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    At the heart of Justin H. Smith’s two-volume study lies the collision between a rising republic’s appetite for expansion and a neighboring nation’s determination to defend its sovereignty. He traces how ambition, fear, and principle move through cabinet rooms, frontier posts, and legislative halls, shaping decisions that would redraw a continent. Attentive to causation as well as consequence, the work presents the conflict not as a single cascade of battles but as an unfolding struggle of policy, perception, and power. Claims of destiny meet arguments of rights, as military momentum intersects with domestic dissent, reminding readers that wars hinge on narratives and negotiations as much as on fields of fire.

Justin H. Smith’s The Mexican-American War (Vol. 1&2) is a meticulously researched narrative history of the 1846–1848 conflict. Originally issued in two volumes in 1919, it belongs to the early twentieth-century tradition of comprehensive, document-based scholarship and was recognized with the Pulitzer Prize for History in 1920. The study ranges geographically from the contested Texas borderlands to the Valley of Mexico and the Pacific coast, situating campaigns within diplomatic exchanges in Washington and Mexico City. Its scope and method place it alongside classic national histories while inviting readers to consider the war as a North American, not merely American, event.

Smith begins by laying out the diplomatic and political pressures that brought the United States and Mexico to the brink, clarifying claims, miscommunications, and calculations that preceded open hostilities. From there, the narrative moves through theaters of operation with measured pacing, alternating between high-level strategy and the granular realities of movement, supply, and command. The voice is judicious and explanatory, favoring clarity over flourish while sustaining an undercurrent of moral inquiry. Readers encounter a steady accumulation of evidence rather than sensational set pieces, producing an experience closer to unfolding argument than to spectacle, even as the book conveys the urgency of decisions made under extreme uncertainty.

Among the book’s themes are the tangled origins of the conflict, the interplay of domestic politics and foreign policy, and the constitutional and legal questions raised by initiating and conducting war. Smith attends closely to leadership and logistics, showing how planning, terrain, and supply shape outcomes as decisively as valor. He situates battlefield movements within debates over national purpose, regional interests, and the limits of executive power, illuminating how the war intensified sectional anxieties in the United States and tested Mexico’s political resilience. The result is a portrait of contingency, in which choices by individuals intersect with structural constraints and international norms.

Methodologically, the study builds its narrative from official documents, diplomatic correspondence, legislative records, and contemporary accounts from both countries, weaving them into a coherent, cross-checked story. Smith’s habit of summarizing evidence before rendering judgment helps readers see how claims are constructed and weighed. He places American and Mexican perspectives in dialogue rather than in parallel, allowing points of convergence and contradiction to emerge without polemic. The resulting synthesis emphasizes causality over rumor and context over anecdote, giving the work a durable analytical backbone. For readers, this method clarifies not only what happened but how participants understood events as they unfolded.

Contemporary readers will find in these volumes a clarifying lens on questions that persist: how nations justify expansion, how democracies authorize war, how occupation reshapes both the occupier and the occupied, and how borders become arguments as well as lines on a map. The book’s attention to decision-making under pressure speaks to current debates about executive authority, civil-military relations, and the role of public opinion. Its transnational framing also foreshadows later borderlands scholarship, reminding us that North American history is shared and contested. By modeling disciplined inquiry, it offers a standard for evaluating evidence amid today’s rapid, often partisan, information cycles.

Approached sequentially or in focused segments, the two volumes reward steady, reflective reading, as arguments build and reinterpretations accumulate. Without seeking novelty for its own sake, Smith constructs a durable account that invites comparison with subsequent scholarship and encourages readers to test interpretations against evidence. The prose maintains a formal calm even when treating volatile subjects, allowing complexity to appear without confusion. As an introduction to the war’s origins, conduct, and meanings, and as an example of rigorous historical craft, the work remains a significant point of departure, linking past debates to present concerns and showing how careful history can widen civic understanding.
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    This two-volume study by Justin H. Smith offers a comprehensive account of the Mexican-American War, tracing its origins, campaigns, and settlement with close attention to political context on both sides of the border. Drawing on diplomatic correspondence, military reports, and contemporary commentary, Smith reconstructs how disputes that followed the annexation of Texas escalated into open conflict. He sets the stage by examining rival territorial claims, administrative weaknesses, and the pressures acting on leaders in Washington and Mexico City. The work balances narrative and analysis, seeking to distinguish contemporary rhetoric from documented motives while following the war’s progression in chronological order.

Smith opens with the tangled prewar diplomacy, focusing on the boundary dispute between the Nueces River and the Rio Grande, the mission of an American envoy to negotiate outstanding issues, and Mexico’s domestic instability. He situates these developments within United States expansionist politics and Mexico’s fiscal and military strain, emphasizing how misperceptions and political calculation limited compromise. As negotiations faltered, troop movements along the contested frontier produced skirmishes that hardened positions and prompted formal declarations. Smith weighs official justifications advanced in each capital against evidence from correspondence and legislative debates, outlining the competing legal arguments that framed the conflict’s outbreak.

The narrative turns to the northern theater, where American forces advanced from the Gulf coast toward the interior while Mexican commanders organized a defense amid shortages and shifting authority. Smith details the early engagements that established momentum, the capture of key positions, and the contentious armistice that followed. He examines the return of a prominent Mexican leader to the field and the climactic battle that checked his plans in the north. Throughout, the study assesses command decisions, the performance of volunteer and regular troops, supply lines, health, and terrain, using reports from both armies to test claims of success or failure.

In a parallel strand, the work follows operations in New Mexico and California, where small columns, naval forces, and local auxiliaries transformed the strategic picture with limited resources. Smith recounts the occupation of administrative centers, periods of unrest and counteraction, and the frictions among American officers whose overlapping authority complicated policy. He traces how proclamations to inhabitants, negotiations with local elites, and shifting alliances shaped control on the ground. Attention to civil administration and irregular resistance complements the battlefield narrative, highlighting how communications delays and divergent instructions produced disputes that later influenced both military plans and diplomatic bargaining.

