CHAPTER XXXIII

PALO ALTO AND RESACA DE LA PALMA

On the fourth of February, 1846, General Zachary Taylor
received the order from the Secretary of War, dated three
weeks earlier, which directed him to march with the foree
under his command from Corpus Christi, where he was then
encamped, and to occupy & position on the east bank of the
Rio Grande “as soon as it can conveniently be done with
reference to the season and the routes by which your move-

ments must be made.” !

Tt was evidently not the intention
would it have been easy for him to
army was necessarily supplied by sea, and a movement 0
the Rio Grande involved the complete abandonment of the
post at Corpus Christi and the establishment of a new base
near the mouth of the Rio Grande. “The occupation of
Point Isabel or Brazos Santiago as a depot,” Taylor ré-
ported, “will be indispensable. That point, and a position
on or near the river opposite Matamoros will T think answer

all present purposes.” *
The breaking up 0

months, the removal 0
tion of transport, and the reconnoissance of

march all required time;
March, 1846, that the caval

to hurry Taylor, nor

{ the stores and hospital, the organiza-
routes for the

ry, with one battery of light

artillery, started from Corpus Christi. The roads were Ié:
ported to be in good order, the weather fine, and the tro0ps
in excellent condition for service. On the two following

days the brigades of

1 Marey to Taylor, Jan. 13, 1846; H. R. Doc. 60, 30 Cong,, 1 sess., 90.
2 Taylor to Marcy, Feb. 4, 1846; ibid., 116.

1 Same to same, March 8, 1846; ibid., 118.
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move at once. The =8

f the camp he had occupied for siX

and it was not until the eighth of

infantry marched out “in tip-top health
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giving it. Their purpose, it, was said, was to bring about &
collision, to try to bring on & War, and the administration
was accused of wishing to provoke the Mexicans to attack

the American forces, S0 that it might appear t0 the world—
o much of it as sat in Congress—that the

and especially to 8
war, if war ensued, was one of defence and not of aggression.
No direct contemporaneous evidence was then produced in

support of this assertion, and none seems to be now available.

All the public utterances of the party in power Were in favor
of peace; and to the inquiry whether the executive officers

of the United States were secretly trying to bring about &
war no positive answer can be given. Conclusions more
of course be reached from & considera~

or less plausible may
tion of the general Situation in the winter of 1846-1847, and

of the character and the wishes and policy, at that time, of

Polk and his cabinet.
The President himself was a man without wide culture or
tion, untravelled, un-

knowledge, wholly devoid of imagina
¢ Spanishor the Mexican character;

acquainted with either th

and with little experience in the conduct of foreign affairs,
To a strong intelligence he added a dogged strength of will
such as few of his contemporaries possessed; and with all
the obstinacy and persistence of his nature he desired to
acquire California. But he then hoped, and probably be-
lieved, that California might be got by negotiation; for
the evidence seemed to show that it was independent of
Mexico in all but name, and that it could only be governed
by such expenditures for men and ships a8 Mexico was hopes
lessly unable to make. He was also aware that Mexico
was in dire need of money—money 10 pacify her foreign

ereditors and money t0 set her internal offairs in some sorb

of order.
Tor California Polk was ready to pay mo

if it could have been bought, precisely as Lo

bought, and as Florida had
uld have consented to the bar-

to doubt that the Senate wo
gain, and that Congress would have voted the purchasé

money. But the President could hardly have felt any

 liberally; and
uisiana had been

been bought, there was 1o reason
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ertain, It can hardly =5 was probable he would not be, that H
) errera’s government

the American Senate were most une
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perhaps, nothing more than their ignorance of Mexican
nature. John Bull might be looked straight in the eye, and
spoken to firmly and boldly to some advantage; but John
Bull had a good deal to lose, while Mexico had nothing ex-
cept her dignity. But she valued dignity above money or
land. “The Mexican,” said Henry Addington, who was
Under-Secretary in the British Foreign Office, and knew the
Spanish character well, “the Mexican is like a mule—if you
spur him too much he will back off the precipice with you”;
and Polk and his advisers had yet a good deal to learn both
of mules and men.

