
CHAPTER XXXIII 

EL PALMA PALO ALTO AND RESACAD 

1846 General Zachary Taylor 
ÜN the fourth of February' ' f w ar dated three 

received the order fro~ the d :ret:; i:arch vrith the force 
weeks earlier, which direcCte mChristi where he was then 
under his command from orp~st. on the east bank of the 

d t upy a pos1 10n · th encamped, an o occ . conveniently be done Wl 

Rio Grande "as soon as 1 t~: routes by which your move-
reference to the season an 

ad "1 
menta must be m e. h . tention to hurry Taylor, nor 

It was evidently not t e m him to move at once. Tbe 
would it have been easy f ~r d b sea and a movement to 
army was necessarily supplie y let~ abandonment of tbe 
the Rio Grande in~ol~ed theh~º:iablishment of a new base 
Post at Corpus Christ1 and t G d "The occupation of 

th f the Rio ran e. 1 re-
near the mou o ti o as a depot," Tay o~ . 
Point Isabel or ~r~zos Sanl ag That point, and a pos1t1on 

rted "will be md1Spensab e. will I think answer 
po ' r the river opposite Matamoros on or nea ,, 2 • 

all present p~oses. f th camp he had occupied for . s1x 
The breaking up o e and hospital, the orgamz&-

months the removal of the stores . anee of routes for the 
tion of 'transport, a~d the r~c?::,':5 not until the eighth of 
march all required time; an l with one battery of light 
March 1846, that the cavalrychr·sti The roads were re­
artille~, started from Corp~e we~th~r fine, and the tro~ps 
ported to be in good arder, t . e On the two followmg 
in excellent conditi~n for se::~:b.ed out "in tip-top health 
days the brigades of infantry oo. 

3 1846· H. R. Doc. 60, 30 Cong., 1 sess., 
i Marcy to Taylor, Jan. ¡ '1846;' ibid., 116. 
i Taylor to Marcy, Ft8 '1846¡ ibid., 118. 
a Same to same, Marc ' 128 
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and spirits," and on the twenty-fourth of March the cavalry 
reached Point Isabel, where the transports and their naval 
escort were just arriving. The greater part of the infantry 
encamped that evening at Palo Alto (tall timber), a place 
between Point Isabel and Matamoro , distant sorne nine 
miles in a straight Iine from the latter.1 

The coast of Texas is fringed by a succession of islands, 
with shallow bays between them and the main-land; and 
Point Isabel, or Fronton de anta Isabel, as it was called by 
the Mexicana, projects on such a bay, forming a bluff directly 
opposite an ~trance from the sea, which went by the name 
of Brazos de Santiago. Facing this entrance, a person 
standing on the bluff could see to his left the long sandy 
island of Padre Vallin stretching away interminably, while 
on the right was the smaller island of Santiago. South of 
Santiago was the Boca Chica, a smaller entrance to the bay. 
0n the south side of the Boca Chica a sand-spit stretched 
sorne three miles to the mouth of the Río Grande. The 
shallow bay between the islands and the main-land, the 
Laguna Madre, was not available for heavy draught vessels, 
so that the transporta were compelled to anchor off the 
entrance, perhaps four miles from the main-land, and all 
cornmunication with Point Isabel was by boats. 

Having thus established a base at Point Isabel, and left 
a suitable guard, Taylor rejoined the main body of his little 
army, and on March 2 , 1846, reached the Rio Grande 
opposite Matamoros. His arrival, he reported, seemed to 
have created a great deal of excitement in the town, and a 
great <leal of activity was displayed in the preparation of 
batteries. The attitude of the Mexicans was decidedly 
hostile; but his march had been unopposed.2 

The order directing Taylor to advance to the Rio Grande 
wa.13 not then known to the American public, but at a later 
day Polk and his administration were bitterly blamed for 

1 Henry's Campaign Sketchea, 52-64, gives an intelligent and amusing account 
of the incidents of this march day by day. Thc author wa.s a graduate of 
West Point and an officer of the fourth U. S. infantry. 

