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He was considerate to his roen, thoroughly appreciative of 
his officers, and was thought to be scrupulously just. In a 
remarkable degree he enjoyed the aff ection and respect of 
his army. They believed in him thoroughly, and were al-
ways ready with a cheer for "Old Rough and R,eady." 

The Mexican force, in its composition and equipment, 
presented a striking contrast to its adversaries. Like ali 
Mexican armies, the rank and file were of Indian blood, the 
roen being almost invariably recruited from the criminal 
classes or by meaos of a crude system of press-gangs. There 
were few volunteers, either militia or regulars, although during 
the stress of revolutions it had been the custom, at times, to 
raise more or less irregular bodies under various names, who 
were composed, partly at least, of volunteers, and who were 
usually incorporated subsequently in the regular army. 
Under the corporal's stick, the roen learned in the barracks 
the first elements o! the manual of anos and the routine ol 
army lile, but there seems rarely to bave been any dri]liog 
of large bodies. The system o! tactics and the anny regula
tions were nominally the same a.s those of the Spanish army 
prior to 1821, but, owing to the constant succession of revo-
lutions, discipline had become much relaxed. 

The pay of the troops was small and extremely irregular; 
and indeed sam• corps went unpaid for years, So that \he 
roen were kept from starvation only by being allowed to 
work out as laborers for hire. There was no such thing ~ 
a regular commissarlat. When in garrison the troops seem 
to have generally purcha.sed their own food, but on the 
march they were rurnisbed with rations, consisting o! mesl 
and a few tortillas or a handf ul of corn. Even these scanty 
rations were supplied without system, for in general troopll 
on the march lived off the country through which they p.,,..i. 
There was no organized transport, essential supplies t,eü,g 
usually cs.rried on mule-hack, or more rarely in counlrY 
carts, mules and carts being commandeered for the occasio& 
The troops stationed in the larger cities were usually baod
samely dressed, to mal« a show at military and reJigiOUS 
festivities, but the clotbing of the greater part of the a!1lll 
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Arista, the commanding general, was more of a politician 
than a soldier, though he had served as a youth in the royal 
Spanish army, and had filled various positions in the Mexican. 
He was reputed to be a man of wealth, and owned a good 
deal of land in northern Mexico. He had never, it seems, 
been on good terms with his second in command, General 
Ampudia, and the latter nursed a grievance at having been 
superseded by Arista a few days befare; so that when the 
army' crossed the Río Grande there was a marked lack of 
cordial co-operation between the two generals. 

It was the early afternoon of the eighth of May when 
Arista's roen arrived on the selected ground at Palo Alto, 
and formed in line in a position at right angles to the road 
from Point Isabel, their right resting on a small hill, their 
lef t on a swampy wood. In front of them stretched an open 
prairie upon which Taylor's forces were seen advancing. 

Befare the head of his column carne within range of the 
Mexican artillery Taylor halted and deployed in line of 
battle, facing the enemy. His two eighteen-pounder guns 
were in the centre, the two batteri.es of :6.eld artillery were 
posted in intervals of the line to the right and lef t, and the 
cavalry was held in reserve in the rear, while one squadron 
of cavalry and a small detachment of infantry were left to 
guard the train of three hundred wagons that Taylor was 
escorting. The troops were next directed to fill their can
teens from a water hole on the right of the position, and 
then, ali being ready, at two o' clock in the af ternoon the 
American line moved forward. 

Arista had evidently determined to await attack, and he 
made no move until the American troops came within range, 
when his artillery opened ~e. Taylor at once halted, ad· 
vanced his guns to the front, and replied. "The infantry," 
wrote a young American officer, whose first battle it was, 
"stood at arder arms as spectators, watching the eff ect of 
our shots u pon the enemy, and watching his shots so as tA> 

step out of their way." Th• Mexican round shot did little 
damage, "because they would strike the ground long before 
they reached our line, and ricochetted through the tall gr8III 
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so slowly that the men would see them and open ranks and 
Jet them pass." 1 

The American artillery, however, was doing immense in
jury to the enemy's masses; but for a whole hour Arista 
made no move, though his men were becoming uneasy, and 
begging to be led forward against the enemy or back out 
of range. At length an order was given for a movement 
against the American right wing, and Torrejon started with 
the cavalry and a support of infantry and two guns. Two 
American infantry regiments and a section of light artillery 
soon repulsed this attack, which was not boldly pressed. 