Volume II centers on the amphibious landing on the Gulf coast and the inland advance that became the war’s decisive campaign. Smith reconstructs the siege operations, the breakthrough at a mountain pass, and the measured approach toward the high plateau, emphasizing engineering, reconnaissance, and logistics. He analyzes the sequence of battles around the capital’s approaches and the street fighting that followed, presenting Mexican and American perspectives on leadership, morale, and the constraints imposed by politics and geography. The discussion weighs discipline and planning against numerical risks, and considers how choices by senior commanders affected both battlefield outcomes and negotiation prospects.

With the capital occupied, Smith turns to the fraught peace process. He follows the American negotiator’s efforts, the controversy surrounding his instructions, and the exchanges that produced a settlement amid changing governments in Mexico. The study situates the treaty debates within contentious politics in Washington, including disagreement over the nature of expansion and the domestic implications of any territorial arrangement. Smith evaluates legal claims, indemnity proposals, and mutual accusations regarding the war’s conduct, correlating testimony from participants with documentary records. He also surveys the human and material costs, the strains of occupation, and the challenges of restoring civil order.

Smith closes by assessing the war’s legacy for both nations: military institutions tested by expeditionary warfare, political systems reshaped by the burdens of victory and defeat, and a continental balance altered by new boundaries. Without reducing complex motives to a single cause, the study underscores how diplomacy, ideology, logistics, and personality converged to determine outcomes. Its methodical reconstruction and comparative use of sources give the narrative enduring value, inviting readers to reconsider received interpretations. The two volumes remain a touchstone for understanding how nineteenth-century republics waged war and negotiated peace, and why the conflict continues to inform debates about power and policy.
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    The Mexican-American War (1846-1848) unfolded along the contested borderlands of Texas, northern Mexico, and the Pacific coast, pitting the United States under President James K. Polk against a politically divided Mexican Republic. The immediate spark followed the U.S. annexation of Texas in 1845 and rival claims to the Rio Grande versus the Nueces River as the boundary. Institutions central to the conflict included the U.S. presidency and Congress, the Mexican executive and army, and navies on both sides. Justin H. Smith's two-volume study situates campaigns and diplomacy within these governmental frameworks, tracing how policy decisions in Washington and Mexico City shaped battlefield outcomes.

The conflict's roots lay in Mexico's post-independence instability and the divergent trajectories of Texas. Mexico won independence from Spain in 1821 and adopted the federal Constitution of 1824, later oscillating toward centralism. Anglophone settlement in Mexican Texas, encouraged by colonization laws, culminated in the Texas Revolution of 1835-1836 and the establishment of the Republic of Texas. Mexico never recognized Texas's independence or its claimed Rio Grande boundary. When the United States annexed Texas in 1845, both nations mobilized. The U.S. Army moved into the disputed strip; Mexican forces contested the incursion, setting the stage for hostilities the following year.

In the United States, expansionist sentiment clustered around the idea of Manifest Destiny and Polk's 1844 pledges to acquire Texas and settle Oregon. After a clash between U.S. and Mexican troops north of the Rio Grande in April 1846, Polk asked Congress to recognize that a state of war existed; lawmakers passed a declaration on May 13. Whig critics challenged the casus belli—Abraham Lincoln's "spot resolutions" questioned where blood had been shed—and antislavery politicians advanced the Wilmot Proviso in 1846 to bar slavery from any territory gained. These domestic debates frame Smith's attention to policy making and public opinion.

Mexico entered the war amid leadership turnover, fiscal strain, and regional discord. President Jose Joaquin de Herrera was overthrown by Mariano Paredes in late 1845; Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna returned from exile in 1846 after U.S. authorities allowed his passage through the naval blockade, expecting he might negotiate. Instead, he assumed command. Mexico's central government struggled to finance and supply armies, while provincial elites and the Catholic Church guarded resources. Smith underscores these institutional constraints and the strategic dilemmas they produced, placing battlefield reverses within the context of political instability, limited tax capacity, and the legacy of earlier civil conflicts.

Operations unfolded in multiple theaters. General Zachary Taylor's army fought at Palo Alto and Resaca de la Palma in May 1846, advanced to Monterrey, and faced Santa Anna at Buena Vista in February 1847. General Winfield Scott led an amphibious landing at Veracruz in March 1847—the largest such U.S. operation to date—then drove inland through Cerro Gordo to the Valley of Mexico, winning battles at Contreras, Churubusco, Molino del Rey, and Chapultepec before entering Mexico City. In the West, U.S. forces under Stephen W. Kearny occupied New Mexico, while the Bear Flag Revolt, naval power, and John C. Fremont facilitated control of California.

Diplomacy tracked the campaigns. President Polk dispatched Nicholas P. Trist to negotiate; despite recall orders, Trist remained and concluded the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo on February 2, 1848. The pact recognized the Rio Grande as the Texas boundary and ceded Alta California and New Mexico to the United States. In return, the U.S. agreed to pay $15 million and assume up to $3.25 million in claims by American citizens against Mexico. The Senate ratified with amendments; Mexico's Congress consented in 1848. The treaty guaranteed civil and property rights to Mexican residents in the ceded territory, including options for U.S. citizenship.

The war's consequences reshaped North America. The United States gained vast territories reaching the Pacific, intensifying sectional disputes over slavery's expansion. The Compromise of 1850, including California's admission as a free state and territorial organization of the Southwest, emerged from this context. Veterans such as Ulysses S. Grant, Robert E. Lee, George B. McClellan, and Jefferson Davis carried experiences that influenced the Civil War generation. For Mexico, defeat contracted national territory and sharpened debates over centralism, reform, and sovereignty. The 1853 Gadsden Purchase adjusted the border further. Smith's narrative tracks these legacies as integral to understanding the war's national significance.