1 Taylor to Me.rey, March 25 and 291 1846; H. R. Doc. 601 30 Cong., 1 sess., 
129, 132. · 
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giving it. Their purpose, it was said, was to bring about a 
collision, to try to bring on a war, and the administration 
was accused of wishing to provoke the Mexicans to attack 
the American forces, so that it might appear to the world­
and especially to o much of it as sat in Congress-that the 
war, if war ensued, was one of defence and not of aggression. 

o 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 tates were secretly trying to bring about a 
war no po itive answer can be given. Conclusions more 
or less plau ible may of course be reached from a considera­
tion of the general situation in the winter of 1846-1 47, and 
of the character and the wishes and policy, at that time, of 

Polk and his cabinet. 
The President himseli was a man without wide culture or 

knowledge, wholly devoid of imagination, untravelled, un­
acquainted with either the Spanish or the Mexican character, 
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 po ed; and with ali 
the ob tinacy and persistencc of his nature he desired to 
acquire California. But he then hoped, and probably be­
lieved, that California might be got by negotiation; for all 
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 roen and ships as Iexico was hope­
le ly unable to mak.e. He was also aware that Mexico 
was in dire need of money-money to pacify her foreign 
creditors and money to et her internal aff airs in sorne sort 

oí order. For California Polk was ready to pay mo t liberally; and 
if it could have been bought, precisely as Louisiana had been 
bought, and as Florida had been bought, there was no reason 
to doubt that the Senate would have consented to the bar· 
gain, and that Congr would have voted the purchase­
money. But th Pre ident could bardly havc felt any 
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confidence that Co · A 131 
would have been willin~g:ess, ~nder the exi ting circ g either t d 1 umstances 
money necessary to . o ec are war or to t , 

The northe t carry it on. vo e the 
. . as ern states 'th mg m favor of limit' t , W1 a strong and gro . 
not have looked withmgf he area of slavery wouldwmrtg ~eel-

rt d avor upon '. ce ainly 
::e ~;,.:"t,,~rosecuted for the p:,;:. :o/'!' i~ ~ould be 
consented at t.he lw ~ngland and the Middlqwrmg more 

' e e ection littl e states h d 
small n:i•iority, to the a . e over a year befor a 
no particular desire annexat10n of Texas but th e, by a 

~~i!er:J:;"'r{/ •~~=:t ºfn t~~~ i;;:,r;i,.:•nd °f.:'rt~:: 
to . l . , mm , and Michi ern tate -

na ex.'PanSion was undoubt d1 gan-the de ire for ten· 
?º the Atlantic coast. but e ~ very much greater th i~ 
lllg ag · , even m th an amst the extension f sl e northwest the f 1 
maldte a war with Mexico attha:vt~ry wo_uld probably h::; 

was asserted h lllle generall 
For what po ibl , owever, that the outh dy U?edpopular. 
h e reason the th • esir a w 
ave desired a war it is h dou , m January, 1 46 sh ulard. 

the peopl f h ar to see Th , o . e o t at section d . d h . at a majority f 
qwte true; annexation hadesrrbe t e annexation of Tex"º ºIS. 

more th · een peac f 11 '"' . an six months bef e u y accomplish d 
und.isturbed O • ore; the United e 
whatever to ~e _esmon of Texas, and there w tates wa.s in 
eff ort to lieve that Mexico could k as no rea.son 
wa., le recover it. It wa.s perfectl ma e any seiious 
th _capable of recoverin(J' ·t th y clear that Mexico 

e previous ten o 1 en than at a • . :~~er revolutio~~~ :dt~he ~test informatio~y ~: 

;resi:!/;:er incapacita~p~=~ of breaking out, which 

it o carne from a th T=~ :. ~.:e! shared rw:;uth::!rn ::::tate, and, 
he was full _oug~ Polk earnestly d . d people of 
wes y occup1ed m t in esire expansion 

tern comer of th ry g to secure it in th ' could f e country b • . e north-
1846 o the territory of Ore(J'on y galll1Dg as much as he 
~- ~ement with a;..( B~~te :onth of January, 

e temper of Great Brit . as by no means am and the temper of 
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the American Senate were most uncertain. It can hardly 
be suppo ed, therefore, that Polk should have wished to 
provoke Mexico into a war at that particular time. 

