
Guide To

The Mexican War

1846-1848

Douglas V Meed

[image: logo]


Contents

Introduction

Chronology

Background to war

Different cultures collide

Warring sides

Courage the only common trait

Outbreak

Opening guns

The fighting

War across the continent

Portrait of a soldier

U.S. Grant: From the depths to the heights

The world around war

Progress and stagnation

Portrait of a civilian

Mary Ann Maverick: A Texas pioneer

How the war ended

The Halls of Montezuma

Conclusion and consequences

A new Colossus is born

Further reading


Introduction

The war with Mexico was one of the most decisive conflicts in American history. For Mexico, the war was its greatest disaster. It was a bitter, hard-fought conflict that raged through the northern deserts of Mexico, the fever-ridden gulf cities, and the balmy haciendas of California, reaching its climax at the fabled Halls of Montezuma in Mexico City. Although the numbers of troops involved were not large by Napoleonic standards, the fighting was ferocious and deadly.

To Mexicans, the immediate cause of the war was the Texas problem. Texas had been a festering sore on the Mexican body politic for more than a decade. After Texas troops smashed the dictator Santa Anna’s army at San Jacinto in March 1836, hoping to save his own life, Santa Anna granted independence to the rebellious province with the Treaty of Velasco. As a result, Texas maintained its status as an independent democratic republic for almost ten years. The Mexican government, however, repudiated Santa Anna’s treaty and maintained that Texas continued to be a province of Mexico.

While campaigning for the American presidency in 1844, James K. Polk vowed to annex Texas and acquire California and all the lands in between, and the Mexican government feared a confrontation with their expansionist neighbor. When Polk was elected, in March 1845, and Texas was annexed in December of that year, Mexico threatened war.

It was not surprising then, that when Polk sent an emissary to Mexico City offering to purchase that country’s western lands, he was ignored. The American president was prepared to purchase Mexican territory, but he was also prepared, if necessary, to take it by force.

To add to the tension there was a dispute over the location of the southern boundary of Texas. The Texans claimed it was the Rio Grande River; the Mexicans said it was the Nueces River, in some places 140 miles further north.

In the spring of 1846, Polk sent troops to the area. An American army under General Zachary Taylor crossed the Nueces and headed south to the Rio Grande. At the same time a Mexican army crossed the Rio Grande and headed north to the Nueces. In late April the armies clashed in the first battle of the war.

An overconfident Mexican government declared war on the United States on 23 April 1846, believing that their experienced military forces could crush the impudent Americans and their minuscule regular army. This was to be a fatal mistake.

On 13 May 1846, the Congress of the United States declared war on Mexico after an address by President Polk in which he pronounced: ‘American blood has been shed on American soil.’ The war was greeted enthusiastically in the southern and western states but was bitterly opposed by many of the eastern and New England states, who believed the spoils of a gigantic land grab would result in an extension of slavery.

During the campaigns in northern Mexico, the American invaders fought pitched battles in fortified cities and mountain passes, bringing heavy casualties for both sides.

The western theater presented American troops with pitiless weather and semi-arid expanses of mountains and plains, where water was scant and raiding Indians plentiful. Trekking west was a logistical nightmare until the troops reached the fruitful land of California.

Colonel Alexander Doniphan with his Missouri Mounted Volunteers trekked south-west, captured Sante Fe, then drove into Mexico, capturing Chihuahua City. Continuing deeper into enemy territory, he occupied Torreon before turning east to link up with Taylor’s troops in Monterey.

Another expedition, led by Brigadier General Stephen Watts Kearny, conquered the northern territories of Mexico and then marched to the Pacific shores to help seize California. Meanwhile, American settlers in northern California were rising against the Mexican government and launched the Bear Flag Rebellion, aided by explorer John C. Fremont. After fighting several skirmishes, Kearny’s and Fremont’s forces were combined with an American naval squadron to control all of California.

Often neglected in many accounts, the American Navy played a key part in the war. American flotillas dominated the Caribbean, the Gulf of Mexico, and the west coast of Mexico and California. The Navy performed yeoman duty in blockading ports, transporting troops, and providing naval gunfire in support of the army. The war, however, dragged on. General Winfield Scott proposed a seaborne invasion of Mexico that would drive inland to Mexico City, capture it and force a peace on a reluctant Mexican government.

The first American amphibious invasion force rowed ashore south of Vera Cruz in March 1847. Capturing the port after a massive bombardment by both land and sea, Scott moved inland. Fighting all the way, the Americans drove 200 miles over rugged terrain to Mexico City. To protect Scott’s supply line, Texas Rangers fought a brutal war with Mexican guerrillas in which prisoners were few and atrocities many.
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The Mexican War was fought on a continental scale. Kearny’s march west from Ft. Leavenworth to San Diego stretched 2, 000 miles. Colonel Doniphan’s Missouri Volunteers headed west to Santa Fe, dipped south to El Paso del Norte, and on to Monterey and Matamoros. There they took a ship to New Orleans and then marched home to Missouri. In all, they covered 5,500 miles. From Fort Brown, Zachary Taylor’s men penetrated 200 miles to Saltillo and 300 more to Tampico. Scott’s troops sailed 550 miles, from the logistical center of the war effort in New Orleans to Matamoros. Reinforced there, Scott sailed another 500 miles, landing at Vera Cruz. Then he fought his way 250 miles south to Mexico City. To join the action, the United States Navy, based on the east coast, sailed down the South American coastline, rounded Cape Horn, and climbed another 7,500 miles to San Francisco.