The Mexican government had long before declared their
intention of doing nothing to precipitate war, and to await

attack from their opponents.

serted, and Polk’s eritics at home echoed the assertion, that
the American troops were the first aggressors by their
advance to the westward of the Nueces River, which, it was
said, had always constituted the recognized boundary of =5
Texas. And if this statement was correct, Taylor’s seizure

of Point Isabel and his march to the Rio Grande were 888

The Mexicans, however, as- =

much an invasion of the department of Tamaulipas as if he =

had landed near Tampico and had advanced on that town =

through the southern portion of the same department.
From a Mexican point of view the inquiry as to the western

boundary of Texas was, strictly speaking, illogical. The

Mexican government had

edly that the annexation of Texas by the United States was
of itself & casus belli; and in this aspect of the case it was a8
bad for an American army to enter Texas as to enter Tamate
lipas. Moreover, Taylor had been encamped west of the

Nueces since the beginning of August, 1845, and thereforé |

in reality the invasion had been begun at that time.

From an American point of view, however, the inquiry
was of real importance. Congress had authorized the ins
corporation of Texas into the Union, but it had never a
thorized the invasion of Mexico;

1 Jones, 370. Addington had been for some years British minister in Spai,

always insisted that it had never =
parted with its ownership of Texas; it had declared repeat="

and if the President, i0 |
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ix}llzvl'iu;i 1;trocf)st‘ westhof the Nueces, had sent them beyond

s of lexas, he had plainly acted with

of law. Whether he had reall e i
y exceeded his authority d

pended on the answer to th ion: b

rec}ggnized ki e question: Was the Nueces

istorically there could be little do i
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» ongress and convention. This, however, was onl
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! An
accurate summary of the evidence of “the official Spanish delimitation

of Texas” will be found i :
i ound in G 'n b i
Nation, Ser , vol. XVIL 98_:;:&;5.1011 8 “Westward Extension,” The American
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assertion at that. The claim of a right 0 possession Was
based solely on the ground that «this portion of the terri-
tory was embraced within the limits of ancient Louisiana.”
The evidence as 0 the extent of « gncient Louisiana” has
already been stated in sufficient detail;! and as even Bu-
chanan was forced to admit that the United States by the
Florida treaty had ceded “all that part of ancient Louisiana
within the present limits of Texas,” the important inquiry

narrowed itself to the question of what was “the extent of
the territorial rights which Texas has acquired by the sword.”
really resolved itself into

In other words, the controversy
the question s the extent of the Texan

of fact as to what W
conquests, and how far Texas had actually exercised her
jurisdiction.

Upon that point
remnants of Santa Anna's army, afte

structed by him to retire beyond the
did, in point of fact, ultimately retreat to Matamoros.

From that time forward the country lying between the line
of the Nueces and the Rio Grande was practically neutral
ground, permanently possessed by neither party, and only
erossed occasionally by smugglers and Indians. At Corpus
Christi the Texans had a small settlement west of the Nueces,
and they may be <aid to have occupied the whole valley of
the Nueces. Opposite Matamoros there were a number of
scattered Mexican ranches,
island of Santiago and at Point Isabel; while

lages on the 1
higher up the river, at Laredo, there was a Mexican settle-

ment of some size o the east b
or villages, however, Were not far b

o fact recognized in

the evidence was reasonably clear. The

Rio Grande; and they

ack from the Rio Grande,

90, 1844, in which he announced that any on
the river would be shot.* The proof

than one league from
of actual and permanent possession of
¢ was therefore lacking, for in fack

by the Texan governmen
neither they nor the Mexicans exercised any actual con

over the entire region in dispute.

1 See Vol. I, Chapter L 218ee Vol. 1, page 655.

r San Jacinto, were 1=

and what might be called Vi

ank. The Mexican ranches

General Woll’s proclamation of June
e found more =

his whole territory =
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