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    At the heart of Justin Harvey Smith’s The War with Mexico (Volumes I and II) lies the uneasy convergence of national ambition, strategic calculation, and contested conscience, in which political rhetoric, diplomatic bargaining, and the unimaginably hard facts of campaigning intertwine to reveal how two nineteenth-century republics defined themselves against one another, how leaders sought legitimacy amid uncertainty, how soldiers and civilians bore the costs of decisions made far from the front, and how the memory of a conflict fought across deserts, mountains, and port cities would ripple through public life long after the smoke cleared and the arguments refused to fade.

First published in the early twentieth century, this two-volume work is a rigorously researched narrative history of the Mexican–American War of 1846–1848, unfolding across the United States and Mexico in capitals, camps, and contested borderlands, and recognized with the Pulitzer Prize for History in 1920. Smith, an American historian, organizes diplomatic and military developments into a coherent account anchored in documented evidence and contemporary testimony, presenting a study that moves deliberately from cabinet rooms to marching columns. Neither memoir nor polemic, it exemplifies the scholarly synthesis of its era, attentive to chronology and causation while maintaining a broad, comparative gaze.

Without presuming prior knowledge, Smith begins by establishing the political and diplomatic pressures that precipitated hostilities, clarifying how disputes over territory, authority, and national pride hardened into a crisis. The narrative then turns to mobilization, strategy, and the shaping of war aims, tracing the emergence of principal theaters on land and at sea while keeping an eye on the debates that accompanied operations. The reading experience is immersive yet disciplined: the voice is measured, the style documentary and precise, and the tone sober, with moments of vivid description that illuminate decision points without overwhelming the reader with tactical minutiae or retrospective verdicts.

A central strength of the study is its sustained attention to causes and contexts as well as campaigns. Smith explores how ideas of sovereignty and expansion, constitutional limits, institutional capacity, and leadership quality intersected with logistics, geography, and morale. He considers actors at multiple levels—governments, commanders, legislators, and communities—showing how choices in one sphere reverberated through others. The book foregrounds competing perspectives within and between the two nations, emphasizing complexity over caricature. Themes of contingency, miscommunication, ambition, and restraint recur, inviting readers to weigh the delicate balance between principle and expediency in moments when policy rapidly becomes fate.

Equally notable is the work’s method: a careful marshalling of sources to test assertions and separate inherited narratives from what the record can sustain. The result is a study that speaks to both specialists and general readers by integrating detail with interpretation and by situating events within broader institutional and cultural frameworks. As an early twentieth-century work, it also reflects the scholarly conventions of its time, a fact that encourages contemporary readers to engage critically with its language and emphases even as they benefit from its comparative reach, chronological clarity, and insistence on grounding argument in verifiable evidence.

For readers today, the book’s questions remain urgent. It examines how democracies debate war and peace, how executive and legislative branches contend over authority, how public opinion and the press shape policy, and how military means can both enable and constrain diplomatic ends. It probes the ethics of expansion and the ambiguities of national interest, while showing how conflicts cross borders not only geographically but economically and culturally. In tracing the interplay of politics, operations, and negotiation, Smith offers a lens through which to consider current discussions about intervention, sovereignty, security, and the long afterlife of wartime decisions.

Approached as narrative, reference, and provocation to reflection, The War with Mexico rewards close reading. Its steady pacing, comparative treatment of the belligerents, and extensive documentation help newcomers orient themselves while giving experienced readers points of entry for deeper inquiry. By presenting the origins, prosecution, and settlement of the war in a structured, carefully argued form, Smith invites assessment rather than deference and promotes understanding over triumphalism or condemnation. The volumes remain valuable for their synthesis and scope, challenging contemporary audiences to think historically about power, principle, responsibility, and the costs that accompany national choice.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    The War with Mexico (Vol. 1 & 2) is Justin Harvey Smith’s expansive, archival study of the United States–Mexican War of 1846–1848. First published in 1919, it fuses diplomatic, political, and military history to explain why the conflict arose and how it unfolded. Drawing heavily on American and Mexican sources, Smith reconstructs decisions in Washington and Mexico City, the movement of armies, and the pressures of finance and public opinion. He organizes the narrative from prewar tensions through the campaigns and peace talks, posing questions about responsibility, competence, and purpose while testing legends popular on both sides. The result is a deliberately balanced, document-driven account.

Volume I opens with the antecedents: Mexican independence, Texas’s separation and annexation, and the unresolved border claimed either at the Nueces or the Rio Grande. Smith situates President James K. Polk’s expansionist objectives alongside Mexico’s fiscal strain and revolving ministries. He examines the failed Slidell mission, the dispatch of U.S. troops to the disputed zone, and the skirmishes that precipitated a formal declaration of war. European observers weigh their interests while Mexican factions debate strategy and legitimacy. Rather than attributing blame to a single spark, the study emphasizes policy choices, misperceptions, and institutional weakness that made confrontation increasingly likely on both sides.

Initial operations on the Gulf and northern frontier receive close attention. General Zachary Taylor’s small field army contends with terrain, disease, and extended supply lines as it meets Mexican forces near the contested border and advances toward interior towns. Naval blockades tighten pressure, while volunteers flood enlistment rolls, adding manpower but uneven discipline. Smith analyzes command relationships, the quality of staff work, and the contrasting training of regulars and militia. Mexican mobilization is shown hampered by finance, transport, and political rivalries, yet capable of spirited resistance. Debates in both capitals continually shape objectives, resources, and the scale of risk.

As the northern theater expands, armistices, negotiations in the field, and reorganizations complicate the tempo of operations. Smith traces the emergence of Antonio López de Santa Anna and the volatile alignments among Mexican generals, setting the stage for a climactic encounter in the interior north. Concurrently, American columns move into New Mexico and toward California, coordinating with naval forces that secure key ports. The narrative weighs local accommodations, dissent, and uprisings that affect civil administration. Guerrilla warfare and reprisals test occupation policy, and the author sifts conflicting testimony to reconstruct events and assess claims of misconduct and restraint.

Volume II shifts to the decisive expedition against central Mexico. General Winfield Scott conducts an amphibious landing at Veracruz, deploying engineers and siege artillery under trying sanitary conditions. The inland march encounters fortified passes and prepared positions, prompting a sequence of engagements that display coordination among infantry, artillery, and topographical staff. Smith contrasts Scott’s professionalism with rivalries within the American command and examines Mexican operational choices under mounting political strain. Battles on the approaches to the capital are narrated with attention to maps, orders, and eyewitness accounts, emphasizing tactical adaptation, logistical ingenuity, and the limits imposed by climate and terrain.

With major cities occupied, the study turns to governance, revenue, and security along lines of communication. Smith details customs regimes, contributions, and the use of local institutions, while analyzing how guerrilla attacks, banditry, and reprisals affected civilians and soldiers. In Washington, partisan conflict over war aims intensifies; in Mexico City, leaders wrestle with legitimacy and bargaining room. An American negotiator persists despite recall, and his Mexican counterparts weigh sovereignty, honor, and survival. The draft peace reflects battlefield leverage but also diplomatic calculation. The author probes finance, procurement, and scandal allegations, situating negotiations within a broader contest of state capacity.

