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Preface



Brigadier General Theodore Roosevelt Jr. expressed it best when he wrote, “It is no exaggeration to say that without [the Texas navy] there would probably have been no Lone Star Republic and possibly the state of Texas would still be a part of Mexico.”

During the violent years of the Texas Republic, its battered ships fought gallantly against the warships of Mexico while battling the raging storms and treacherous shoals of the Gulf of Mexico.

For a decade they dominated the third coast of North America, the Gulf of Mexico, from New Orleans to the Yucatan. Their control of these Gulf waters was critical to the very existence of the struggling republic.

The Texans did it with mostly cast-off ships and crews composed of both patriots and the scum of a hundred waterfronts. Throughout their ordeals they suffered from a government that had little appreciation of their sacrifices and at one time, labeled them common pirates.

Indeed, many of the navy’s most difficult battles were waged against their sometimes president, Sam Houston.

Whether from personal pique, parsimonious attitude, or a failure to understand naval strategy, Houston did his best to scuttle the navy. Not content to rid Texas of its fighting ships, he also made Herculean efforts to destroy the men who sailed them. During Houston’s bitter feuds, as vicious as any sea battles, he heaped lies, false charges, and ridicule on men who most Texans regarded as heroes.

Had those men not had the moral courage to oppose their president as well as the physical courage to face Mexican gunfire, the independence of the new and fragile Republic of Texas would have been doomed.

Sadly, most Americans, and for that matter most Texans, are unaware that Texas ever had a navy. While songs, poetry, folklore, and histories have made legendary the heroes of the Alamo, Goliad, and San Jacinto, the tough, enduring sailors of the Lone Star navy have been shrouded in obscurity.

This is the heroic story of those seaborne Texans who were often outnumbered, usually outgunned, but never out-sailed and never, never outfought.
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CHAPTER 1

Opening Guns at Anahuac

By the summer of 1832, tempers among the American settlers in the Galveston Bay area were heating up faster than the temperatures along the humid Gulf Coast. Whatever loyalty they felt for the government in Mexico City was fast evaporating.

It was never a love fest between the Norte Americanos and the Spaniards who first encouraged them to immigrate into Texas. And when the proud dons were driven out of Mexico during the revolution of 1824, the new government didn’t become any more affectionate. But for a short while, it was in the interest of both parties to “just get along.”

The Americans first settled in Texas during the 1820s when the Spanish and, for a few years, the Mexican governments awarded large grants of fertile land to immigrants who would settle north of the Rio Grande into the vast, almost empty lands called Tejas.

Both governments expected that the settlers would form a barrier against the Comanche, Kiowa, Apache, and other nomadic tribes whose raids had smashed the Spanish mission settlements in Texas. By the 1820s these raids had virtually depopulated much of northern Mexico south of the Rio Grande.
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For a decade, 1832 to 1843, Texas fighting ships dominated the third coast of North America, the Gulf of Mexico, from New Orleans to the Yucatan. Their control of these waters was critical to the very existence of the struggling Texas Republic. (Texas State Historical Association, Austin)

Let the impulsive, well-armed gringos fight off those murderous hordes, they reasoned, and leave the provinces of Tamaulipas, Nuevo Leon, Coahuila, and Chihuahua in peace to grow and prosper.

In 1830, however, the Mexican government viewed with alarm the more than 30,000 Americanos who had settled from the Sabine River boundary with Louisiana, west to San Antonio, and along the Texas Gulf Coast. By the middle of that decade, American settlers outnumbered Mexican residents by ten to one.

There was a bright side, however; the Americans, called Texians, created thriving ports at Galveston, Brazoria, and Velasco where valuable cargoes of Texas beef, hides, corn, and cotton were shipped, mainly to New Orleans. In return they received manufactured goods from both the United States and Great Britain. Mexico City, which had only rarely extended any services to the colonists, now saw a rich source of revenue.