Published in 1919, Justin H. Smith's two-volume history won the 1920 Pulitzer Prize for History, reflecting Progressive Era commitments to exhaustive archival research and narrative synthesis. Smith mined U.S. and Mexican diplomatic, military, and printed sources, producing detailed operational and policy analysis. His framing emphasizes statecraft, command decisions, and national interests, hallmarks of early twentieth-century professional historiography. While praised for documentation, the work has been characterized as U.S.-centered in emphasis, a perspective that later scholars have revisited. As such, it mirrors its era's confidence in national expansion while preserving a source-rich foundation that enables subsequent reinterpretation of motives and consequences.
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Preface
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Though later cataclysms dimmed it, the Mexican conflict still commands attention. New Mexico, Arizona, and California were enormous stakes; national honor hung in the balance, and many Mexicans feared for their very existence. Diplomacy bristled with knotty issues, while North opposed South, American confronted Mexican, and politics whirred behind each skirmish. Even with no vast armies, moving compact forces across strange, distant deserts posed unique problems and revealed fresh lessons. Courage faced not only hostile troops but harsh nature, earning remembrance. The story therefore warrants full rehearsal despite smaller casualty lists. Its record speaks sharply to soldiers, statesmen, and future citizens.
To capture that record, the author ranged through archives in Washington and Mexico City, then on to London, Paris, Madrid, Havana, Bogotá, Lima, state capitols, city halls, libraries, historical societies, and private trunks. Presidential passes unlocked every pertinent paper; more than 100,000 manuscripts, 1,200 books, and 200 periodicals were sifted. Almost everything used is first-hand; printed works served mainly for biography or geography. He walked the battlefields for a year, questioned veterans, and studied Mexican character through talk with citizens high and low. Nine-tenths of the evidence is new, and comparison of originals exposed errors in many printed reports.
Subordinate statements, foreign legations’ dispatches, and fresh documents corrected colored official tales—Taylor’s May 9 victory, for instance, receives its first clear explanation. The fuller picture even redeems an episode long judged discreditable, a surprise that altered the author’s own New England opinion. When told only a soldier could recount such matters, he counters that strategy is grounded in intellect: “In war everything is very simple,” declares Clausewitz; “Strategy is common sense,” echoes Von Moltke; Arnold assures the layman may judge. After mastering recommended texts, he still consulted Brigadier General Oliver L. Spaulding, who reviewed every battle chapter. Extensive end-notes, grouped for clarity, guide students without smothering the tale.
Unable to thank everyone, the author first salutes Theodore Roosevelt, Porfirio Díaz, Elihu Root, Ignacio Mariscal, and Henry Cabot Lodge, whose help made the history possible. He then records debts to Whitelaw Reid, Joseph E. Willard, Henri Vignaux, J. J. Limantour, J. Franklin Bell, F. C. Ainsworth, Alfred T. Mahan, French E. Chadwick, J. E. Kuhn, and scholars Jameson, Hunt, Sioussat, Barker, Bolton, Teggart, with many archivists nationwide. He thanks Admiral Charles S. Sperry’s family for vital papers, values counsel from Dunning, Dewey, Halsey, and Channing, remembers unnamed helpers, and praises the publishers’ boldness at the Century Club, New York, September 1919.
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Mar1845_Annexation,Parrott; then Jul_Texas_Consents,Taylor_Corpus; then Oct17_Larkin; then Nov10_Slidell_Sent; but Dec20_Slidell_Refused; next Jan13_1846_Taylor_RioGrande; then Mar8_March; then Mar21_Slidell_Rejected; and Mar28_River; soon Apr25_Thornton; then May8_PaloAlto; May9_Resaca; May13_War; afterwards Jun5_Kearny; July7_MontereyCA; Jul14_Camargo; August4_Paredes_Falls; Aug7_Alvarado1; Aug13_LosAngeles; Aug16_SantaAnna_Lands; Aug18_SantaFe; Aug19_Taylor_Advances; Sep14_SantaAnna_MexicoCity; Sep20_24_MontereyMX; Sep22_23_CA_Rising; Sep23_Wool; Sep25_Kearny_West; Oct8_SanLuis; Oct15_Alvarado2; Oct24_SanJuan; Oct28_Tampico_Evacuated; Oct29_Monclova; Nov15_Tampico_Taken; Nov16_Saltillo; Nov18_Scott_Chosen; Dec5_Parras; Dec6_SanPascual; Dec25_ElBrazito; Dec27_Scott_Brazos; Dec29_Victoria; then Jan3_1847_Scott_Troops; Jan8_SanGabriel; Jan9_LosAngeles_Fight; Jan11_Church_Law; Jan28_SantaAnna_Marches; Feb5_AguaNueva; Feb19_Scott_Tampico; Feb22_BuenaVista; Feb27_Mexico_Insurrection; Feb28_Sacramento; then Mar9_VeraCruz_Land; Mar29_VeraCruz_Taken; Mar30_LowerCA; Apr8_Advance; Apr18_CerroGordo_Tuxpan; Apr19_Jalapa; May15_Puebla; Jun6_Trist_Talks; Jun16_SanJuan_TakenAgain; Aug7_Puebla_Advance; Aug20_Contreras_Churubusco; Aug24_Sep7_Armistice; Sep8_Molino; Sep13_Chapultepec_Puebla_Siege; Sep14_MexicoCity_Occupied; Sep22_Pena; Oct9_Huamantla; Oct20_Trist_Negotiates; Nov11_Mazatlan; then finally Feb2_1848_Treaty; Mar4_5_Armistice_Ratified; Mar10_US_Senate; May19_24_Mexican_Congress; May30_Ratifications; Jun12_Evacuation; Jul4_Treaty_Proclaimed peace takes firm hold





Pronunciation of Spanish
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Skip niceties; heed these guides: a 'ah'; e at syllable end 'fame', elsewhere 'let'; i 'machine'; o at syllable end 'go', elsewhere 'lot'; u 'rude', but silent between g or q and e or i unless diaeresis; y 'feet'. Consonants: c k, yet before e or i soft 'thin'; ch 'child'; g 'go', yet before e or i harsh h; h mute; j harsh h; ll like million; ñ like onion; qu k; r trills, rr longer; s 'sun'; x 'box', yet in “México” harsh j; z soft 'thin'. Unmarked words stress last syllable, but if ending n, s, or vowel, the penult.





I.