In concluding assessments, Smith measures costs, casualties, and military performance, then traces the war’s imprint on institutions and careers in both countries. He considers territorial outcomes, the expansion of federal authority, and debates in the United States over slavery’s extension, alongside Mexican reforms debated in the conflict’s aftermath. Reputations of leading figures are surveyed with caution, separating campaign legend from the archival record. The two volumes combine narrative reach and documentary rigor, helping to anchor subsequent scholarship. Awarded the Pulitzer Prize for History, the study endures for its binational documentation and for the questions it raises about policy, legitimacy, and power.
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    The War with Mexico (Vols. 1–2) examines the 1846–1848 conflict between the United States and Mexico that reshaped North America. Set from Texas to Mexico City and the Pacific coast, it unfolds after Mexico’s 1821 independence and decades of unstable governance. Texas’s 1836 independence and its U.S. annexation in 1845 set the immediate stage, with a boundary dispute between the Nueces River and the Rio Grande. President James K. Polk, elected on an expansionist platform, confronted a Mexican republic riven by faction. Congress declared war in May 1846 after clashes along the Rio Grande, while Mexican authorities regarded hostilities as already underway.

Expansionism, often summarized by the phrase Manifest Destiny, shaped U.S. policymaking in the 1840s. Polk simultaneously negotiated the 1846 Oregon Treaty with Britain, securing the 49th parallel in the Pacific Northwest, while pursuing claims against Mexico. Domestic politics framed the war: Democrats largely supported territorial growth; many Whigs warned of executive overreach. The Wilmot Proviso of 1846 sought to bar slavery from any territory acquired from Mexico, foreshadowing sectional conflict. Newspapers amplified battlefield news and partisan arguments, and Congress wrestled with appropriations, volunteers, and oversight. These currents provide the ideological and institutional background that Smith traces through diplomatic correspondence and legislative debates.

Mexico entered the war amid recurrent constitutional crises. Since independence, federalist and centralist models had alternated, weakening institutions and finances. Regional leaders wielded significant autonomy, and the treasury struggled to pay troops. Antonio López de Santa Anna returned from exile in 1846 with U.S. safe conduct intended to promote negotiation but instead resumed command and the presidency. Northern states faced raids by Comanche and Apache, further straining defenses. Mexico’s army was large on paper but unevenly supplied and trained, with frequent command changes. These structural problems, documented in Mexican government papers and memoirs, underpin Smith’s account of strategy and decision-making.

The United States fought with a small professional army augmented by short-term volunteers and an expanding navy. West Point–trained officers—many later prominent in the Civil War, including Ulysses S. Grant and Robert E. Lee—served under Zachary Taylor in northern Mexico and Winfield Scott on the central Veracruz–Mexico City line. The U.S. Navy enforced blockades and supported amphibious operations, notably the 1847 landing at Veracruz. Mexico’s forces combined regulars, National Guard units, and state levies under commanders such as Santa Anna, Mariano Arista, and Pedro de Ampudia. Smith details organization, logistics, and command culture to explain battlefield performance more than anecdotal heroics.

Beyond the main campaigns in northern and central Mexico, operations unfolded across the West. In New Mexico and Alta California, a blend of military expeditions and local uprisings, including the Bear Flag episode, intersected with U.S. naval seizures of coastal towns. Stephen W. Kearny’s Army of the West traversed the Santa Fe Trail, while Commodores Sloat and Stockton coordinated along the Pacific. Diplomacy proceeded in parallel, culminating in the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848, which transferred vast territories to the United States. Smith situates these theaters within international law, military communications, and the challenges of governing occupied regions.

War politics reverberated at home. Abraham Lincoln’s Spot Resolutions questioned Polk’s claim that blood was shed on U.S. soil, while Henry David Thoreau’s tax protest, later articulated in Civil Disobedience, exemplified moral opposition. Debates over volunteers, bonds, and tariffs tested congressional authority and executive initiative. The specter of slavery’s expansion shadowed every appropriation, foreshadowing the Compromise of 1850. Veterans’ reputations—Taylor’s most notably—reshaped party dynamics. Smith draws on speeches, newspapers, and official messages to track how constitutional arguments and public opinion influenced strategic choices, highlighting the interplay between battlefield success and the domestic legitimacy necessary to sustain war.

Justin Harvey Smith, a U.S. historian born in 1857, published The War with Mexico in 1919; it received the 1920 Pulitzer Prize for History. Writing amid the Progressive Era’s professionalization of historical study, he emphasized exhaustive documentation, footnotes, and cross-national sourcing. He consulted American military and diplomatic records, personal narratives, and Mexican archival materials to reconstruct negotiations, campaigns, and governance. The two volumes synthesize operations with statecraft, evaluating Polk’s cabinet, Mexican ministries, and international observers. Smith situates commanders’ choices within logistical constraints and political directives, aiming to adjudicate contested questions about causation, legality, and responsibility using contemporary documentary evidence.