On April 6, 1830, they banned further immigration from the United States and sent tax collectors to Texas ports to levy duties on the rich export and import trade.

The Texians and the Tejanos, Mexicans living in Texas, were infuriated by the new controls. While the Texians muttered about taxation without representation, the Tejanos were equally livid. For the first time they had a market for their growing herds of longhorn cattle, and now a corrupt government was planning to steal a good portion of it. They complained that Mexico City had not only failed to protect them from Indian attacks, they even refused to send them priests so that their daughters could be legally married. Their government’s response to the growing unrest of both groups was to send in soldiers to protect the tax collectors.

Further inflaming matters, Mexico City picked two autocratic, dishonest martinets to enforce the new tax laws. To administer the customhouse at Galveston they selected George Fisher, a Serb, who had fled to Italy after a failed revolt against the Turkish sultan. He became a mercenary soldier in Italy, wandering through the Danubian countries until, in 1815, he embarked for Philadelphia and later became an American citizen. Still suffering from wanderlust, he turned up in Mexico in 1821 to fight in one of the successful Mexican rebellions. As a reward for his services and because he spoke passable English, he was awarded the Galveston post.

At Anahuac, a small community at the far northeast end of Galveston Bay (an area now called Trinity Bay), he established a customhouse where he collected duties on all shipping passing through the bay area. Anahuac was located on a bank thirty feet above the waterline. From there one could view the bay more than twenty miles across, and on a clear day the brown smudge that was Galveston Island could be seen sixty miles to the southwest. Located near the mouth of the Trinity River, Anahuac was a community of several dozen log houses occupied by vigorous and ambitious merchants.

Autocratic, domineering, and arbitrary, Fisher’s high-handed methods soon drove the Texians either to despair or to murderous frenzy. The water-borne commerce with which he was interfering was the economic life’s blood of the Texas settlements and the sole source of income for the colonists.

Unlike most of the American western states, in the early days of Texas settlement, American immigrants did not enter the country by long journeys in covered wagons. Trudging over the few rough trails that were subject to flooding and Indian attacks was slow, expensive, and dangerous. They came mostly by swift schooners, departing New Orleans and arriving at Galveston. After disembarking there, some transferred to smaller Gulf Coast packet boats for the more shallow passages past the barrier islands into Matagorda and Velasco.
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George Fisher, a Serb in Mexican service, established a custom post at Anahuac. Autocratic, domineering, and arbitrary, his high-handed methods drove the Texans to rebellion. (Texas State Library and Archives Commission)

Since the settlers considered the new taxes unfair, they were not shy about evading the law. Smuggling became a means of continuing the growing commerce, and soon schooner captains considered dodging the Mexican patrols a profitable form of sport.

They stopped smiling, however, when Fisher’s soldados seized the Texian schooner Canon at the mouth of the Brazos River as it attempted to slip past the garrison at Velasco. Customs men boarded the ship and confiscated a contraband cargo of Texas-grown tobacco. It has almost become an axiom that revolutions often begin when middle-class merchants are hit in the pocketbook. So it was with Texas.

Other seizures followed. Forty pairs of men’s shoes of American manufacture were seized on June 2, 1830, followed more ominously by the seizure of “eight sacks of ammunition” smuggled in from waters off Matagorda Island. As the confiscations increased, tempers rose to a boil.

On December 15, 1831, a Texian ship owner, Edwin Waller, ordered the skipper of his schooner Sabine, Captain Jeremiah Brown, to run past the Mexican customs port at Velasco. Ships like the Sabine were typical of the craft that plied the Texas coastal waters.

Similar Gulf Coast schooners usually had two masts and were fore-and-aft rigged, that is, the sails were secured to booms so that when sailing upwind they roughly paralleled the line between the bow and stern of the ship. This gave them the ability to sail close to the direction of the wind and maneuver quickly in shifting coastal winds. They were shallow draft, enabling them to sail in the shoal waters surrounding the Texas barrier islands and river inlets. Also, schooner-rigged ships, even with large sail areas, could be handled by a small crew.