By this time the tall grass of the prairie took fue, or, as 
the Mexicans believed, was set on fue by the Americans, 
and the smoke for sorne time caused the artillery duel to 
slacken. Under cover of the smoke, Arista drew back his 
left wing and threw forward his right, Taylor making a 
corresponding change of front. This movement was fol
lowed by an eff ort on the part of the Mexicans to turn the 
American left, while a body of cavalry was sent to renew the 
attack against the American right. Both attacks were re
pelled, chiefly by the excellent American artillery; and dark
ness having fallen, both sides bivouacked upon the posi
tions they then occupied. 

Taylor reported to his government that he had dislodged 
the Mexican forces from their position and encamped on 
the field of battle, Arista reported that he had not yielded 
a hand-breadth; and both reports were nearly true. The 
official reports showed Mexican losses of two hundred and 
fifty-two killed, wounded, and missing; the Americans had 
nine killed, forty-four wounded, and two missing, or about 
one-fifth' of the Mexican casualties. It is quite possible 
that Arista, with the truly Oriental disregard for exactitude 
which characterized his countrymen, may have understated 
bis loss; and it was the impression of American officers, 
judging from the dead and wounded lef t on the ground, that 
he had done so.2 

1 
PerBOna.l Memoi~a of U. S. Grant, I, 95. 

1 
The authorities consulwd for Palo Alto are Ripley's War tDith Me:cico, I, 

116-123; Henry's Campaign Skei,ch,u, 88-94; Grant's Personal Memoira, I, 
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At dawn on the morning of Saturday, the ninth of May, 
Arista began an orderly retreat, and by ten o'clock in the 
morning he had fallen back about five miles and was in 
position on the banks of a ravine known to the Mexicans 
as the Resaca de Guerrero, distant between two and three 
miles from Matamoros. North of this ravine, and roughly 
parallel to it, was a similar ravine, known as the Resaca de 
la Palma. The road from Point Isabel, passing for the 
most part over an open prairie, enters, near Palo Alto, the 
growth of timber that fringes the course of the Rio Grande. 

"Tbis river," says Grant, "like the Mississippi, flows through a 
rich alluvial valley in the most meandering manner, running towards 
ali points of tbe compass at times witbin a few miles. Formerly 
tbe river ran by Resaca de la Palma, some four or five miles east of 
the present cbannel. The old bed of the river at Resaca had become 
filled at places, leaving a succession of little lakes." 

1 

At the spot where Arista. made bis stand such a succes· 
sion of lakes, dry in early May, formed a curve, concave 
to the road by which the Americans must advance. To 
the right and lef t of this road was the almost impenetrable 
chaparral, which rendered cavalry useless and prevented 
artillery fue, except along the line of the road itseU. 

The battalion of za-padores and four battalions of inf antry 
were stationed to the Mexican right, upon the front slope 
of the ravine, being protected up to their breasts by the 
natural intrenchment. Another battalion was in their 
rear, in reserve. On the lef t were stationed only the Tam-
pico troops, with the various local bodies under command of 
General Canales, and two pieces of artillery, in reserve. Of 
the other guns, three were placed on the front edge of the 
ravine, and the rest in the rear of the ravine and to the 
right of the road. About two hundred yards farther back, 

92-96; Meade, 1, 78-80; Roa Bár(:enll.'s Invaaion Nortt-Americana, 35-31, 
44-46; Apuntes para la Hia/,oria de la Guerra entre Mézúo y lo3 E. U., 38--42. 
Taylor's detAiled report of the batlle, with subreports from his subordinateli 
will be found in Sen. l)oc. 388, 29 Cong., 1 sess., 2-6, 13-23, and H. R. J)oc. 
60, 30 Cong., 1 sess., 1102--llM, AristA's report is in Mttico d tratoés de 1,1 

Siglo3, IV, 563. 
1 Grant, I, 93. 
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which fled as best they might. One squadron of the Ameri
can dragoons which had not been engaged, both batteries of 
light artillery, and a small force of infantry were sent in 
pursuit and foliowed the scattered remnants oí the Mexi
cans as far as the banks of the Rio Grande. As the pur
suing forces carne in sight of Matamoros the Mexican bat
teries opened fire. Fort Brown replied, and fired on such 
of the fugitives as crossed withín range. In their headlong 
panic many of the Mexicans were drowned in crossing; but 
night feli and the remnants of the shattered and disorganized 
army were finally collected behind the fortifications of Mata
moros. 