Appearing soon after U.S. interventions at Veracruz (1914) and the Punitive Expedition into Mexico (1916–1917), and in the aftermath of World War I, Smith’s work met readers primed to reconsider American power, borders, and diplomacy. Its stress on executive planning, professional soldiery, and documentary proof mirrored contemporary faith in institutional expertise. By parsing legal claims, armistices, and treaties, the study implicitly assesses expansion within international norms of its day. The narrative’s attention to material logistics, public finance, and administration also reflects Progressive concerns. Together, the volumes codified a durable framework for understanding the war, inviting later scholars to refine or contest it.
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Contents run from Preface, Conspectus of Events and a guide to Spanish pronunciation through twenty chapters: Mexico and its political schooling, two spanning U.S.–Mexican relations, paired views on both attitudes before war, preliminaries, Palo Alto[22] and Resaca de la Palma, American mobilization, leaders’ advance, Taylor toward Saltillo, Monterey, Saltillo–Parras–Tampico, Santa Fe, Chihuahua, two California chapters, genesis of campaigns, Santa Anna’s riposte, Buena Vista, then Notes, Appendix and Footnotes. The Preface insists this half-forgotten conflict still matters: New Mexico, Arizona and California were immense prizes; national honor and even Mexican existence hung in the balance; intricate diplomacy, sectional rivalry and soldierly valor supplied vivid drama and unique lessons.
To ground that claim the author scoured sources. With presidential permission he opened every American and Mexican archive, trawled records in Britain, France, Spain, Cuba, Colombia, Peru, combed state and city repositories, libraries and private trunks. He handled more than 100,000 manuscripts, 1,200 books and pamphlets and 200 periodicals, issue by issue. Interviews with surviving veterans and a year’s travel across Mexican battlefields sharpened his sense of the people. About ninety per cent of the material proves unpublished; comparing originals exposed colored or distorted reports—Taylor’s May 9, 1846 dispatch, for instance, never explained his victory. “To know things perfectly,” reminds La Rochefoucauld[1], “one must know them in detail.
Such breadth lets him recast a scene long branded dishonorable; though he began with the New England view, the documents shifted his verdict. Some object that only soldiers may write war, yet he cites masters: “In war everything is very simple,” says Clausewitz[2]; Jomini adds, “The theory…is simple enough in itself”; Von Moltke calls strategy “the application of common sense”; Arnold contends an outsider “may…judge sufficiently.” After deep study of standard texts and constant counsel from Brigadier General Oliver L. Spaulding[3], he accepts all blame for any slip. Endnotes gather supporting evidence, grouped to prevent a repellent swamp of citations while letting diligent eyes track every claim.
In New York’s Century Club, September 1919, the historian raises a glass to the allies who opened archives and doors. Presidents Theodore Roosevelt and Porfirio Díaz stand beside Secretary Root, Minister Mariscal and Senator Lodge; ambassadors Reid, Willard and Vignaux follow, flanked by Limantour, Generals Bell, Ainsworth and Kuhn, Admirals Mahan and Chadwick. Scholars Jameson, Hunt, Sioussat, Barker, Bolton, Teggart, Priestley, Kelsey, Jordan and Ford answer the call with manuscripts, while archivists, librarians, officers and physicians hand over maps, logs and letters. Admiral Sperry’s family unlocks Marcy’s papers, critics Dunning, Dewey, Halsey and Channing refine the pages, and unnamed helpers receive the same salute.
Spring 1845: Washington resolves to annex Texas and sends Parrott south; summer brings Texan consent and Taylor’s march to Corpus Christi. By autumn Larkin heads for California, Slidell sails to Mexico, and in December Herrera rebuffs him. Early 1846 Taylor reaches the Rio Grande[16]; Paredes repeats the rejection; skirmishes at Thornton[14], Palo Alto and Resaca ignite war before Congress approves. Kearny rides for Santa Fe, the navy lifts Monterey, rebellions topple Paredes and flare in California, while Santa Anna returns. In 1847 Buena Vista, Cerro Gordo, Contreras, Churubusco, Molino del Rey and Chapultepec fall; Mexico City bows; February 1848 seals peace at Guadalupe Hidalgo[17], and withdrawals finish the campaign.
Spanish here flows by firm rules: a is ah, e long or short, i the ee of machine, o the note in go or lot, u as in rude, y another ee. C, g, j, ll, ñ, r, s, x and z hiss, growl or trill, and stress follows consonant or vowel law. Beyond the Rio Grande the land stretches from shore to plateau, climates wedged between coasts and sierras. Vera Cruz, Mexico City, Puebla, Guadalajara and Tampico mark belts where coffee, wheat, maguey and cattle flourish. In 1845 eight million dwellers—one million white, two mixed, four native—stand beside Gachupines[4] who chase wealth and rule commerce.
Rich Spaniards clawed their way up the colonial ladder, then recoiled from it, pampering their boys. These sons, raised without hunger or study, adopted the motto “Siempre alegre[7],” sprawled in cafes, drank, bet and squandered estate after estate. Fathers pushed them toward soft commissions in army, church or civil posts, yet idleness remained the true career. Creoles and mixed-blood heirs, already despised, followed suit. Independence in 1821 lifted pride but, in the brief years before 1846, could not uproot entrenched instincts. Meanwhile, the conquest’s carnage had stripped Indian tribes of their brightest souls, leaving the remnant listless and broken.
Those survivors shuffled through dusty hamlets ruled by idle caciques and watchful priests. Taxes bit first, fiestas devoured the rest; sickness forced loans, and debt chained families to the hacienda forever. Barefoot men trotted beneath coarse hair, daggers hidden, eyes downcast yet burning; they loved flowers, wilder songs, sly tricks, sudden fury. Over them towered society’s tiers: a thin, titled nobility resting on sprawling ranches and glittering mines; rich merchants beneath; foreign diplomats, grandees, doctors and generals beside. Lower stood minor officials and journalists; below, small traders. Scarce artisans—mostly foreigners—sold luxuries without comforts, while 20,000 “léperos[5]” prowled the capital.
A single, sumptuous Church ruled souls. Gold-laden altars, clouds of incense and sonorous Latin lulled senses; confession to a plump padre secured earthly indulgence, scapularies shielded brigands, scourges bled the terrified. Bishops, all Spaniards, lived like princes; parish priests, mostly Creoles, scraped in poverty yet swayed the villages. Ignorant monks from “the very dregs” turned cloisters into scandals, and political storms, forced loans and fading tithes gnawed the treasury. Still, alongside the bells beat the drums. An officer-heavy army—24,000 commanders for fewer soldiers—claimed a fuero[6], filled presidencies, and drained twenty-one million pesos when the nation earned barely twelve.
Independence shattered the disciplined frontier army. Officers who had shouted loudest for freedom seized the glory, unfit adventurers claimed commands, and wholesale promotions bought their favor. Barracks dragged to the cities, they meddled in every election; arguments died, bullets spoke, and whoever won the latest coup ruled. Success in revolt erased cowardice and theft: after six uprisings a second lieutenant rose inevitably to general, and pliant civilians even gained epaulets. “Almost the whole army must be replaced,” warned the war minister in 1823, yet the disease deepened until 1846, when a British envoy groaned, “Your corps is ignorant, timid, the worst on earth.
The rank and file—mostly Indians with a few mestizos—were hardy yet abused. Press gangs seized them, chained them toward the capital while wives wailed, flogged them in barracks, then shoved them into coarse uniforms with rusty muskets and bad powder. Half fled on campaign; those who stayed fired from the hip to dodge recoil, drilled beside convicts freed from prisons, and watched officers pocket wages, forcing men to sell arms. Ordered only “blind obedience,” their bravery flickered. Cavalry pride rode rented ponies; rolls stuffed with ghosts. “Regular Mexican cavalry is worth nothing,” sighed the British minister. Artillery missed a thousandfold, yet palace bands played daily.