Preparing to run past the fort, Captain Brown ordered the crew to pile bales of cotton along the taffrail, at the stern of the ship, to protect them from gunfire from the batteries adjacent to the customhouse.

Under a hail of gunfire, the Sabine sailed past the Velasco fort as bullets thudded harmlessly into the tight-packed cotton bales. On Waller’s instructions, Captain Brown purchased two brass cannon in New Orleans and smuggled them back into the hands of the colonists on the return trip.

But if Fisher was bad, Colonel John Davis Bradburn, commanding the Mexican troops, was worse. A Kentuckian who also won acclaim serving in the revolutionary Mexican army, he had a shadowy and unsavory past. He fled from the United States after he and his brother were arrested and thrown into prison in Columbia, Tennessee, charged with stealing slaves. It was a charge that would reappear in later years and would dim his already shady reputation.

The Bradburn brothers planned to escape from jail after a confederate smuggled a file into their cell. On one moonless night the brothers sawed through their cell’s bars and fled into the darkness. During a pursuit by Tennessee lawmen, his brother drowned, but Bradburn managed to wend his way to the Mississippi River and traveled downstream to New Orleans where he took a ship to Mexico.

There, he joined the Mexican army and fought with distinction against the Spaniards. His long service was rewarded with a colonel’s rank and command of the soldiery in the Texas coastal areas.

Bradburn was an appropriate officer for the several hundred troops under his command. The Mexican law of September 29, 1826, provided for the enlistment of convicts as soldiers, and Bradburn’s men were the sweepings of the scum of Mexican jails. There was a bad joke about a Mexican garrison commander who wrote to his headquarters, “I’m returning the shackles, please use them to send me more reinforcements.”

In the fall of 1831, alarmed at the constant smuggling and not a few skirmishes between his garrisons and the Texians, Bradburn arbitrarily closed all Texas ports except Galveston. When the colonists protested, he declared martial law. According to the Texans, Bradburn was arbitrary, mean, a liar, and his pretentiousness made him the butt of ridicule. Even as mild-mannered a man as Texas empresario Stephen F. Austin said, “He was half crazy.”

The order closing the ports was soon rescinded, but Bradburn’s arbitrary methods of tax collecting were driving even heretofore honest Texas merchants into smuggling. Samuel Rhoads Fisher, who came to Texas in 1831 and organized a shipping business in the Matagorda Bay area, advised Stephen F. Austin of the threat to Texas commerce.

“Unless the laws are changed, it will be impossible for any vessel to carry on business in this area. Unless a change be made trade must be abandoned,” he wrote. Already, he warned, Texas merchants were openly refusing to pay Bradburn’s levies.

The ill will of the Texians turned into open rebellion over two incidents in May 1832. The first occurred when several of Bradburn’s convict soldiers attacked and raped an American woman.

As the drunken thugs grabbed the woman and started ripping off her clothes, she fought back, screaming loudly. A nearby American heard her cries but, afraid of the soldiers, refused to come to her aid. When the Texans learned of the attack, they first seized the cowardly American, stripped him naked, and soaked him in a bath of hot tar. Then they applied several coats of chicken feathers, forced him to straddle a fence rail, and rode him through the town, hooting and hollering. They called the ride “equestrian recreation for a scoundrel.” Texans, then and now, have little patience with cowards.

Hearing the commotion, a Mexican lieutenant and four soldiers ran from their fort to quell the disturbance, but the infuriated Texans drove them off with a hail of rocks.

One of the leaders of the mob was a twenty-three-year-old firebrand of a lawyer named William Barret Travis, formerly of South Carolina, and later to achieve undying fame as the commander of the doomed Alamo. Flamboyant, wearing a broad-brimmed white planter’s hat and flaming red pantaloons, he soon became a leader among the Texans who were dubbed “The War Party.”