  Mexico and the Mexicans
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Mexico, a cornucopia hung on the Tropic of Cancer, yawns northward; mouth as wide as Boston to Omaha, western rim long enough to bridge New York and Salt Lake City. Nineteen Ohio-sized states could nest inside, and in 1845 its borders still embraced New Mexico, Arizona, Utah, Nevada, California and slices of Colorado and Wyoming. On the Gulf side coastlands rise gradually into hills, then high ranges; twin cordilleras skirt the Pacific, a plateau four to eight thousand feet, table-flat save for plunging barrancas, lies between. Three climatic tiers unfold: steamy tropical shores, mild fertile middle slopes, cool arid uplands bearing silver-laden mountains.
Along the steamy rim thrive cane, cacao and fruits; two to four thousand feet up, endless spring lets wheat and sugar mingle with strawberries and coffee beneath snowy peaks. The plateau above keeps an even, chilly temper, a garden where irrigated, a bald waste otherwise; wheat, maize, maguey and cattle hold sway while veins of silver, gold, copper and lead streak the mountains. Vera Cruz and Tampico anchor the Gulf, with Jalapa, Orizaba and Monterey perched above; Mexico City crowns the plain at eight thousand feet beside Puebla, Querétaro, San Luis Potosí, Zacatecas and Chihuahua, while Guadalajara rules the Pacific and Guaymas, Mazatlán, San Blas, Acapulco watch the sea.
About one million whites, four million Indians and two million mestizos filled Mexico. Energetic Gachupines[1] arrived poor, took offices or traded, and grew rich; their pampered heirs, chanting 'Siempre alegre,' squandered the fortune. Creoles, shaped by inherited idleness, fared little better. Indians, grouped in tribes, silent, outwardly Catholic yet half-pagan, were bound by taxes, debt and grasping caciques to lifelong toil. Society stacked upward: thin titled nobility and great estate or mine holders; wealthy merchants, high clergy, generals, lawyers; then minor officials, journalists, a few teachers, foreign shopkeepers and artisans. Most half-breeds and Indians labored voiceless, while a fringe—the léperos—drifted through gaming, drink and theft.
The only sanctioned church, Rome’s, commanded schoolrooms, pulpits, charity, even family secrets; clerical fuero, mortgages and foreign credits fortified its sway. Yet strength ebbed after 1800: the Inquisition vanished, lawmakers considered excluding cassocks, philosophers debated faith, Protestants found tolerance, and the hunger for public schools fostered secular lessons. Forced loans and a collapsing market left vast mortgages uncollectable. Inside, contempt met envy: Spanish bishops lived like princes, Creole parish priests and monks starved. Many dignitaries could not read the mass; monks, drawn from "the very dregs of the people," became a scandal. Still, 1845 worship dazzled—gold altars, smoky incense, naked penitents, brigands blessing knives.
Beside that invisible empire stood the army, a caste of officers guarded by its own fuero and beating drums whenever the bells fell silent. Governments withered before it: one year 20,000 soldiers carried 24,000 officers, and in 1845 a twelve-million revenue fed them twenty-one million. Independence promotions showered every oath-breaker; barracks replaced congress, bullets replaced arguments, and coups minted generals. "Almost the whole army must be replaced," warned the war minister in 1823. Yet reward followed rebellion: six mutinies could lift a sub-lieutenant to "Excellency." In 1846 a British envoy groaned, "The officers…are the worst perhaps to be found anywhere—ignorant of duty, courage purely negative.
The rank-and-file—mostly Indians with a sprinkling of mestizos—were chained from villages, women wailing, cudgelled, half-fed, drilled to march, handed antique muskets, promised glory. On campaign they melted away; the rest fired from the hip to dodge recoil, jailbirds beside them spreading vice. Pay came late or vanished into officers’ pockets, so men sold their gear. Thought was forbidden; courage flickered. Cavalry, officers’ pride, rode small ponies and, as a British diplomat said, was "worth nothing," mounts often hired for parade. Waddy Thompson swore no manoeuvre was attempted and that in battle "not one ball in a thousand" hit, though bands played daily before the palace.
Below the army and clergy stood the civil office-holders, protected by a fuero, eager for pay but heedless of the nation. Appointment became a property right; attempts to oust incompetents roused cries about “attacking property” and the culprits returned. The permanence lured crowds: genteel status, guaranteed idleness, shady profits. Aspirantism spread like fever, offices multiplied, desks ran out. A pampered few drew full salaries; the rest lounged half-starved, watching ignorance and fraud rewarded and muttering, “Why do right?” Boredom bred vice; hordes of jealous, scheming clerks united only to block any cleansing of the service.
Justice fared no better. Antiquated, uncodified laws let any simple claim last generations; moneyed litigants rarely lost. Diplomats observed courts that “afford every facility” for “artifices and manoeuvres,” while citizens shrugged, “A bad compromise is better than a good case at law.” Judges, underpaid and despised, often untrained, bent to executive orders. “The police of the city are a complete nullity,” an American envoy sighed; prisons merely tutored criminals who soon roamed free. In 1841 the president confessed the system’s “notoriously defective” state, blaming universal corruption and the silence of public opinion. Education, starved of funds and blocked by prelates, offered no remedy.