Government officials followed soldiers and priests, sheltered by fuero and near-permanent tenure. Removal required a costly trial, so offices multiplied to feed the craving dubbed aspirantism. Desks overflowed, most clerks idled on scant pay, intrigue throve. Uncodified laws formed a labyrinth where the rich seldom lost. In 1835 a British envoy said procedure offered “every facility” for “artifices and manoeuvres,” and in 1834 another condemned “corrupt and perverse” justice. Unpaid, slighted judges bowed to the executive. Police, an American warned in 1845, were “a complete nullity”; crowded prisons bred bandits who returned to terrorize society.
In 1841 the President told Congress, “the root of the evil lies in the deplorable corruption which pervades all classes of society and in the absence of any corrective arising from public opinion.” Spain had drilled subjects to obey; literacy was suspect, ritual enough. After independence leaders promised schools, yet teachers, books, money and clerical aid were missing, and Santa Anna pocketed the funds. The 1846 budget sent $29,613—$8000 for basics—against twenty-two million for troops. University halls echoed with rhetoric, while pamphlets swayed opinion; the minister cried 1838, “the abuse of the liberty of the press… misguiding him and precipitating him into an abyss of evils.
Only 300,000 of three million whites and mixed castes produced goods; three times as many wore cassock, sword, gown or idled. Mining glittered: worth eighteen million pesos in 1790, down to five during revolt, back near the old level by 1845. English and German firms reopened shafts, yet silver poured abroad for loans and imports, while the state scraped taxes and antique mints rattled on like in Cortés’s day. Agriculture lagged behind pointed-stick ploughs, board wheels, bandits and hopeless roads. A minister confessed in 1843, “Up to the present, agriculture among us has not departed from the routine established at the time of the conquest.
To keep silver home the republic tried manufacturing. In 1830 Lucas Alamán launched a grand plan and a public bank to feed loans to cotton, silk, candle-wax, even bee ventures. Opportunists chiefly mined the treasury; half-built mills rusted, and Alamán himself went bankrupt in 1841. Yet his faction secured laws that barred many imports. Farmers, fearing competition, blocked the entry of raw materials, so native goods stayed dear and smugglers thrived. After Spaniards were expelled around 1830, British merchants claimed the lion’s share; commerce meant landing foreign wares and sending coin away. Retailing shrank to small Mexican shops and frequent failures.
Along a semi-wild road in 1845 Mexico, bleached ruins peek through green. A sinuous mule train approaches; at its head rides a swarthy arriero in silver-buttoned green trousers that open to show linen drawers, a braided jacket, and a towering tasselled sombrero. Reliable carrier yet reckless gambler, he may deliver gold today and rob you tomorrow. Barefoot Indians pass, bent beneath packs, guiding donkeys toward huts. Nearby stands a one-room adobe clogged with gear. Up gallops the wiry ranchero; he swings his wife down, adjusts serape and lasso, lives half astride his pony, and stakes horse, goods, even spouse on monte without a sigh.
A shady grove shelters an ancient stone church packed with relics and a crouching Indian; a few cottages cluster nearby, a walled hacienda sprawls beyond, and on a hill a sleepy prior rides past kneeling converts to his monastery. At dusk the state capital’s bridge shows men and women splashing nude, girls flaunting strokes. Two rows conceal an inn: mule dozing in our room, cot, prints. The waiter boots the beast out; asked for water he flings his hands and laughs, “Oh, what a man! He wants water, he wants a towel; what the devil—! Good-by.” Supper is beef, chile, tortillas used as spoons.
Night reveals monotony: one-story houses form unbroken walls, barred windows become courting cages, the church hides the priest’s family, officials and clerks idle without books, science, or trade, leaving intrigue or revolt as diversion. At dawn we ride into Mexico City along a tree-lined avenue and enter the plaza: the long palace lies east, earthquake-scarred cathedral towers north. Corpses are carted away, beggars assemble, chained prisoners feign sweeping while lax guards smoke. “Carbosiú!” bellows the charcoal man; “Orchata… this way for refreshment!” sings a hoop-skirted girl. A bell rings, whispers rise, “God is coming.” Everyone kneels as the viatic coach and chanting friars glide past.
This call of duty leads us past sixty lesser temples and into the cathedral. Women and léperos crowd the nave; patrician ladies in black mantillas kneel beside beggars. Incense swirls, candles glimmer, silver, gold, jewels and brocades blaze, yet the stench drives us back outdoors. Streets cross at right angles; two-story houses place beasts and stores below, family above. Thick stone walls wear bright frescoes and pious verses. Through a double gate we reach a patio ringed by barred windows and wrought-iron galleries, fountains and flowers. Some surviving ‘palaces’ flaunt carved stairways and blue Dutch tiles, yet crumble like gilded clay.
Monte tables beckon everywhere, so we glance at one, ignore the bull-ring and step into the cockpit. “Hail, immaculate Mary, the cocks are coming!” cries the herald to a mixed audience of elegant maidens and hardened gamblers; we depart. Along the Alameda toward the New Promenade carriages already circle; every lady, however poor, appears bejeweled, erect and queenly. Postilions guide glossy teams while cavaliers parade, spurs and silver trappings flashing. Each passes the chosen carriage with exaggerated curvets. Evening closes at the vast theatre—eight thousand seats, smoke thick, chatter louder than actors—then, “Allons!” we hurry off as church bells thunder for purgatory’s respite.
At the British legation diamonds and pearls sparkle, though ill-cut gowns and ragged musicians betray poverty. Stately women glide, eyes and hair lustrous; one slender beauty under the chandelier seems carved from ivory and flame. Spectacled Alamán speaks gravely, Tornel poses, Bocanegra converses, gallant Almonte—“a good boy,” Santa Anna said—courts the belle, while Peña y Peña debates. Friends embrace, pat shoulders, greet us: “My house is yours.” “Remember, I exist only to serve you.” “Only command me and all that are mine.” Intrigue, faithlessness and dread lurk beneath courtesy. Later the moon crowns cathedral, palace and plaza where a human serpent coils in endless promenade.
Some busy themselves with business, politics, science, or poetry; a millionaire drifts by, hats sweeping off, yet the crowd cheers louder for the swaggering matador, king of the sword. Most minds circle pleasure: eyes flash, hands meet beneath cloaks, words dart past; a mistress parades on her lover’s arm while the limping husband trails, and behind a post a discarded rival waits, knife hidden. Accept the dare—enter Barrio Santa Anna—where red-petticoated women and men whirl through a fandango, or slip into a lépero den where gamblers toss dice beside a crimson blade and a crouched woman keens over a fallen body; even calamity feels light.
Yet beneath the glitter little stands sound in 1845. The people are too few and ill fused: the masses sunk in ignorance, sloth and vice; the elite, save rare exceptions, polished but soft—urbane yet indolent, kind yet cruel in passion, generous yet grasping, pompous, suspicious, subtle, but never steady or sagacious. Each man prizes self above principle; he resists authority, yet when power looms he fawns, hoping for favors. Without cool resolve or plain common sense, the nation lacks the backbone of self-government; so any grave dispute, especially with a blunt, powerful neighbor, promises both misunderstanding and trouble.