But even if Polk.bimself, as a Southern man, had desired 
to bring about a 1exican war, no such motive could have 
existed in the minds of his Secretaries of the Sta te, \ ar, and 

avy Departments, who were ali orthern men. They were 
perfectly well aware that a war then would not be popular 
in either Pennsylvania or ew York or Massachusetts. 
They were roen who were accustomed to speak their minds. 
The Secretary of State in particular had shown himself in 
cabinet discussions extremely voluble in disapproving meas­
ures which he thought might possibly lead to war; and he 
was dreadfully alarmed at the possibilities which the Oregon 
question seemed to offer. But in this iIIB\allce neither 
Buchanan nor Marcy nor Bancroft seem to have spoken a 

word of protest. Wbat the cabinet really knew of Mexico was very little. 
They were aware that it had for years threatened war on 
Texas, and that it had never fulfilled its threats. They had 
every reason to suppose that the roemberS of Herrera's ad­
ministration were individually favorable to negotiation, and 
although Slidell had certainly not been greeted with cordi­
ality, his letters were hopeful. In the despatch of Decem­
ber 17, 1845, received from him on January 12, 1846, be 

had said: 

" A revo\ution, and that before the meeting of Congress, is a. prob­
able event; a change of ministers almost a. certain one. otwith· 
standing the desire, which I believe the present administration reallY 
entertains, to adjust all their difficulties with us, so f eeble and inert 
is it, that I aro ra.ther inclined to the opinion tha.t the chances of a 
successfu\ negotiation would be better with one more hostile, but 

possessing greater energy." 1 

The American cabinet on the tbirteenth of Janual'Y, 
theref ore, knew that Slidell had not yet been reccived, tbal il 

. 
1 
Slidell tA> Buchanan. Dec. 17, 1845¡ ibid,, 26. And see BuchanaJl to slidell, 

Jan. 20, 1846; ibid., 53. 
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was probable he would t 133 
w~ uru,table, but friendl;, ~¿ tihi,.: tHherrera's government 
un er a new government . a e chances of succ 
edge before them it IDlght be better. With this kn essl . , was agreed ow -
cuss_io~ or dissent, to order T , apparently without dis-
Christ1 to the Río G d aylor to move from C , 
full ll ,J =- ran e The Pr "d orpus y a Wl:iCUSSions in his . b' es1 ent, who noted s ca met onl o 

" T da , y wrote as follows. 
. uea y, 13th J anuary 1846 - . 

Cabmet to-day. ali th · There was a regul 
h 

, e memb ar meetin f h 
w o was understood to b er~ present except the Atto g o t e 
the U. States D e offic1ally engaged in th S rney General, 
last evening, ~ere :~tches fro~ Me.rico, which e ha':f ::e Cou~t of 
not important wer als and <:>ns1dered. Sorne oth ? rece1ved e O cons1dered. Had a dinn er public matters 

This er-party to-day." i 

was all. Polk's silence to . 
was,. of course, not inconsistent ~ the orders to Taylor 
~dent's part that Taylor's ro with an expectation on the 
. exicans to warlike deeds ov~ment would provoke the 

:;:,tent with the belief which. Ta~~: t;"" also entirely con­
.:: months bef ore, that the 1o:.W expressed more thi,.n 
resuits ~d navy were calculated I arddmovements of the 

. In the first lace . o pro uce very diff erent 
~ .ª strong hint to th! Meri a display of force might serve 
bihty of receiving Slid 11 ~an government of the ad . 
!r:ehs was an old ma~ ~f dipl~~seconddplace, beati p:: 

e east bank f th . cy, an actual · 
to play if ·t o e R10 Grande might b possess1on 
la . 1 came to framin a t • a u.seful card 

p ce, if a. w~r e ver did resu1! a reaty. And in the third 
p~ of d~tmct benefit froro ih ºm~vanced _Pooition might 
. at this displa f f e tary pomt of vi 
mduced th y o orce provoked th M . ew. 
as t :m to light rather than to b . e eJUcans, and 