Colleges still glittered with rhetoric, but inquiry died: mediaeval Latin, Aristotle and sterile theology produced vain talkers; after independence the university tottered and fell. Newspapers and pamphlets multiplied, yet an interior minister warned that press liberty misled like a will-o’-the-wisp. Only three hundred thousand of three million whites and mestizos labored; armies of clergy, soldiers, officials and loungers consumed the rest. Silver mines, revived by British and German capital, filled tax coffers, though antiquated mints wasted time. Farming clung to conquest-era tools, goods crawled over ruinous roads stalked by brigands and customs posts, and growers groaned that “he that sowed was not permitted to gather.
Independence unshackled workshops Spain had choked, and in 1830 Alamán launched a glittering industrial crusade. A public bank scattered loans; cotton was to whiten the plains, merinos and Kashmir goats to cloak the hills, mulberries to feed silkworms, bees to pour wax, and factories to hum everywhere. Some men built honestly, but most excelled at siphoning treasure; when the treasury ran dry half-raised walls and rusting gears marked the dream. Alamán himself, knee-deep in a cotton mill, broke in 1841. Yet manufacturers forged a powerful clique, won protection and outright bans, forced buyers to pay dearly, while farmers blocked raw stuff and smugglers undercut both.
With Spaniards expelled about 1830, British merchants seized trade, shipped in goods, took out coin, yet, Protestant and aloof, gave Mexico no strength. Exports shrank, stores struggled, failures multiplied. In 1845 we follow a dusty road past crumbling walls veiled by greenery. A mule-train appears; its arriero glitters with silver-buttoned trousers, braided jacket, embroidered shirt and towering sombrero. Faithful carrier today, he might, if luck turned, rob tomorrow. Barefoot Indians pad by under bundles toward huts like pigpens; near them a one-room adobe shelters a ranchero clan. The horseman arrives, swings his wife down, spurs gleaming, serape fluttering, lasso waiting, pockets rattling with monte dreams.
We pass a hamlet: grey church of relics, a few ranchero huts, Indian shacks, a walled hacienda, and a monastery where the drowsy prior rides through kneeling converts. Twilight brings the state capital. Bathers of both sexes frolic naked below the bridge, girls showing off. In a ramshackle inn a mule sleeps in our room; the waiter drives it out, then jeers, “What a lunatic! He wants water, he wants a towel—good-bye!” Supper is tough beef, chile and tortillas. Streets of barred windows and scheming officials stifle life until Sunday in Mexico City: suburbs, palace, scarred cathedral, corpses hauled away, beggars, prisoners sweeping under guards.
Indians in ragged finery hurry across the plaza bearing produce or infants; the charcoal man bawls “Carbosiú!” while the bent water-carrier groans beneath his jar. A lively girl twirls hoops, offering “Orchata, lemon, pineapple, tamarind!” Nearby, a cramped stall stocks razors, pomade, a tethered gamecock; beyond, a rose-crowned tobacconist tempts St. Anthony. The evangelista waits with quills; a lounging lépero filches a knife from a donkey’s pannier. Priests glide by, troops loiter, jugglers flaunt snakes, beggars snore. A bell tinkles—“God is coming.” All kneel as the mule coach and chanting friars pass. Inside, incense, candles, silver and foul léperos overwhelm us, and we flee.
Streets meet at right angles; two-story houses, thick-walled and frescoed white, orange, blue or pale green, proclaim pious verses. Through a double gate we reach a courtyard rimmed by wrought-iron balconies, flowers, fountains, maybe even a decrepit palace of gilded stairs and Dutch tiles. A monte table rattles, but there are a thousand more; bull-rings fill though the wealthy stay away. We peek into the cockpit—“Hail, immaculate Mary, the cocks are coming!”—ladies and gamblers watch in silence. At five we join the Alameda promenade: a thousand carriages roll, diamonds flashing, mantillas fluttering. Riders parade, silver tack gleaming, horses curvetting, each cavalier saluting his chosen carriage.
The promenade ends at a theatre seating eight thousand; smoke veils the stage, talk overwhelms the play, so we escape as bells crash and reach the British legation ball. Diamonds blaze, pearls glow, yet threadbare gowns and scruffy fiddlers reveal decay. Ladies glide with heavy grace; bright eyes, teeth and hair mask idle days of sweets and gossip. Under the chandelier a slender, ivory-profiled girl smoulders. Nearby stand grave Alamán, sardonic Tornel, courtly Bocanegra, brave Almonte and plodding Peña y Peña. Handshakes become embraces as they murmur, “My house is yours,” “I exist only to serve you,” “Command me and all that are mine.
“Judged merely by outward appearances, is a perfectly different thing from Mexico seen in the Interior,” warns a British minister. A man may receive a dozen furnished houses yet lie hungry on a pavement. Comrades intrigue daily; eloquent orators spin airy schemes; challenge them and you rouse fury, humor them and you earn disdain. Religion is talked of lightly, deemed a women’s affair, yet when sickness strikes all grovel before the priest, terrified of darkness beyond. Lazy vigor masks venereal wounds; husbands roam; wives dodge vigilant eyes; mothers barter virtue. Courtesy dazzles, but idleness, indulgence and priestly example leave passion unbridled.
Moonlight crowns the cathedral towers; the palace lines one flank of the plaza; lamps sparkle against arcades while a serpent of strollers coils along the trees. Some discuss business or poetry; hats sweep for a silent millionaire, yet louder cheers follow the swaggering matador. Eyes flash, hands meet beneath cloaks; a proud mistress displays herself, husband lagging; behind a pillar a cast-off lover clenches a knife. In Barrio Santa Anna scarlet women whirl, bloodshot men gamble beside a bloody blade, a crouched crone mutters over a fallen body. Tragedies glide lightly; Mexico, thin, divided and vain, lacks sense and invites trouble with the United States.