Spanish rule set Gachupines over Creoles, chaining all to privilege and hate while Indians scorned both. Spain’s collapse before Napoleon showed kings could fall, and in 1808 oligarchs toppled the viceroy, proving force decided disputes. On 16 September 1810 Father Hidalgo launched revolt, urging Indians to defend faith against Spaniards and “infidel French”; mobs shrieked, “Death to the Gachupines!” until he faced a squad. Guerillas carried on: Santa Anna hunted them; Itúrbide bragged, “In honor of the day, I have ordered three hundred wretches to be shot.” Bravo freed prisoners, Victoria hid, Guerrero and Morelos fought, yet rivalry wrecked unity, and by 1819 the flame smoldered, absolutism tottering.
In 1820 Spain’s liberal constitution revived, Apodaca proclaimed it in Mexico, unrest loomed, and clerics and nobles hunted a savior. Agustín de Itúrbide, broke and ambitious, believed Creole troops could crush the smaller Spanish regiments. Granted command, he attacked Guerrero, then called himself “destitute of ambition and self-interest” and coaxed the rebel to join him. Victoria followed, Santa Anna brought his men, others copied them, and on 24 February 1821 he issued the Plan of Iguala[8]—independence, Bourbon king, Catholic monopoly, old fueros, equal rights, provisional junta. O’Donojú submitted, and on 27 September he rode into Mexico City and received the golden keys.
Itúrbide bypassed popular sovereignty, appointed the junta, was named with four regents to rule, and summoned Congress amid empty coffers and fourteen thousand claims, though he had boasted, “You see me in the most opulent of capitals.” The army idolized him, yet royalists, republicans, Freemasons and comrades stirred hatred. Forced loans, paper money and rumors of kingship let rivals try to take his command; troops mutinied and made him emperor. Expenses soared. Santa Anna, greeting the crown with “an uncontrollable exuberance of joy,” soon proclaimed a republic; Guerrero, Victoria and Bravo joined, generals betrayed, the army defected, and early 1823 he abdicated and sailed for Europe.
Congress replaced the discredited junta in February 1822, endorsed the emperor, was dissolved, recalled, denounced the empire, and finally collapsed when provinces demanded new elections, leaving only the army respected as Church influence faded. A slimmer democratic Congress that met on 7 November 1823 proved talkative but shallow while provinces pressed for autonomy; federalism, which promised offices and unity, triumphed over centralists. One member, modeling the United States, wrote a charter in three days: a tangle of privilege and liberty without a supreme court yet granting presidents “extraordinary powers.” The nation celebrated, and on 1 January 1825 the first Congress gathered amid English money.
Victoria took office with a face, yet by favoring the oligarchy he soon seemed another cheat. Iturbide returned and was executed under an illegal law, enraging allies. The elite plotted a centralized monarchy, and the vain, indolent President agreed, hoping for a second term. Federalists, including Iturbidistas, formed York Rite lodges, won elections, and forced Victoria to dismiss aristocrats. Bravo and Montaño revolted in December 1827; Guerrero struck during a truce and crushed them. Newspapers, victors, and Bravo’s defiance loosed an example. Anti-Spanish agitation followed; 1827-28 decrees expelled many Gachupines, draining commerce, while “Liberty” and the “Name of Patriotism” masked corruption, empty coffers and banishments.
Unable to beat Guerrero, Centralists secretly backed War Minister Gómez Pedraza, a narrow, conservative disciplinarian. Using departmental funds and aristocratic support he secured the vote, and Victoria smarted. Santa Anna, Pedraza’s foe and fearful for his future, raised the banner of Guerrero, rights and Gachupín expulsion; “Permit me, permit me to dig myself an obscure grave” he had once pleaded, yet now he plundered for recruits. When defeat threatened, Lorenzo de Zavala sparked the Acordada[20] uprising in Mexico City. Victoria connived, then recoiled; riots spread, Pedraza fled, Congress citing the revolts ousted “the vile and unnatural Pedraza” and installed Guerrero, while Santa Anna became savior.
Spain struck in 1829. Seizing authority at Veracruz, Santa Anna marched north, attacked fever-ravaged invaders near Tampico, was repulsed, yet accepted their surrender and returned to cries of “Viva Santa Anna, the Victor of Tampico!”. Tall, thin, seemingly frail, with bright eyes and a sharp tongue, he strolled Manga de Clavo[19] amiably; the consul observed he “Can read somewhat,” and rumor kept his boast, “Were I made God I should wish to be something more.” On April 1 Guerrero took the Presidency. In fur-trimmed jacket, bright sash and sabre he looked dramatic, but the illiterate, pleasure-loving mestizo faced empty coffers, ignored laws and growing disorder.
Guerrero’s rule, born of the Acordada riot, staggered under empty oaths to the “sacred constitution.” He could neither pay pleading crowds nor define their reforms, expelled remaining Gachupines, and drifted while secret societies steered the nation. Even the oligarchs, his sworn enemies, lured him from the people; isolated, he fell. Vice-President Anastasio Bustamante—a heavy, polite aristocrat—had clasped Guerrero’s hand, vowing, “Never will I unsheathe my sword against General Guerrero,” yet at Jalapa in December 1829 he did exactly that, marching with oligarch money and almost no resistance. Guerrero fled south, was betrayed and shot, and on January 1, 1830 Bustamante assumed power.
Opening Congress, Bustamante mouthed that a “sacred Constitution” enthroned him yet declared his real concern the “wishes of the army,” handing policy to the crafty centralist Alamán. Discontent rose; Santa Anna, first flirting with the regime, then backing Guerrero, finally lounged at Manga de Clavo waiting. When moderates rallied behind the honorable Mier y Terán, he forestalled elections by pronouncing for Federalism in January 1832, demanding a new cabinet and Pedraza’s restoration. Skirmishes ended with Santa Anna and Bustamante dividing offices; Congress protested in vain, Bustamante resigned, and with constitutional machinery broken Santa Anna rode the wave to win the 1833 presidency election.
Choosing radical Gómez Farías as deputy, Santa Anna soon retired to his estate, letting the tireless idealist cry “Open Sesame!” and assault army fueros, clerical courts, tithes and hoarded church wealth. Alarmed elites begged the absent general to save them; he returned, staged capture by his own troops, reclaimed power, then again withdrew, covertly nursing Centralist plots. In April 1834 Cuernavaca’s plan hailed him dictator, Congress doors were barred, Farías exiled, Zacatecas crushed amid cries of “unrivalled chameleon!” A packed Congress forged the Seven Laws[10], Bustamante resurfaced, yet factional aristocrats soon quarreled while Texas declared independence, seized Santa Anna, and he retired in disgrace.
Centralism saddled the national treasury with state debts, yet wealthy citizens—especially the clergy—refused to contribute, hid their treasure, and left Church estates as the only collateral for desperate loans. Every dollar bought the army’s loyalty; for half a year no civil officer, not even the President, drew pay, and in October 1837 the entire ministry walked out. By November a British envoy declared Centralism dead, Bustamante sighed for Federalism, and petitions for change flooded in. Disorders multiplied, the French pressed claims, moderates and radicals quarreled, and our consul wrote, “A complete state of anarchy prevails.” Then Santa Anna’s wound supplied a hero.
At Vera Cruz Santa Anna, repulsed by marines and losing a leg, cried, “Probably this will be the last victory I give my country… May fellow-citizens forget errors and call me a Good Mexican.” Pity restored him; December 1838 he steered the cabinet, and when Bustamante chased Mejía he became interim President, ruling by favoritism, censorship and loot. Bustamante’s July 1839 return worsened decay; mobs seized him a year later, Tornel hissed intrigues, and by August 1841 conservatives admitted collapse. Paredes rebelled, Valencia grabbed the citadel, and Santa Anna’s star rose. Bustamante embraced Federalism; on October 7 the one-legged general reached Tacubaya to silence.