Long before dark the main strength of the American 
army had been halted at the Mexican camp. They found 
the mules and their packs "arranged with great regularity 
on the ground," camp-fires lighted, and meals cooking. 
They captured Arista's personal baggage and public corre
spondence, five hundred mules and pack-saddles, hundreds , 
of musk,,ets, and ali oí the Mexican field artillery with its 
equipment and furniture. "The enemy," wrote Taylor, 
with an eff ective understatement, "has recrossed the 
river, and I am sure will not again molest us on this 
bank." 1 

The American loss in the battle oí Resaca was thirty
nine killed and eighty-two wounded. The Mexican loss 
was officially reported at two hundred and sixty-two killed, 
three hundred and filty-five wounded, and one hundred 
and eighty-five missing-a total of eight hundred and two, 
between six and seven times the American loss.2 Taylor 
thought the Mexican figures too small. He estimated the 
Mexican dead on the two fields oí battle at over three hun
dred. The number oí the wounded and drowned were 
still more conjectural. Arista reported that he had thirty
five hundred men left in Matamoros, but this was probably 
~ underestimate. He probably had four thousand, making 
his total loss from ali causes during his fortnight's cam-

1 H. R. Doc. 60, 30 Cong., 1 sess., 296. 
1 Rivera, Hist. de J al,a-pa, III, 754. 



156 THE UNlTED STATES AND MEXICO 

paign twelve or tbirteen hundred since he had crossed the 

Rio Grande.1 

Had Taylor been fully aware of the de~oralization in the 
Mexican ranks, he might perhaps have continued his pur
suit at once a.cross the river and utterly destroyed Arista's 
army; but he waited to make his preparations before at
tempting to take Matamoros. Arrangements for naval 
co-operation were made, and a crossing was eff ected at 
the rancho de la Burrita, about fifteen miles below the 
town in a straight line, and probably twice as far by the 
river. On the morning of May 18, Taylor's preparations 
were completed, and he began crossing his men in boats, . 
protected by a strong force of artillery on the lef t bank. 

He soon ascertained that Arista had abandoned Mata
moros and was in f ull retreat. Once before, on the twelfth 
of May, the Mexican troops had marched out upon a 
rumor that the Americans were crossing. Arista subse
quently declared that his roen were in a state of panic and 
ready to run at the first sound, and as a last resort he sent 
a message to the American commander proposing an ar
mistice until the two governments should finally settle the 
questions in dispute. From the point of view of the se
curity of Taylor's army, the request was obviously inadmis
sible, and Taylor replied that an armistice was out of the 
question; that he had offered one to General Ampudia a 
month before, which had been declined; and that "circum
stances were now changed."2 The abandonment of the 
town then began iromediately. Four hundred wounded were 

1 
Accounts of the battle called by the Americans Resaca de la Palma, and 

by the Mexicans Resaca de Guerrero, are to be found in Ripley, I, 123--129; 
Henry, 94-100; Grant, 1, 96-98; Meade, I, S0-83; Roa Bárcena, 37-39, 46--
48; Apuntes para l.a Historia de la Guerra, 42-47. Taylor's detailed report, 
with subreports, is in Sen. Doc. 388, 29 Cong., 1 sess., 6-29, and H. R. l)oc. 
60, 30 Cong., 1 sess., 1104-1106, anda further account by Gen. Taylor is oon
tained in a personal letter to bis son-in-law, Dr. R. C. Wood, in Taylors 
Letters from the Battlefields of the _Me:r;ican War, 1-2. Reference may also be 
made to Nuevo Bernal Diaz, II, 16-20, for a letter from an inhabitant rl 
Matamoros, who gives the version current in that town immediatelY arter 

the battle. 'Taylor to Adjutant-General, May 18, 1846; H. R. Doc. 60, 30 Cong., 1 eesa-, 
298. Taylor to W ood, May 19, 1846; Taylor's Letters from the Battufields, 3-5-
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