II.
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Spain designed her colonial order to foster loyalty yet fixed it so Peninsular Gachupines[2] held office, ruled by privilege and looked down on Creoles, while Indians loathed both. Force, monopoly and church intolerance bred ignorance, faction and apathy. Still, the American revolt, Enlightenment whispers, Napoleon’s blow to the monarchy and Spain’s own uprising seeded a taste for popular sovereignty. When in 1808 Creole participation was blocked by a Gachupine coup, Father Hidalgo, desperate on September 16, 1810, cried for the Indians to defend religion and destroy the Spanish. Chaos exploded; his followers ravaged, his foes answered, and by 1811 he was shot.
Guerrilla war replaced mass revolt. Santa Anna earned promotion by hunting rebels, and Agustín de Itúrbide boasted, “In honor of the day, I have just ordered three hundred excommunicated wretches to be shot.” Bravo freed prisoners, Victoria lurked in caves, Guerrero fought from southern mountains, and Morelos shone as master partisan. Yet discord, greed and blunders stalled victory; by 1819 independence smoldered. A liberal revolution in Spain revived its 1812 constitution, alarming Mexican clergy and oligarchs. They turned to the ruined but cunning Itúrbide, who wooed Guerrero, claiming to be “destitute of ambition and self-interest.” Santa Anna and other officers followed.
On February 24, 1821 Itúrbide issued the Plan of Iguala: independence, a Bourbon monarch, Catholic exclusivity, preserved fueros, equal rights and a provisional junta. Hailed by soldiers, prelates and populace, the banner spread; Spanish commander O’Donojú signed a treaty, and on September 27 Itúrbide rode a black charger through Mexico City, received the golden keys and cheers. Obedience lay broken, double-dealing had won. He chose the junta himself, became chief regent, summoned a premature congress and confronted a shattered society that craved peace, trade and cash. He boasted, “You see me in the most opulent of capitals,” while fourteen thousand creditors clamored.
Itúrbide alone held prestige, adored by troops yet shadowed by borbonistas, republicans and Scottish-Rite schemers. Envy-stirring honors, taunts and empty coffers pushed him to forced loans and paper money, prompting cries of “tyrant.” Accused of breaking pledges and chasing a crown, he was about to be dropped when his soldiers mutinied and a bullied Congress proclaimed him emperor. Costs climbed; hatred sharpened. Santa Anna, who had greeted the elevation with “positively uncontrollable exuberance of joy,” now pronounced for a republic, joined by Victoria, Guerrero and Bravo. The army deserted; the people agreed. Betrayed and hounded, Itúrbide abdicated in February 1823 and left for Europe in May.
The provisional junta vanished as Congress met in February 1822, but that chamber soon disgraced itself—endorsed the empire, was expelled by bayonets, recalled to revoke its vote, quarrelled and collapsed. Church and civil authority sank with it; only the army kept prestige. A new Congress opened 7 November 1823, wide yet shallow; orators declaimed while provinces, fearing tyranny and craving posts, demanded sovereignty. No monarch possible, delegates adopted a federal republic, and one member, copying the United States, wrote its constitution in three days. Lacking a supreme court yet granting “extraordinary powers,” it sanctified unrest. British loans brought cheer, and on New Year’s 1825 Congress welcomed President Guadalupe Victoria.
Victoria’s vanity let the oligarchy steer government; masses felt betrayed, and Itúrbide’s illegal execution enraged followers. Calling federalism unworkable, the elite plotted central rule and monarchy; Victoria, seeking re-election, complied. Federalists and Iturbidistas formed York lodges, won elections and forced him to retreat. The ousted camp rebelled in December 1827: Montaño rose, Vice-President Bravo led, but Guerrero struck during truce and crushed them. Virulent press bred hatreds, victors hounded enemies, and revolt against lawful power seemed normal. Meanwhile Spaniards provoked anger; agitators urged expulsion, Congress agreed in 1827-28, and thousands left with their wealth, draining army, trade and credit.
By Victoria’s waning term, hostile parties swapped fraud, violence and savage prints, while secret lodges schemed. Extravagance, graft, state arrears and an English bank crash bled the treasury; “Liberty” became a sneer, emergency powers banished natives and guests. Centralists, fearing Guerrero’s election, picked stern but conservative Gómez Pedraza; moderates followed, Guerrero’s noisy hosts fell. Rage erupted—charges of bribery and war-office pressure, Victoria’s scorn. Santa Anna, eclipsed, had pleaded, “Permit me to dig an obscure grave,” then fattened in Yucatán, dodged two uprisings, and in September 1828 unfurled his flag for Guerrero, popular rights and expelling Gachupines, sustaining his motley troops by plunder, yet facing ruin.
Lorenzo de Zavala, sure the Centralists meant his death, sparked the Acordada revolt; Victoria connived then panicked, but the street fighters prevailed, loot spread, and “the vile Pedraza” fled. Congress, citing the uprisings, crowned Guerrero President. Santa Anna, hailed “saviour of the nation,” met Spain’s 1829 thrust: seizing Vera Cruz command, he dashed to Tampico; fevered invaders begged peace, he attacked, was repulsed, yet accepted their surrender; crowds shouted “Viva Santa Anna, Victor of Tampico!” Lounging at Manga de Clavo he laughed, “Were I made God I should wish to be something more.” April 1, 1829, Guerrero assumed power—picturesque, ill-taught, suspicious, and adrift amid chaos.
Vice-President Bustamante, stout aristocrat, pledged “Never will I unsheathe my sword against General Guerrero,” yet December 1828 mutinied, Jalapa’s army bankrolled by oligarchs. Guerrero fled, was seized and shot; Bustamante, enthroned January 1, 1830, cited a “sacred Constitution” but obeyed “the wishes of the army.” Alamán, shrewd Metternichian, steered a regime that managed well yet crushed dissent, satisfying none. Santa Anna, slighted, retired, briefly aided Guerrero, then bided his time. As anger swelled and voices backed Mier y Terán, he pronounced early 1832, hoisting Federalist colors, demanding new ministers and Pedraza’s return. Shielded by the Vera Cruz customhouse and fever, he crouched to spring.
Late in 1832 Santa Anna and Bustamante quietly split offices, showered both armies with bounty, and let Congress howl helplessly. Bustamante stepped aside, ex-President Pedraza was dragged home to finish Guerrero’s interrupted term, and hungry patriots fought for spoils. Santa Anna then claimed the presidency, pairing with the fiery Federalist Valentín Gómez Farías. The general soon retreated to his Manga de Clavo estate, content with horses, while Farías shouted "Open Sesame!" and drove Congress to curb army and clerical fueros, abolish tithes, free Church wealth, and spread lay schools. Priests and officers roared; Santa Anna rushed back, reforms froze, a staged revolt saluted him dictator.
Proclaiming friendship to all, the "unrivalled chameleon" toyed with factions, disbanded and rebuilt the army, then took a six-month leave, leaving crafty Tornel to spur Congress. Reformers regained momentum; landowners and clergy begged the Cincinnatus of Manga de Clavo to save them. In April 1834 he returned, clergy hailed him "new Messiah", Congress doors were barred, Farías fled. Weapons were seized, Zacatecas bled, and critics shrieked "Worthy son of the father of lies!" El Crepúsculo warned, "With the tranquility of a tiger… Santa Anna reports his victory." An assembly forged Seven Laws, ending federalism; Bustamante resumed rule, Church and army purred, but treasury dried.