Under the Bases of Tacubaya[9] a pliant junta handed power to Santa Anna. On October 10 the cathedral gleamed with gold and muskets as the archbishop waited while the general, in uniform, sat on a throne and swore, “I swear to God—to do as I please.” He crushed speech, juggled tariffs, bestowed degrees, closed a bank, taxed wheels, reburied his amputated foot, forced church loans, suspended debt payments, and let brokers gorge. A Federalist Congress defied him; Tornel locked the hall, it dissolved, and an eighty-man committee wrote the Organic Bases. Troops cowed Valencia and Paredes, and Santa Anna assumed the presidency in January 1844, chasing imperial dreams.
The minister of justice hailed the day as “an epoch of glory,” “an era of absolute felicity,” yet the new Congress bristled at the President. Fear silenced opposition; Santa Anna flattened it, seized four million for war with Texas, devoured the sum, demanded ten million more and “extraordinary powers” to tax every estate. Congress resisted, he shut it down. Betrayed provinces cursed the levies, and in November 1844 Paredes revolted. Santa Anna marched to intimidate the insurgents, but on December 6 the capital troops mutinied, crowds screamed “Death to the lame man!” dragging a wooden foot. Deserted, he fled, was caught by peasants, and banished.
Observers once marveled at Santa Anna—electrifying troops, dazzling banquets, fiery councils, theatrical opera boxes—yet the glitter masked emptiness. He grasped wealth and rank like “the princely eagle,” scorned the masses, trusted sycophants, and when authentic revolt shattered his creed, courage failed and he plummeted. Power passed legally to General José Joaquín Herrera, pacific, honest, backed by a respected cabinet. For a moment 1825’s serenity returned: factions disarmed, all felt entitled to reward. But Santa Anna’s unloved constitution lingered; twenty-thousand idle officers schemed, Paredes held the main army aloof, and every notable nursed a clique, bitterly resenting Herrera’s intended reforms.
Balancing factions instead of embracing Federalism, Herrera dared neither militia nor discipline; mutinous troops went unpunished, prestige evaporated. March exposed a Federalist-Santannista plot, May’s timid offer to recognize Texas under European pressure drew fury, June’s Federalist uprising fizzled. Ministers quit in August; offices “were begging in the streets.” By September revolution seemed hourly, yet plunder looked scarce and conspirators loitered. Whispers of a Paredes-Tornel-Valencia triumvirate swelled; Siglo XIX lamented the “sterile, deplorably sterile” movement, and on November 30 El Amigo del Pueblo declared, “There is no government in Mexico.” Editors recalled that without virtue anarchy follows, but comfort still trumped duty as U.S. attention approached.
Joel R. Poinsett[11] reached Mexico City on June 1 1825 as the first American minister. Gifted yet ill-starred, he had to champion a Protestant republic amid fervent Catholics, uphold democracy among Bourbon-minded aristocrats, press the Monroe Doctrine against European ties, demand equal commerce despite a British protectorate, and face rival influences. He joined the Federalist populares, guided them from revolt to ballots, and helped them seize power; their later excesses were pinned on “that Protestant foreigner.” Clerics, aristocrats, and envious patriots branded him the devilish agent of a hypocritical United States, and Washington warned Guerrero that, unless “a marked change” came quickly, collision might follow.
Poinsett’s instructions ordered him to reaffirm or revise the 1819 boundary and, if possible, buy Texas. In July 1825 he proposed shelving the old line and drawing a better one; President Victoria and Alamán, dreaming of pushing east, delayed. On January 12 1828 both sides signed a treaty, but when Secretary Clay sought ratification before May 12, Obregón lacked papers and the pact lapsed. Mexicans cried that the United States schemed for Texas and that Poinsett had stolen the authorization delivered May 10. New talks revived the limits treaty in 1832 and mandated a joint survey, yet every American move was damned as “sinister.
While the boundary survey languished, a companion treaty of amity and commerce crawled through intrigue. Mexican envoys hid concessions granted Britain, Victoria stalled, the Senate rejected one draft, Congress another, and at last, under threats that the minister would depart and Washington freeze the limits treaty, both accords became law April 5 1832; yet local officials ignored the commercial clauses for almost a year. In 1829 Guerrero demanded Poinsett’s recall, and Andrew Jackson sent Anthony Butler[12]—a bankrupt schemer bent on grabbing Texas. Bribery plots, duels and bluster marred his term until Mexico demanded his removal and Powhatan Ellis arrived in 1836.
Months after Texas revolted, Mexican officials saw in every stage of colonization, rebellion, and defence “a perfect tempest of passion” stirred by Washington. Yet migration across the Sabine was merely the westward tide that had filled the Mississippi valley, and Mexico’s own tyranny kindled revolt. Washington wished to buy, not liberate, the province, proclaimed neutrality, and sent no aid; the British envoy told Santa Anna we had done all possible, and Santa Anna did not deny it. Private Americans sometimes helped, mostly lawfully. Boundary trouble brewed: two rivers fed Sabine Lake, Butler urged claiming the western Neches and occupying Nacogdoches, and Mexico hurried dramatist-diplomat Gorostiza to Washington.
Indians on both sides of the Sabine loved war and whisky, ignored paper lines, and, inflamed by one Mexican agent, raided settlements; families fled Nacogdoches and begged protection. The treaty of amity required each nation to restrain its tribes, yet Mexico could not and even welcomed attacks on Texans, so Washington judged substance above form: duty demanded shielding our frontier, even past the doubtful line, and General Gaines received power, while maintaining strict neutrality, to march to Nacogdoches if “positively necessary.” Forsyth explained the plan in a “frank and noble” note, promising any occupation would be temporary and meant only to stop outrages.
Gorostiza briefly accepted our right to cross, but distrust soon flared; Forsyth refused to renounce the Neches, Cass said Nacogdoches was American, and news travelled slowly. He showered notes on the department, then, hearing Gaines had reached Nacogdoches, demanded passports and left. Mexico cheered, cried that its “sacred” soil was profaned, believed U.S. troops had won San Jacinto and were ready to invade, and let hatred boil. Early 1837 we recognized Texas, securing trade and thwarting rumored British schemes; Europe quickly did the same, while Mexico felt only “bitter” animosity. In 1842, Santa Anna revived the war, sent weak raids, and American volunteers legally marched into Texas.
On May 12, 1842, Minister Bocanegra opened an assault, writing Daniel Webster to protest American aid to Texas and asking whether the United States could harm Mexico more ‘if at war.’ ‘Certainly not,’ he answered himself, then told the legations that Washington tolerated incursions by ‘subaltern and local authorities’ yet Mexico would do whatever honor demanded. Before Webster could reply he dispatched a fiercer note, charging conduct ‘at variance with the law of nations’ and warning that continuance would be ‘a positive act of hostility.’ Webster flatly repelled every charge, pledged strict neutrality, and refused further answer to such ‘highly offensive’ language.
Mexico accepted the rebuke; Bocanegra, trusting Webster’s ‘frank declaration,’ fell silent, yet anger in the capital made war seem near. Thinking war had begun, Commodore Thomas ap Catesby Jones[13] sailed from Callao, seized Monterey on October 20, 1842, and, realizing his error, struck his flag next day while Governor Micheltorena roared from afar. Ridicule centered on Bocanegra and the governor, so Mexico let the incident pass. Webster then warned the war hurt trade and might draw protest. Newspapers, Adams’s speech, and Santa Anna’s 1843 order to shoot captives fanned suspicion; Washington insisted Americans taken in Texas be treated as prisoners, ‘no concession or compromise.
The United States now listed its own wrongs. In 1835 Mexican troops captured twenty-two Americans diverted to Tampico; without trial they were shot, eighteen declaring at the grave they never meant invasion. Though a treaty guaranteed free entry and residence, a decree of April 4, 1837 barred foreigners from border states, targeting Americans. In 1840 California’s governor suddenly seized several countrymen, marched them in irons to Tepic, and confiscated their property. A year later the Santa Fe caravan, including editor Kendall, was taken, passports torn up, and the prisoners forced to toil in chains until Santa Anna grudgingly freed them in 1842.