o the mtentions of the Am . argam, proves nothing 
encan cab · t 1 

1 Pollc's Dw, me · t shows 
'T ry, I, 164. , 

107 rlor to Adjutant-Oeneral f - 09. There wer " , Oct. 4, 1846· H R D uture movements of :h a thousand repo~" .in 'Taºº· 60, 30 Cong., 1 sess., ~•~~::.e: ,;:;:;¡· Sli~:~,¡°:~~.1~;~!'°!::n.: i: :r,~: 
Y the United States wn forward to occupy th li proved unfavorable "I 

what she can."-(.U/ and take forcible poss~ ne º! boundary 88 clai~ed 
~e ana Letters of General M~ 1 it, and !et Mexico do 

, 1 39.) 
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perhaps, nothing more than their ign?ran~e of Mexican 
nature. John Bull might be looked straight m the eye, and 
spoken to firmly and boldly to sorne advantage; but John 
Bull had a good deal to lose, while Mexico had nothing ex­
cept her dignity. But he valued dignity above money or 
land. "The Mexican," said Henry Addington, who was 
Under-Secr tary in the British Foreign Office, and knew the 
Spanish chai·acter well, "the Mexican is ~e. a m~e-if ~~~ 
spur him too much he will back off the prec1p1ce with you ; 
and Polk and bis advisers had yet a good deal to learn both 
of mules and men. 

The Mexican government had long before declared the~ 
intention of doing nothing to precipitate war, and to awa1t 
attack from their opponents. The Mexicans, bow~ver, as­
serted and Polk's critics at home echoed the assert1on, that 
the American troops were the fu t aggressors by their 
advance to the westward of the ueces River, which, it was 
said had always constituted the recognized boundary of 
Te~. And if this statement was correct, Taylor's seizure 
of Point Isabel and his march to the Rio Grande were as 
much an invasion of the department of Tamaulipas as if he 
had landed near Tampico and had advanced on that town 
throuah the southern portion of the same department. 

Fro~ a Mexican point of view the inquiry as to the western 
boundary of Texas was, strictly ~~a.king, illo_gical. The 
Mexican government had always ms1Sted that 1t bad never 
parted with its ownership of Texas; it had d_eclared repeat­
edly that the annexation of Texas by the Umted t.ates was 
of itself a casus belli; and in this aspect of the case 1t was as 
bad for an American army to enter Texas as to enter Tamau­
lipas. Moreover, Taylor had been encamped west of the 

ueces since the beainning of August, 1 45, and therefore 
b • 

in reality the invasion had been begun at that time.. . 
From an American point of view, however, .the mqu~ 

was of real importance. Congress had authonzed the m­
corporation of Texas into the Union, b~t it had n.ever a~ 
thorized the invasion of Mexico; and if the Pres1dent, m 

1 Jones, 370. Adclington ha.d been for some years Briti h minister in paill. 
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mo~g- troops west of the ~eces, had sent them beyond 
the limits of Texas, he had plainly acted without any color 
of law. Whether he had really exceeded his authority de­
pende~ on the answer to the que tion: W as the ueces 
reco~mz~d as the boundary? 
. HIStoncally there could be little doubt that prior to 1 36 
it had been so regarded. The paniards and their suc­
ce ors ali through the ew ·world, it is true, were notori­
ou ly carele ab~ut bot11;1daries. Every country in South 
and Central Amenca was mvolved in disputes with its neigh­
bors ?V~r boundary questions, but the panish maps and 
descnpt10~ of Te~as made in the first years of the nineteenth 
century, with quite unusual unanimity, agreed that the 
... ueces, n~r the Gulf, divided Tamaulipas from Texa _ 1 

Th~ republic of T_exas, h?wever, by one of its earliest legis­
lat1ve acts, following the1r treaty with Santa Anna, had de­
clared tha~ Texas was bounded by the Rio Grande from its 
mout~ to 1ts source, and t?e leading Texans attached very 
~at 1mportan~e to that line. The United tates had ac­
qwred ~ the ng~ts of Texas, whatever they might be, and 
~he claim to a di puted boundary was regarded in w ash­
mgton as an asset of much value in eff ecting a definite set­
tlement with Mexico. 