Elites dodged taxes, clergy hid wealth, every peso bought army loyalty; by October 1837 ministers walked out unpaid. Bustamante whispered of restoring federalism, petitions swarmed, pronunciamientos crackled, the U.S. consul wrote of "complete anarchy." November 1838: French guns seized Ulúa, marines looted Vera Cruz; Santa Anna charged, lost a leg, and declared, "This may be my last victory… grant me the title of a Good Mexican." Sympathy crowned him virtual ruler; in February 1839 he became acting President, gagged critics, looted coffers, favored friends. Bustamante returned, but rot spread; 1840 riots captured him, and by August 1841 Britain foresaw the regime’s death amid general chaos.
In 1841 General Mariano Paredes, brave yet besotted, rose against benefactor Bustamante; Santa Anna instantly proclaimed himself mediator; General Valencia, branded by an American consul as “destitute of every principle of honor or honesty,” seized the citadel. The capital echoed with “Quién vive?” and “Centinela alerte!” while weary spectators compared the revolt to chess and muttered, “Move, and let me have your place.” Conservatives, abandoning Bustamante, rallied to Santa Anna, judging one bold villain preferable to many petty ones. Bustamante’s regime evaporated; he embraced Federalism too late. On October 7 Santa Anna swept into Mexico behind four white horses, unloved yet unopposed.
The Bases of Tacubaya ordered a new constitution; Santa Anna’s hand-picked junta named him provisional ruler. On October 10 the cathedral glittered with gold and candles: archbishop waited, troops drummed, the general, not even in full dress, mounted a throne and swore, “I swear to God—to do as I please.” Determined to hold power with steel, he throttled press and speech, toyed with tariffs, forced a university degree on a friend, shut a bank, built a shabby monument, reburied his amputated foot, crowned himself in gilt aimed at Texas, squeezed “loans” from a plump archbishop, and froze long-promised debt payments to creditors.
Greedy for more, he taxed coach wheels, traded favors with brokers, stuffed his chest, then gambled at Manga de Clavo while hints of monarchy spread. He convened Congress, rejected Federalism, let Tornel lock its doors, replaced it with eighty hand-picked men who wrote the Organic Bases, and in January 1844 crowned himself President. Congress resisted new taxes; he silenced it, demanded millions for war with Texas, and sought “extraordinary powers.” Betrayed confidence flared. Paredes rebelled, war shook the land, troops in Mexico cried “Death to the lame man!” and paraded his foot. Deserted, Santa Anna fled, was captured, banished; the charlatan’s spell shattered.
General José Joaquín Herrera, pacific and upright, took the presidency after Santa Anna. For a few shining weeks factions laid down arms, the nation savoring unity reminiscent of 1825. Yet Santa Anna’s unloved constitution still ruled, and twenty thousand hungry half-pay officers and their allies immediately schemed for his return. Herrera’s civil and military reforms angered them; General Paredes, champion of church and aristocracy, kept the main army aloof. Hoping to balance rivals rather than revive the 1824 charter, Herrera refused to raise militia, endured an unchecked troop mutiny, and soon found himself leading a government stripped of prestige, money, and support.
In March a plot uniting Federalists and Santannistas was exposed; May brought British-French pressure that made Mexico offer to recognize Texas if she refused U.S. annexation, a “wise but tardy” gesture answered by torrents of abuse. A bungled Federalist rising collapsed in June; Tornel was exiled to the northern army, agitators jailed, yet the capital drifted—revolutions now as commonplace as changing colors overnight. August saw ministers quit and offices “begging in the streets.” Threats from Paredes, Tornel and Valencia grew, prayers for a despot or foreign prince multiplied, and on November 30 El Amigo del Pueblo declared, “There is no government.” Siglo XIX sighed, “sterile.
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Facing Mexico’s foreign affairs, alien-hatred and slipshod, sometimes dishonorable officials made trouble for outsiders. Joel R. Poinsett[3], arriving June 1 1825, seemed ideal, yet a Protestant democrat defending the Monroe Doctrine, equal trade, and America’s rise clashed with a Roman-Catholic, aristocratic nation tied to Europe and Britain. He joined Federalists, guided them from revolt to ballots, then bore blame for their excesses. Soon legislatures roared that the diabolical agent of a jealous republic plotted against them; the executive failed to shield him. Washington protested, warning Guerrero that unless “a marked change” appear “speedily” the two countries might collide, and citizens echoed the anger.
Tasked to reaffirm the 1819 border or buy Texas, Poinsett argued the region protected New Orleans, while Mexico undervalued land it scarcely peopled. Talks begun July 1825 pleased Victoria and Alamán, but only a limits treaty, signed Jan 12 1828, emerged; Washington ratified, Obregón dallied, and the pact lapsed. Mexico then claimed the United States schemed and that Poinsett stole the authorization, charging him with “a sinister influence.” Though the agreement revived in 1832, Mexico ignored deadlines yet branded us artful delayers. Concurrent commercial negotiations crawled: concessions secretly favored Britain, drafts met rejection, and Mexico withheld the final 1832 treaty, denying Americans its benefits.
Late 1829, seeking applause, Guerrero demanded Poinsett’s recall. For the next six years Anthony Butler, Jackson’s friend and Texas speculator, disgraced the legation. Bankrupt and bullying, ignorant of Spanish and diplomacy, he neglected papers, flaunted scandalous conduct, and boasted he never touched spirits as if that excused all. Charged to secure Texas, he toured the province en route, courted Jackson with loud promises, loitered, schemed, threatened, attempted “underworking” with Pedraza, plotted bribery with Hernández, and quarreled truculently with Tornel; Alamán ignored him, others snubbed him. By 1835 Mexico politely insisted he depart, and in December Powhatan Ellis arrived as chargé d’affaires.
Months after Texas broke free, Mexico’s leaders raged in a 'perfect tempest of passion,' certain Washington had steered the revolt. Yet the migration continued settlement of the Mississippi valley, and Mexican misrule sparked rebellion. Washington wanted to buy Texas, not free it, proclaimed neutrality, and gave no official aid; even Santa Anna and the British minister admitted it had done all it could. Some Americans still fought for Texas, largely lawfully. Boundary doubts flared: was the Sabine’s fork, the Neches, the true line? Butler urged seizing Nacogdoches; Jackson wavered. Forsyth’s 1835 warning against Mexican advance frightened Mexico, which in 1836 rushed envoy Manuel de Gorostiza to Washington.