When Bradburn refused to punish the soldiers, Travis took part in organizing a militia company, which he maintained was formed to protect the settlers from Indian attacks. Bradburn, no fool, realized the company was designed to smash him and his garrison.

But venality overcame caution, and the colonel triggered a situation that led to what one colonist claimed was the first action of the Texas navy.

The issue involved slavery, a problem that would haunt Texas for three decades. The Mexican government forbade slavery in its provinces, but because the Mexican economy was dependent on debt peonage, an equally degrading system, they turned a blind eye when emigrating Americans brought their slaves into Texas.

Bradburn was in the habit of compelling colonists’ slaves to construct public works without compensation to the owners. He also told some runaway slaves working on the waterfront that if they asked for protection under the laws of Mexico, he would set them free. Three runaways took him up on his boast, but instead of freeing them, the colonel put the men to work on personal projects, refusing to return them to their owner.

Lawyer Travis, representing the owner, exchanged heated words with the slippery colonel, and Bradburn later claimed that Travis threatened his life. He was probably correct. The following day, while Travis and Pat Jack, a fellow lawyer who was active in the militia, were working in their office, a squad of Mexican soldiers with fixed bayonets flung open their door and placed them under arrest. The two lawyers were hauled to the jail at Anahuac and tossed into a cell.

The jail, situated near the mouth of the Trinity River about a mile and a half from the village, was a half-finished building constructed of local bricks. The two incarcerated Southern gentlemen, fed on a diet of stale bread and boiled beans, were forced to complete the construction of their prison. Under close guard they were put to work tramping clay and molding bricks, which were fired in a nearby kiln.

Considerably muddied, the two brick makers sent out their laundry by way of a friend’s slave. The suspicious Bradburn, rummaging through their dirty shirts, found a note stating, “Have a horse in readiness Thursday night.” Alarmed, Bradburn doubled the guard and primed two iron 6-pounder cannon in front of the jail doorway.

Meanwhile, Pat Jack’s brother William, infuriated by the jailing and determined to free the two Texans, called out the militia. When 150 armed settlers appeared before the jail and offered to exchange fifteen of Bradburn’s cavalrymen they had captured in exchange for Travis and Jack, the colonel, cursing the men, refused.

His soldiers dragged the two Anglos from their cell and shackled them to the floor of the jail. Bradburn shouted, “If you fire upon us, I will kill them.” Travis, unafraid, hollered back, “Shoot, my friends. I would rather die a thousand deaths than permit this oppressor to remain unpunished.”

The Texans took him at his word and opened up a deadly hail of rifle fire against the jail. Bradburn abruptly changed his mind and agreed to a swap as Texan bullets began pock marking the jail wall, smashing windows, and riddling the door. The gullible militiamen ceased firing, turned over their prisoners, and waited for the release of Travis and Jack. Instead, the colonel slammed the jail door and opened fire on the Texans. He soon learned, however, that his treachery was a mistake.

Within minutes, horsemen galloped throughout the Texian settlements shouting, “To arms! To arms! Take your rifle and ride to Anahuac. Free our men from the claws of rascally and convict soldiers who guard the jail at Anahuac.”

Hundreds of settlers downed their ploughs, picked up their squirrel rifles or shotguns, and rode or hiked along dusty trails to the port town. Within forty-eight hours more than 300 armed men arrived and besieged Bradburn’s garrison. After a brisk exchange of gunfire killed five soldiers and one colonist, the Texan leaders sent a messenger to Brazoria urging the settlers there to bring three brass cannon in their possession to Anahuac. The cannon, they believed, would provide enough firepower to blast down the jail’s brick walls.

From the upper reaches of the Brazos River north of Brazoria, a shallow-draft schooner named the Brazoria was sailed down to the town dock, and the cannon were loaded aboard. When the Mexican commander of the fort at Velasco refused to let the schooner pass under their guns into the Gulf of Mexico, the Texans mounted their brass cannon into firing position on the schooner’s deck. They piled cotton bales around the bulwarks and boarded forty picked men armed with deadly, long-range Kentucky rifles.