Caravans once rolled freely between St. Louis, Santa Fe and Chihuahua, drawing even New York houses into the trade; yet Mexico frowned from the start, heaped duties at the frontier and in Chihuahua, and in August 1843 Santa Anna slammed the gates. A week later another decree barred a page-long list of imports and threatened seizure of stock unsold within a year, though duty had been paid. Washington branded that threat “a manifest violation of the liberty of trade secured by the treaty.” Still harsher, a new order forbade aliens to retail goods at all, brushing aside treaty rights with thin legal quibbles.
Another blow followed in July 1843: War Minister Tornel told the governors of California and three northern departments to expel every citizen of the United States and block future arrivals. The secret leaked months later. Thompson queried four times, met silence, demanded his passports; Bocanegra pleaded a need to restrain “seditious aliens.” The order covered the innocent as well, so vague revisions left governors free to decide who was dangerous, still barring entry. Meanwhile local officials multiplied outrages, and foreigners of every flag groaned. Ashburnham declared, “There is scarcely one foreign power… which has not had cause to complain” of Mexican persecution.
Americans questioned whether claims for seized ships and cargoes were real; arbiters judged them sound. Mexican courts gave no remedy, delay ruled, and poverty could not cancel debt. “Nations must pay,” Webster said. Had Mexico admitted hardship, lenience was near, yet insults went on. From 1829 Butler filed petitions, cautioned to avoid menace. In 1836 Ellis, amid “daily” injustice, was ordered to “make a fresh appeal” and demand swift reply; evasion followed, Gorostiza smeared us, Ellis withdrew. At last Jackson asked to press the next demand from a warship and to take reprisals if rebuffed, a grave measure in an already broken peace.
Congress echoed the Executive yet, pitying a ‘sister republic’ and wary of enlarging Jackson’s power, resolved to honor the treaty’s advance-notice clause, hoping the spared Santa Anna would now settle claims, and calling Mexico our ‘ancient, though now estranged, friend.’ Thus Greenhow carried a final, peaceful demand in July 1837, offering leniency but requiring that Gorostiza be disavowed. Mexico answered that the President was ‘most anxious’ to decide ‘each’ case ‘in its turn’ and leave ‘nothing…undone’ for a ‘speedy and equitable’ settlement. In November the new envoy Martínez returned an obsolete list, ignored fifty-three claims, and fresh outrages provoked war talk until he suggested arbitration.
Washington, fearing a scheme for ‘gaining of time and postponement of the day of reckoning,’ still accepted arbitration in April 1838; Martínez, lacking authority, delayed months. A September convention died when his President withheld it, but April 1839 produced another: two commissioners per nation with a Prussian umpire, and Mexico finally disavowed the pamphlet. Even so she missed the deadline, the United States waived, and on August 25, 1840 the board convened. Mexican members Castillo and León barred claimants, spun objections for four months, lied, and, by constant stalling, buried more than five million dollars while ‘The rights of American Citizens’ suffered unabated.
Yet the tribunal still awarded about two million; Mexico at once plotted escape, and only British rebukes brought the January 1843 convention granting her quarterly cash instalments over five years—‘Such indulgent terms.’ Both nations ratified, three payments arrived, then the stream ceased. Poverty and Texan anger were pleaded, but neither excused broken faith. Meanwhile a larger conflict formed. Texas, independent nine years and recognized abroad, would never return to Mexico. Even Mexican politicians knew it, and Daniel Webster held annexation gave no grievance. With northern provinces restless, Houston dreaming a European-backed empire, British rivals eyeing cotton and influence, union with Texas appeared unavoidable.
Mexico fumed as immigrant farmers cast off her rule, captured her President, won foreign recognition, and now edged toward joining the United States. Still professing friendship, Washington tried to explain, yet on August 23, 1843, Bocanegra warned our minister that, should Congress admit Texas, "the Mexican Government will consider ... the immediate proclamation of war." Even Thompson bristled. In November, envoy Almonte told the secretary of state he would quit if annexation passed, adding, "My country is resolved to declare war as soon as it receives information of such an act." Upshur upheld Texas’s independence, though Almonte soon repeated his protest.
Hoping to ease tensions and perhaps buy a boundary settlement, Calhoun dispatched Thompson in April 1844 with assurances of "anxious desire" for friendship and offers of liberal terms; Green formally laid them before Mexico. Santa Anna’s cabinet twisted the overture, claimed the United States had acknowledged Mexican title, re-echoed the war threat, and stirred the press to invective while calling for thirty thousand men and heavy funds. Rebuffed, Calhoun declared the wrath should fall on Washington, not Texas, and warned that annexation remained policy. Rejón then composed a brilliant diatribe painting America as "perjurer and thief," which Shannon’s bluster worsened.
On March 1, 1845, the joint resolution for annexation became law; Almonte instantly protested, vowed his nation would defend her "ancient province ... at all times," severed relations, and sailed home. Mexico erupted when Texas accepted our terms in July. El Amigo del Pueblo shouted, "The hour of danger for the country has sounded ... Union and war!" Congress sought a formal declaration, demanded money and men, shipped guns to Vera Cruz, provisions to Matamoros, and alerted London and Paris that arms would decide. Consulates closed, archives fled inland, and officials whispered war already existed, awaiting only a swift march across the Rio Grande.
The administration soothed Almonte, relayed private pledges through a Cabinet intermediary, and, before March ended, named W. S. Parrott a “confidential agent” with orders to reach Mexico at once. His written charge: persuade the government that it is “for the interest of that country, to restore friendly relations between the two republics.” If receptive, reveal yourself, promise that the United States will send a “Minister” who will be “kindly received.” Texas is annexed for good, he might add, yet Washington stands “prepared to meet Mexico in a most liberal and friendly spirit” on all unsettled questions. Arriving, Parrott dined legislators and repeated this offer plainly.
Mexico seemed ready to listen. President Herrera, prudent, cash-strapped, and afraid California might be lost in war, wanted a face-saving exit; investors who had financed his rise pressed to cut military costs; England and France were troublesome; the people were cooling; troops might mutiny without American money. On August 29 1845 Parrott wrote that an envoy would be “heartily welcomed,” and consuls Black and Dimond concurred. Washington also hungered for peace: to collect unpaid awards, shield citizens, settle boundaries, thwart European balance-of-power schemes, block monarchist plots nurtured by Alamán, Paredes, Spain, France and Britain, and defend Oregon and coveted California.
Polk’s Cabinet, weighing the reports, secretly resolved to renew diplomacy: send John Slidell[15] of Louisiana, “most likely to gain the ear of Mexico,” and authorize up to forty million dollars for a boundary deal. When news came of Mexican warlike moves on August 21, they ordered Black to learn “officially” whether a “Minister” would be received. During the inquiry, British chargé Bankhead met Peña y Peña and Herrera; the President promised “disposition to terminate” disputes over annexation, limits and indemnity. On October 13 Black wrote; two days later Peña agreed to admit an envoy with “full powers” if the U.S. fleet quit Vera Cruz, a pledge Congress approved.