Indians prowled both sides of the uncertain line, chasing whisky and plunder, ignoring maps. Stirred by battle and a Mexican agent, they raided; farms near Nacogdoches emptied, panicked settlers begged help. Treaties bound both nations to restrain their tribes, but Mexico could not, so Washington, placing safety over forms, let Gaines stay neutral; if need be, march to Nacogdoches. Forsyth gave Gorostiza a 'frank and noble' pledge that any entry would be brief and only to save lives. The envoy agreed, but fretted over the Neches line, news of Gaines, and Cass calling Nacogdoches American; hearing troops there, he sought passports and left in fury.
Gorostiza’s departure was hailed at home; Mexico shouted that its 'sacred' soil had been violated, claimed Gaines’s march opened the gate to aggression, and insisted U.S. troops had won San Jacinto. In 1837 Washington recognized the Republic of Texas, acting slower than it had with Mexico. Texas had a working government, Santa Anna doubted she could be retaken, British influence worried Washington, and trade at Galveston needed protection; Europe soon followed. Mexico called the move the 'consummation of a design' to rob her. In 1842 Santa Anna revived the dormant war with raids, and Americans, fearing English backing for Mexico, met, raised funds, and legally marched into Texas.
May 12, 1842, Relations minister Bocanegra fired the first diplomatic volley, telling Secretary of State Daniel Webster that Americans aiding Texas made him wonder, “Could the United States harm Mexico more if openly at war? Certainly not.” He sent a circular accusing “subaltern and local authorities” of invading Mexican soil, then a second note calling Washington’s course “a positive act of hostility.” Webster flatly rejected every charge, promised strict neutrality, and warned, “The continuance of amity with Mexico cannot be purchased at any higher rate.” When his second reply branded Bocanegra’s tone “highly offensive,” Mexico swallowed the rebuke; Bocanegra, pleading Webster’s “frank declaration,” withdrew.
In Mexico resentment boiled; envoys reported a “distinctly hostile” mood, papers clamored for battle, and Washington itself doubted war could be avoided. Alerted by Bocanegra’s fulminations, Commodore T. A. C. Jones sped from Callao, fearing Britain might snatch California once fighting began. On October 20 he politely occupied Monterey, only to discover peace endured; he struck his colors, saluted the Mexican flag, and sailed off while Governor Micheltorena roared from afar. Mexico found no American conspiracy to blame and let the matter drop, though rancor deepened. Meanwhile Webster, calling the Texas struggle “not only useless, but hopeless,” warned he might protest unless armies replaced border raids.
Mexican papers hailed Santa Anna’s 1843 decree that foreign volunteers taken in Texas be shot; Washington retorted that Americans may serve abroad like “Frenchmen and Germans in our revolution,” and, “On this point there can be no concession or compromise.” Earlier wounds festered: in 1835 twenty-two United States citizens captured at Tampico were executed without trial; a 1837 law barred foreigners from border provinces, defying the treaty guaranteeing residence; in 1840 Californian officials seized passport-holding Americans, marched them in irons, seized property, then expelled them penniless; after the 1841 Santa Fe venture Kendall and other non-combatants labored in chains until Santa Anna relented.
A modest caravan trade linking St. Louis, Santa Fe, and Chihuahua blossomed until Santa Anna, alarmed by competition and rumored plots, first loaded it with frontier taxes, then in August 1843 shut the gate. A week later he outlawed a page-long list of imports and threatened to seize any stock unsold after twelve months, a move the American secretary of state branded “a manifest violation of the liberty of trade secured by the treaty.” Next, aliens lost the right to retail. In July Tornel secretly ordered northern governors to expel Americans; Thompson protested, Bocanegra claimed defense against “seditious” strangers, but governors still decided who entered, defying the pact.
Meanwhile lesser officials piled on abuses, and private injuries swelled into the long-debated American claims. Britons and Frenchmen suffered too; Ashburnham groaned, “There is scarcely one foreign power with whom they have dealt that has not complained of iniquity and persecution.” International panels later confirmed that substantial sums were owed, dismissing talk of trumped-up cases. Mexican courts, corrupt or impotent, offered no remedy, and poverty excused nothing; civilized law demands debts be paid. Canning’s maxim, “All political communities are responsible to other political communities for their conduct,” echoed in Webster’s words, persuading Washington that patience must teach its neighbor accountability.
From the outset Washington favored courtesy. In 1829 Butler was told to present claims but avoid “anything like menace or defiance.” Grievances kept mounting; by 1836 Ellis reported “daily” acts of “injustice and oppression” and, following new orders, sought a reply within three weeks. Monasterio confessed neglect yet evaded, and after three months Ellis withdrew. Envoy Gorostiza then spread a pamphlet attacking U.S. conduct in Texas, an insult Mexico endorsed. Jackson, still recommending patience that December, hardened when nothing changed; in February 1837 he asked Congress to back a naval demand and, if rebuffed, reprisals— a step both governments recognized as inevitable.
Congress echoed the Executive yet hesitated: pity for a “sister republic,” fear of Mexican privateers, dislike of enlarging Jackson’s authority, a wish to honor the treaty of amity, and hope that the newly freed Santa Anna might reconcile matters. Declaring war, said opponents, would reveal a secret hunger for Texas, so the government sent a last peaceful demand, styling Mexico our “ancient, though now estranged, friend.” In March 1837 Van Buren assumed office, sifted the evidence, proved fifty-seven clear claims, and in July dispatched Robert Greenhow, who assured Mexico “we have no desire to cause embarrassment,” yet insisted, “Gorostiza’s conduct must be disavowed.
Mexico answered vaguely: the minister admitted some cases needed little study yet said the President was “anxious” that “each” be weighed “in its turn” so that “nothing should be left undone” for “the most speedy and equitable” result. In November 1837 Minister Martínez delivered an obsolete list ignoring fifty-three claims; outrages followed. Before Congress struck, he proposed arbitration—British observers warned it would “gratify the favourite object” of our debtors, “the gaining of time and postponement of the day of reckoning.” Still, in April 1838 we accepted. Approvals lagged; conventions failed; another treaty in April 1839, Mexico now disavowing Gorostiza, created a commission that finally met August 25 1840.
Commissioners gathered, but Castillo and León, bound by home orders, barred claimants, quibbled, lied, and Mexico flouted treaty clauses. Four months vanished in argument; American members yielded merely to start work. Still, delays buried claims exceeding five million, while, as Minister Thompson complained, “The rights of American Citizens of every grade and character” endured “constant outrage.” After eighteen months roughly two million were awarded. Mexico sought escape, yet British counsel prevailed, and in January 1843 a new pact fixed easy quarterly cash payments; Pakenham called them “Such indulgent terms.” Only three instalments arrived, then payment ceased, excuses citing poverty and Texas resentment but honor already shattered.
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