution," in American Historical Association Report, 1911, pages 219-220.]

The purpose of this paper will be to summarize the development of events leading to the Texas Revolution, * and then to study somewhat in detail the career of one of its military leaders, James Fannin, Jr., who lost his life as a result of the divided state of opinion which characterized the first phase of the revolution.

[* "That part of the paper reviewing the development of the Revolution is omitted in this publication.]

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter I.

FANNIN AND THE CAMPAIGN OF 1835.
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No extended biography of James W. Fannin, Jr., has been left to the people of Texas. Were it not for the fact that he was a voluble letter-writer, and recorded minutely to the authorities his actions in the Texas Revolution, our knowledge of him would be almost exclusively confined to his engagement at Conception and the massacre at Goliad in which he played the role of chief martyr. But thanks to his letters, as well as to other contemporary documents, one may form a fair estimate of the man, though the details of his personal history are exasperatingly few.

We do not know with certainty either the date or the place of Fannin's birth. He tells us himself that he was adopted and reared by his maternal grandfather, J. W. Walker of Georgia, and that he attended West Point under the name of J. W. Walker. The records seem to verify this, for in 1819, then at the age of fourteen years and six months, James F. Walker of Georgia was admitted to the West Point Military Academy, and 1819-21, he was a cadet there of the fourth class.

Thrall says that Fannin came to Texas in the fall of 1834 with money furnished partly by friends to purchase slaves and open up a plantation. * But a letter found in the Texas State Library suggests ** that he was a slave trader rather than a plantation owner.

[* "Thrall, Pictorial History of Texas, page 532.]

[** Fannin to Fernandez, May 23, 1833. Domestic Correspondence, Texas State Library]

This letter may have reference to the purchase of slaves for his plantation, or it may refer to the beginnings of his slave dealings in Texas. In it he inquires concerning the price, the terms of payment, and the security of a cargo of Negroes for Texas, and the possible objection on the part of the government to giving passports to slaves or indented persons leaving Cuba.

It is a well-established fact that Fannin was spoken of by many of the older settlers of Texas as a slave trader. Indeed, in his violent controversy with S. Rhoads Fisher concerning the Hannah Elizabeth, Fisher accuses him of bringing from Africa slaves whose "native lingo yet betrays their recent importation." And a detached sentence in the letter to Major Belton above referred to, "My last voyage from the Island of Cuba (with 153) succeeded admirably," would suggest that he at least was interested in slave trading. Certainly he was a slave owner; for on November 6, 1836, he offered to the Texas government to sell, hypothecate, or otherwise dispose of all his property in Texas, "consisting of thirty-six Negroes now on Caney Creek and Brazos River to meet the purchase price of war material.

From the beginnings of the revolutionary agitations Fannin was prominent in Texan affairs. His importance in the colony is attested by the fact that on August 20, 1835, he was appointed by the Committee of Safety and Correspondence at Columbia to go to San Felipe and use his influence to persuade Wyly Martin and other persons to cooperate in the call of the consultation of all Texas. However effective his work may have been, a public meeting at San Felipe on September 12, 1835, recommended the consultation, and Martin, along with Randall Jones, William Pettus, Gail Borden, Jr., and Stephen F. Austin, was appointed on a committee to "order and superintend the election of delegates of this jurisdiction, and to correspond with committees of other jurisdictions." *

[* "Johnson-Barker, Texas and Texans, Volume I, pages 261-262.]

Fannin was not only an active revolutionary agitator, but he had also formed plans for the success of the struggle in which he foresaw Texas would be shortly engaged. Being a West Point man, he believed that the army should be organized largely under the command of West Point officers. Indeed, while in Mobile during the winter of 1834-35, he had suggested to Major Belton of the United States Army that the Texans would probably require aid from the United States, and particularly from a few experienced officers, though he had no notion that the war would begin so soon. In the letter above mentioned, he gives an idea of the threatened invasion of the Mexicans and of the preparations of the Texans:

"We are now preparing——having organized the National Guards into Companies; and sent orders to U. States for arms and munitions; and united in the call of a convention of the people on the 15th of October next. That convention will Declare Us Independent...Letters of marque will be issued...and we will have afloat a sufficient naval force to guard our coast and cripple their trade from the Campeachy banks to N. Orleans." The main object of the letter, however, was to inquire whether Fannin could present Major Belton's name at the convention, or at any subsequent time, "as an officer qualified and willing to command as brave a set of backwoodsmen as were ever led to battle"; for he added later, "When the hurly-burly is begun, we will be glad to see as many West Point boys as can be spared."

Major Belton neither declined nor permitted the use of his name before the consultation; but he offered, while he should be in New Orleans, six or eight days every month, to inspect and forward military arms and stores to Texas. Fannin later wrote to the president of the Consultation of Texas and advised that Major Belton be tendered a nomination in the proposed military organization. But neither the president nor the consultation acted on the matter, and thus Fannin's plan of using West Point military officers came to naught.

Fannin's letter to Major Belton was dated August 27, 1835, and by that time Texan resistance to Santa Anna was practically an assured fact. Several times during the exciting month of September we hear of Fannin's actions. On the 8th, he attended the banquet at Brazoria given in honor of Austin, who had just returned from his imprisonment in Mexico. The toast he gave on that occasion was timely and seems characteristic of his policy throughout the revolution:

"Union; may the people of Texas unite Roses white and red and their only emulation be who shall, who will do the most for the public good." *

[* "The Texas Republican, September 16, 1835.]

Only ten days after this famous banquet, word was received at Matagorda from Copano that the armed vessel Veracruzana with General Cos on board had arrived and was landing arms and ammunition, and that Cos was to await the arrival of two other vessels with four hundred troops, which were expected soon. Fannin, who was spreading the news, added: 

"We have determined to raise a sufficient force to justify a reasonable belief that we can succeed in an effort to secure at least the arms and ammunition and if possible the troops. You know we are weak in numbers——tho Thank God united in council."

He then showed how the settlers had planned to capture the Veracruzana; namely to rendezvous at Robinson's ferry on the Colorado and later to proceed to James Kerr's on the Lavaca where proper information would be received to guide their future operations. Lastly, he asked the cooperation of the various settlements, and urged that the news be spread "as speedy as possible," declaring that he himself would attend personally to Matagorda Bay and Bay Prairie, to see that suitable spies and scouts were sent ahead for information on which to rely.

The news of the arrival of the Veracruzana caused great excitement in Texas, because it proved to the Texans that Santa Anna intended to carry out his threat of establishing soldiers among them. Austin, as chairman of the Committee of Safety and Correspondence at San Felipe, on September 22, having just heard the news, urged those who could to join the expedition on the 28th. And on the 26th of September, there appeared in The Texas Republican a list of persons, Fannin among the number, each subscribing $500 to buy "arms and munitions of war." There was added this warning: "Let General Cos come. We will give him a warm reception."

But the expedition did not materialize. The next thing we hear of it is that Fannin had countermanded the order for the movement against Copano. The letter giving this information adds: Laura and the Schooner Caledonia can take the Veracruzana, and insists on the movement. He gives it his opinion that it will be undertaken. The citizens here are anxious that Bejar should be taken. In this district of country we are united, and as one man."

The fact is that Fannin instead of getting up the expedition against Copano had rushed to Gonzales at the call of the patriots there and Cos was given "free passage" to Bexar, where he arrived on October 9. This was because of a demand made by Ugartechea for a cannon which had been given the inhabitants of Gonzales, a town on the east bank of the Guadalupe, eighty miles from Bexar, for protection against the Indians. The Alcalde had
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