Though the American note spoke of settling “all the questions in dispute” and Peña answered with “the present dispute,” both sides treated the phrases as identical. Whole includes parts; Bankhead read it so, and any ambiguity burdened Mexico. Black’s written offer followed a frank talk with Peña, who knew the United States would never debate Texas sovereignty alone and whose clear instructions were backed by Parrott. Hence Herrera’s cabinet squarely accepted Polk’s comprehensive proposal. Peña’s term comisionado embraced resident ministers, so agreeing to receive such a delegate meant agreeing to receive Slidell. News of this reached Washington by November 9, and Polk hurried to act.
At a moment when war with Britain over Oregon loomed, Mexican privateers frightened American merchants, and Paredes plotted monarchy under Europe’s approving gaze, Polk dared not delay. He had promised Peña an envoy “immediately,” and the Mexican had grown impatient. John Slidell was therefore commissioned on November 10. His secret orders: restore good will, settle American claims by defining the Texas boundary, shoulder payment ourselves, block any cession of California to England or France, and if possible buy the province—at least the northern part around San Francisco—without provoking Mexican pride. Carried south on a warship, he landed at Vera Cruz November 30 and rushed inland.
Herrera’s shaky government, daily expecting revolt, reeled beneath cries of “treason!” for treating with the United States. On December 3 Peña, pale at the palace door, asked Black, “We hear an envoy has arrived; who is he, and why?” Told the visitor was the promised negotiator, Peña pleaded that he stay aboard ship lest his presence spark a revolution. Determined to escape the bargain, the ministry referred the issue to the council of state. The notables declared admitting a resident minister would pardon annexation, denounced an American “trap,” and advised refusal. On December 20 Slidell received official rejection; he retired to Jalapa, awaiting recall.
Daniel Webster, after reflection, called Mexico “highly unjustifiable” for snubbing our minister, while Polk found himself cursed at home for pushing war and damned in Mexico for pressing peace. Inside Mexico City, Church, army and monarchists clustered behind General Paredes; Santannistas and Federalists closed ranks against them. Ordered to split his force or march north, Paredes pocketed government funds and refused. Mid-December he charged Herrera with “dodging a necessary and glorious war” and bargaining “the ignominious loss of national integrity.” Congress thundered, Mexico thundered, yet officers defected. On December 29 the citadel rose for him; Herrera left the palace in a hired cab.
Valencia dreamed of succession, Tornel plotted for Santa Anna, yet Paredes outmaneuvered them; he warned, “I’ll shoot archbishop, general, magistrate or anyone who resists.” He entered Mexico City in procession and convened an electoral junta that made him provisional President. Accepting a general’s pay, he spurned pomp, and when a broker offered a loan he blazed, “I want no money, I want the robbers of the Treasury.” On January 4 he swore to defend Texas to the Sabine. Washington sought peace. Buchanan told Slidell stay, offer aid, avert war. March 1 Slidell sought admission; Castillo’s council refused. “I’m empowered to settle,” he insisted. “Begone,” Mexico replied.
There were northern landowners who half-hoped the United States would conquer them, or at least curb Paredes’s hinted monarchy, yet such thoughts were selfish whispers; at Tampico the consul saw “the most stubborn and malignant feeling” everywhere. Texans affairs, annexation, and our recognition stoked the blaze. With our frontier now far south, Mexicans feared the Texas trick repeated until the nation vanished. Papers charged that we ruined trade, stirred revolutions, armed Indians, spread democracy, Protestantism, and plans to seize church lands. Anti-foreign prejudice, sharpened by clashing manners and race, deepened hatred, while Tornel and Santa Anna shouted that the American Minotaur waited to devour them.
Mexico never cowered like a dove before a hawk; warnings that national life was imperiled served mostly to rally allies. Castillo called Slidell a pretext for war, yet leaders believed Washington avoided conflict. At a banquet Paredes murmured to the British envoy, “I hope your government does not mean to let us be eaten up,” fishing for English aid. Officials judged roaming American settlers, not armies, the real threat and urged resistance in circulars of 1845 and 1846. Still they tallied offsets: Yankees seemed abject, stealing land then begging pardon, rattled by Almonte’s resignation, paralyzed by slavery and tariff feuds.
Our regular army looked tiny, scattered along lonely posts; artillery lacked punch, cavalry counted for little, and Mexican agents depicted volunteers as unruly farmers “totally unfit to operate beyond their frontiers.” Captain Elliot warned the more of them came, the harder invasion would prove, “they cannot march on foot.” “America as an aggressive power is one of the weakest in the world…fit for nothing but to fight Indians,” sneered Britannia, while the London Times predicted “contemptible and indecisive” campaigning. By contrast, Calderón de la Barca praised Mexico’s drill and arms, Santa Anna promised to plant his flag on Washington’s Capitol.
The first blows would likely fall in remote Texas. Tornel swore Mexico could smash any force there; Almonte argued that invading columns would starve in the thin, wild country, and Pakenham said a few agile horsemen could pin them down. Should the American line break, Mexican troops expected to stride into the rich southern states, free two million slaves, enlist grateful blacks, hostile Indians, and northern abolitionists. If instead Mexico yielded ground, deserts, storms, mountains, yellow-fever coasts and ruinous roads waited to trap the pursuers. Debts would go unpaid, enemy property seized, and swift privateers in idle Baltimore clippers would prey on Yankee trade.
American shipping, worth up to twenty millions, drifted defenseless across the Pacific. 'If letters of marque are actively and prudently distributed on the coasts,' consul Arrangóiz assured Mexico, 'the Americans will receive a fatal blow,' for United States warships in Asian waters were few and slow to reinforce. New Orleans insurers already rejected war risks. Tornel and other chiefs exulted; American and British newspapers agreed that privateers could not be stopped. Pakenham warned Calhoun that Mexico could, 'with trifling inconvenience to Herself,' force Washington to maintain fleets along seven hundred leagues of coast and two oceans.
Editors calculated the cost: Mexico had once fed eighty thousand royal troops and sixty thousand rebels; with larger resources now, the invader must send perhaps two hundred-fifty thousand of its expensive soldiers. Dollar-worshippers, the scoffing journals claimed, would never endure the taxes. Arrangóiz foretold, 'American commerce, finding itself attacked on all seas, will beg for peace.' Mexican voices saw advantages: crossing swords satisfied honor, united factions, braced the army, halted the flight of silver, shielded industry, and would 'be the best possible thing.' La Voz del Pueblo echoed Polybius: war ruins empires, yet it also raises them high.
Mexican strategists looked southward and abroad. Cuevas boasted that every Spanish-American republic feared 'an always threatening enemy,' and envoys carried warnings that without help the United States would grasp the continent. Newspapers cried, 'Republics of South America, your existence also is in danger; prepare for the combat.' Across the Atlantic, sympathy mingled with self-interest. European editors called Mexico’s cause that of all honest governments, thundered against our 'young Colossus,' and promised balance of power. London papers vowed, 'Sooner or later the monster must be checked,' while Paris cautioned that conquering mines or California would alarm and unite the monarchies.
Foreign entanglements gathered thickly. British opinion sheets accused Washington of planning to spread slavery over any Mexican spoils, and Bankhead privately warned our secretary of state that attempts to seize or
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