After winning battles before the Mexican capital at Contreras and Churubusco, Scott’s army suffered heavy casualties at Molino del Rey before overcoming opposition. Then Scott advanced on Mexico City. The climatic battle of the war was fought at Chapultepec Castle, where the Americans scaled the walls of the fortress and charged into Mexico City. With the occupation of their capital and their armies smashed, Mexican resistance was broken and Mexico was forced into a draconian peace in which they surrendered more than half their territory.

Much as the Spanish Civil War of 1936–39 was a prelude to the Second World War, the American war with Mexico became in many respects a precursor to the long and frightful American Civil War of 1861–65.

The victory over Mexico was clouded by the fact that the political and moral struggle between the American slave states and the industrializing North became greatly intensified. As abolitionists preached their doctrines to ‘shake off the fetters of servitude,’ Southern paranoia increased. Soon the Southern states would seek secession as their only alternative to domination by the North. In the words of Winston Churchill, the American Civil War was doomed to be ‘the noblest and least avoidable of all the great mass conflicts.’

If, at the end of the war with Mexico, the Americans gained vast, near-empty territories, Mexicans were left with only a numbing grievance. ‘Poor Mexico,’ they complained, ‘so far from God and so close to the United States.’


Chronology



	1836
	21 April A Texan army defeats Santa Anna at the battle of San Jacinto. Texas becomes an independent republic.



	1845
	29 December The United States annexes Texas. President Polk sends a negotiator to Mexico City in an effort to purchase Mexican western lands.



	1846
	March General Zachary Taylor and an American army land in Corpus Christi.
23 April Mexico declares war on the United States.

8–9 May General Taylor wins battles at Palo Alto and Resaca de la Palma.

13 May The United States declares war on Mexico.

12 June Great Britain and the United States reach a compromise on the boundaries of the Oregon Territory, thus averting a conflict.

14 June Bear Flag Rebellion. California declares independence from Mexico.

18 August General Stephen Kearny occupies Sante Fe.

20–24 September General Taylor wins battle of Monterey.





	1847
	10 January Commodore Stockton occupies Los Angeles.
22–23 February General Taylor wins the battle of Buena Vista.

1 March Doniphan occupies Chihuahua City.

29 March Vera Cruz surrenders to General Winfield Scott.

18 April General Scott wins battle of Cerro Gordo.

19–20 August General Scott wins battles at Contreras and Churubusco.

8 September General Scott wins battle of Molino del Rey.

13 September General Scott wins the climactic battle of the war at Chapultepec.

14 September General Scott enters Mexico City in triumph.





	1848
	25 March The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ends the war.





Background to war

Different cultures collide

The struggle between the United States and Mexico exposed a massive economic, social, and political chasm between two diverse cultures separated by a common border.

The Americans, 20 million strong, were a hard-driving, egalitarian, vigorous people. They fervently believed the ‘Manifest Destiny’ of the United States was ordained by God to stretch from the Atlantic to the Pacific. Theirs was a society based on a democracy founded on British common law, the European Enlightenment, and a secular government.

Pitted against this dynamic force was an older, more traditional, aristocratic society of seven million Mexicans racked by endemic factionalism and revolt. Mexico had a received religion, structured castes and a monarchical-styled political system that was wont to pose as a democracy. It was a land divided by race, caste, and a massive economic gulf between rich landowners, with their palatial haciendas, and the mass of landless peasants. There was a burgeoning nationalism among the elite and a spirit of machismo resistance to invaders among many of the people, yet among the landless and the indigenous Indians, who had little stake in the country, there was apathy and indifference.

American relations with Spain were often less than cordial and Mexico’s successful battle for independence had been welcomed by its neighbor to the north. After almost 300 years of putative rule, the Spanish frontier north of the Rio Grande was sparsely settled and economically unproductive. Catholic missions in Texas had been abandoned and the few scattered towns were inhabited by the Mestizos, the new blend of Spaniard and Indian who formed the largest race in Mexico. The curse of these Borderlands were the roaming bands of Apaches, Comanches, Kiowas, Kickapoos, and other predatory tribes, who swooped down on Mexican settlements to loot and kill. A parsimonious Spanish government offered little help against these raiders, and the succeeding Mexican authorities offered even less.

In the twilight of their rule, the Spanish, viewing the wreckage of their northern frontier, where the raiding nomads had virtually depopulated Mexican settlements as far south as Chihuahua City, had what they believed to be a brilliant idea. They believed the voracious, land-hungry Americans might be encouraged to settle in Texas. Crude but tough, the Americans could create a buffer state between the barbarous tribes and north Mexico. They would let the norteamericanos fight the raiders, while south of the Rio Grande the Mexican states of Chihuahua, Coahuila, and Tamaulipas would prosper.

In 1821, impresario Steven F. Austin was given a massive land grant to bring Americans to settle. The Spaniards required only that the immigrants should accept the Catholic religion and swear allegiance to Spain. Within a few years, thousands of Americans had swarmed into the new lands, and when Mexico gained its independence in 1824, the new government allowed this influx to continue.

In 1830, a government survey determined that in Texas the Anglos outnumbered the Mexicans by four to one and the disparity was rapidly increasing. Fearing a loss of control, in April 1830, the Mexican government ended immigration and placed a
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