Sailing downstream, the heavily loaded schooner soon ran aground on a Brazos River mud bank. Cursing, the men piled out into the thigh-deep water and unloaded the guns. Straining mightily, they rocked the boat and heaved on a stout anchor line until they hauled the Brazoria into deeper water. Then they reloaded the guns and rode the river current down to the Mexican fort at Velasco.

At midnight, June 26, 1832, under full sail and with weapons primed, they slipped up near the fort while another group of Texans approached from landward. After the land-based Texans opened fire, the Brazoria dropped anchor 150 yards off the fort and began a cannonade.

The fort was a formidable structure. It consisted of a wall constructed of sharpened, upright logs that formed a circular redoubt. More logs and heaped sand piled up against the wall reinforced the palisade against rifle and cannon fire. At the center of the fort was a high log bastion upon which a 9-pounder swivel gun was mounted. A smaller swivel gun was mounted on the parapet of the wall near the front gate. The weakness in the design was that the Mexican artillerymen were left unprotected from the fire of the Kentucky rifles in the hands of the Texas marksmen.

During the hot, steamy night, the Brazoria’s gun crews rammed powder charges, then rifle balls, scrap iron, and even rocks down the cannon’s mouths and blasted away. The Texans’ most formidable adversaries that night were the swarms of huge, bloodthirsty, Gulf Coast mosquitoes launching their own attack against the bared skin of the gunners.

The fighting continued until 2 o’clock in the morning when a squall roared in from the Gulf. The heavy rains soaked the flintlocks and percussion caps of the rifles and muskets on both sides, and the land campaign fizzled out in the dampness.

The cannon of the fort and the schooner were unaffected by the rain, and their firing continued until dawn. But while the Mexican gunners failed to hit the anchored schooner, the Brazoria’s few large cannon balls and hails of smaller shot smashed up the fort’s thin palisade of vertical logs.

Shortly before dawn the Brazoria’s moorings gave way either from the effects of the rainstorm or Mexican shot. With an outgoing tide the ship drifted toward the fort, running aground about 100 yards from the stockade.

When the rain stopped, with the morning light the lethal Texas riflemen on both land and water began to pick off Mexican soldiers with devastating accuracy. The men on the Brazoria, protected by the cotton bales and braced against them for steady shooting, created particular havoc among the Mexican cannoneers attempting to fire the swivel gun.

As their comrades were shot down, other Mexican soldiers bravely leaped to service the guns until they in turn were hit by the fire of the deadly Texas riflemen.

Soon a white flag fluttering from a thin sapling waved over the battered walls. The inside of the fort resembled a charnel house with bleeding and dying men either praying to the Virgin, crying for their mothers, or cursing the damned Texians. The garrison of 150 suffered thirty-five dead and fifteen wounded. The Texans had seven killed and twenty-seven wounded among those who attacked from the land. None of the schooner’s crew was injured. The Mexican garrison was allowed to march out with the honors of war although they were ordered to leave their cannon and swivel gun behind.

It was a lame march, more of a stagger, as the shocked troops, carrying their wounded on makeshift and blood-soaked litters, wended their way to the causeway and boarded a Mexican ship to take them away from the accursed land of Texas.

As the Brazoria was preparing to set sail for Anahuac, the Texans received word that Bradburn had surrendered and their guns were not needed.

While the fight at Velasco was reaching its climax, Robert M. Williamson, a friend of Travis who was also a lawyer and militia officer, led another group of armed Texans against the fortified Anahuac jail. Known throughout the Anglo settlements as “Three-Legged Willie,” he was a handsome young man and a dynamic lawyer who had suffered a childhood illness that left him with a crippled right leg. The leg had stiffened and bent back at a ninety-degree angle from the knee. Williamson had a peg leg attached to the knee joint, and with his good leg and a cane he could stump around a courtroom with amazing agility. The bent leg, stockinged and shoed, however, proved somewhat disconcerting to some courtroom visitors.

Three-Legged Willie, Travis, and Pat Jack were a fun-loving, party-giving, and hard-drinking trio. While Travis and Jack danced wild fandangos with both the señoritas and Anglo lasses of the settlements, Willie provided the music, strumming his banjo and singing love songs in both Spanish and English.
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Robert M. “Three-Legged Willie” Williamson, nicknamed for his artificial leg, did not allow his handicap to stifle his championship of the Texas cause. (Texas State Library and Archives

Willie’s men combined forces with other Texans under the command of Colonel F.W. Johnson. During a council of war the men realized that they must command the waters of Galveston Bay if they were to lay a successful siege to the Anahuac jail. To that end they engaged three small shallow draft schooners, the Stephen F. Austin, Water Witch, and Red River.

Fitting them out with provisions, guns, and ammunition, they began a blockade of Galveston Bay, both to prevent the prisoners from being spirited away and to stop provisions and reinforcements from reaching Bradburn. It was Texas’s first flotilla.

The Stephen F. Austin and the Red River were five-tonners, each carrying a crew of five. One man sailed while the others served the swivel guns or small cannon mounted on the boats. The Water Witch was a half-ton lighter and carried four men armed with rifles.

As they patrolled the murky waters, they put sharp-eyed lookouts in their bows to spot the semi-submerged logs and trees being washed down from the Trinity River, which in turn emptied into the bay near Anahuac. There were other hazards, for the dark-colored shallow waters concealed mud flats that could strand even a flat-bottomed schooner. There were also treacherous oyster reefs whose sharp-edged shells could grind out the bottom of a wooden boat.

Cruising by the mostly uninhabited shores and on the unspoiled waters that summer presented to the Texas sailors the glorious sight of thousands of gaily plumaged birds flying and fishing over the sun-sparkled waters. Spoonbills, blue and white herons, egrets, snipe, sandpipers, loons, gulls, terns, and the comically ungainly pelicans dived and swooped. On the lower bay a trio of playful dolphins was likely to dive under one side of the boat and come up grinning on the other. But it was not all fun and games.

Captain David L. Kokernot, skipper of the Red River, learned about the Texas coast the hard way. Born in Holland in 1805, he settled in New Orleans where he became a federal revenue officer. While chasing smugglers in 1831, his ship was wrecked off the Texas coast during a storm. He managed to make it to shore, hiked to Anahuac, and so liked the area that after he reached New Orleans he moved his family to that struggling small port. There, he captained coastal schooners in the New Orleans trade.

He later wrote, “We had a perfect blockade, so that no one could carry provisions to the enemy and we had no little sport running near enough to the fort to provoke the fire of the enemy’s guns. “Fortunately,” he said, “They couldn’t hit us.”

He recounted, “We captured three boats as prizes, loaded with provisions such as butter, eggs, chickens, beef and pork, besides all sorts of dainties and you may be sure we lived high on those provisions.”

Throughout June the small flotilla continued to cruise up and down Galveston Bay and the mouth of the Trinity River. The Stephen F. Austin captured a prize carrying beef and cornmeal for the fort at Double Bayou. Near Cedar Point the Water Witch overtook and seized two Mexican schooners loaded with food for the garrison.

To many Mexican officers, however, the siege of Anahuac was a mere sideshow to a revolution that suddenly swept over Mexico. During 1832 General Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna launched a revolt against the government in Mexico City, which he claimed had destroyed the democratic constitution of 1824.

With Mexico wracked with rebellion, Mexican Colonel José de Las Piedras, sent to reinforce Bradburn, feared a general uprising among the Texans. To ease tensions he met with a delegation of American colonists at the small settlement of Liberty. There he agreed to free Travis and Jack, restore personal properties seized by Bradburn, and relieve the obnoxious colonel from his command.

On July 2 Travis and Jack were freed and greeted as heroes by an exuberant crowd of Texans. That same night, under cover of darkness, Bradburn saddled a horse, slipped out of Anahuac, and rode furiously until he reached the safety of the Louisiana border. His escape frustrated the Texans, many of whom devoutly wished to hang him from the highest tree in Anahuac.

Captain Kokernot sailed the Red River down to Galveston where his armed crew captured the customhouse and all its impounded goods without losing a man. Proudly he announced, “We were the first Texas Navy.”

Colonel Piedras, sensing the hostility of the Texans, evacuated Mexican garrisons at Nacogdoches and the upper Brazos. With the surrender of the garrisons at Velasco, Anahuac, and Galveston, there were no longer any Mexican soldiers on Texian territory.

On the larger scene, Santa Anna’s revolutionary movement succeeded and he seized the reins of government in Mexico City. In an act of inspired chutzpah, Three-Legged Willie informed the new government that the affairs at Anahuac were not a revolt against Mexican sovereignty. The Texans, he said, were showing support for General Santa Anna and the liberal, democratic constitution of 1824. It is doubtful if anyone in Mexico City was fooled.
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CHAPTER 2

Clashes at Sea

A quiet interlude reigned along the Texas Gulf Coast as commerce increased between Texas and American ports. In October 1832 the Texans held a convention that approved resolutions petitioning Mexico for both statehood and abolition of all tariffs.

The tariff resolution was somewhat pro forma because all customs officers were driven out during the previous disturbances, and the Texans enjoyed a laissez-faire commerce that would have gladdened the heart of Adam Smith. From 1832 until 1835 there were neither Mexican troops nor Mexican authority north of the Rio Grande. Unfortunately, the good times, when Texas and American ships sailed past deserted customs stations and abandoned forts, were not to last.

Santa Anna, feeling secure in Mexico City, began flexing his muscles and tightening his grip on all of Mexico. During this time, in the spring of 1833, mild-mannered Stephen F. Austin journeyed to Mexico City to present the request for Texas statehood. The petition was not only rejected but Austin was arrested and thrown in prison on suspicion of fomenting rebellion.
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Stephen F. Austin was a loyal citizen of Mexico until Santa Anna threw him in prison and seized dictatorial powers. Disillusioned, Austin joined forces with the Texas “War Party.” (Texas State Library and Archives Commission)

Santa Anna jailed the wrong man; he should have arrested William Barret Travis.

In May 1834 Santa Anna shook off all pretense of liberalism and democracy and announced his Plan de Cuernavaca, which centralized power into his egocentric hands. Early in 1835 he sent a strong garrison of soldiers to San Antonio. Worse, from the merchants’ point of view, he re-established customhouses at Anahuac, Brazoria, and Galveston. He also constructed a prison at each location.

Adding insult to injury, he ordered the schooner-of-war Moctezuma to patrol the Texas coast and seize traders who evaded customs duties. Since this included almost all the ships entering or leaving Texas ports, merchants and ship owners were aghast that their right to smuggle was being abridged.

The Gulf Coast calm was quickly shattered when a Texas smuggler captain found a Mexican customs official traveling as a passenger on his ship. He confronted the man at gunpoint, forced him over the side, and marooned him on one of the barrier islands. After living a Robinson Crusoe existence for days, the man was finally rescued by a fishing boat. It was not an incident that aided in relieving the growing tension between Texas settlers and Mexican bureaucrats.

On land the rambunctious Texans refused to sell the Mexican garrisons meat, bread, or vegetables. One night after the garrison commander at Anahuac assembled a huge pile of cut lumber to rebuild the old fort there, a bold Texan slipped past the sentry and set the lumber ablaze.

When the Mexican customs collector at Anahuac threw an unruly Texan into jail, the ever-inflammatory William Barret Travis, then residing at nearby Harrisburg, decided on strong action. Commanding a force of fifty militiamen, he ordered a 6-pounder cannon to be mounted on truck wheels that were normally
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