Th_e value of ~he territory for purposes of bargaining was 
~rtainly undemable, although when it carne to formulat­
mg_ the arguments by which the claim of Texas and the 
Umte_d tates could be su tained, erious difficulties were 
expenenced. Donelson, the American chargé in Texas had 
stated_ the case ~ully, 2 and Buchanan, in preparing the in­
structions for lidell, had al o tried bis hand, though with­
out much ucce . The jmisdiction of Texas it was said 
had been extended beyond the ueces, and r:presentativ~ 
f rom the country between it and the Rio Grande had at iu 
her Con~e and convention. This, however, was only 
a~ a.ssert1on of actual po ession, and not a very strong 
oí TAn ª~~te umma~ of the_ev:idence oí "the official Spanish delimitation 
"at·exass ~ be found m Gamson's "Westward Extension" The Am_.M 
;, s ion ertes, vol. XVII, 98-106. ' "' ....... n 

Donelaon to Buchanan, July ll, 1845; Sen. Doc. 1, 29 Cong., 1 sess., 103. 
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assertion at that. The claim of a right to posse ion was 
based solely on the ground that "this portian of the terri­
tory was embraced within the limits of ancient Louisiana." 
The evidence as to the extent of "ancient Louisiana" has 
already been stated in sufficient detai1¡1 and as even Bu­
chanan was forced to admit that the United tates 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.'' 
In other words, the controversy really resolved itself into 
the question of fact as to what was the extent of the Texan 
conquests, and how far Texas had actually exercised her 

j urisdiction. Upon that point the evidence was reasonably clear. The 
remnants of anta Anna's army, after San Jacinto, were in-
structed by him to retire beyond the Rio Grande; and they 
did, in point of fact, ultimately retreat to Matamoros. 
From that time forward the country lying between the line 
of the ueces and the Rio Grande was practically neutral 
ground, permanently posses ed by neither party, and only 
crossed occasionally by smugglers and Indians. At Corpus 
Christi the Texans had a small settlement west of the ueces, 
and they may be said to have occupied the wbole valley of 
the ueces. Opposite Matamoros there were a number of 
scattered Mexican ranches, and what might be called vil­
lages on tbe is!and of Santiago and at Point Isabel; wbile 
bigher up tbe river, at La.redo, there w88 a Mexican settle­
ment of sorne size on the east bank, The Mexican ranches 
or villages, however, were not far back from the Río Grande, 
a fact recognized in General Woll's proclamation of June 
20, 1 44, in which he announced that any one found more 
than one league from the river would be shot.2 The proof 
of actual and permanent possession of this whole territory 
by the Texan goverrunent W88 therefore lacking, for in fael 
neither they nor the Mexica.ns exercised any actual control 
over the entire region in dispute. 

1 See Vol. I, Chapter I. 
' See Vol. I, page 655. 
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salient facts of the case as~gton was well aware of th 
d'affaires in Texas had . . onelson, the American e e 
Tex:'"' had established n:ronned the ecretary of Sta~hargé 
territory west of th posta on the Rio Grand . h that 

~!/:ies; and ~ai°:" ;~e=¡° inf the poe~e~~nt~~ 
e ueces and th R. p o the country b 

question." 1 It was . f e ~o Grande was " di e­
•1•rs to Taylor were m IBS~ed VIewH of the e f ac~ t~;u!~d 
se ect and occup h . e had been first e 
Grande ,, , b t . y a ealthy post "o told to expected to ~ SlX weeks later he wa.s U::o or ~ear the Rio 
Grand approach as near the b drme . that he was 

e-as pruden will · oun ary lin th · 
President desires ti: dictate. \ ith this . e-_ e Rio 
at least, should b t your position, for a part r VIew the 
lude W88 theref o! w~t of the river ueces ,,º ~~ur ¡orces 
camp, and when nª owed 88 to the prec~e _uc lati­
Corpus Chrisf " . onelson suggested th pomt_ for a 
venient place 1f Ba.ld ~ be 88 healthy.., ;enoccupat10n of 
occup~·A,i by T or supplies, and the most sacola, a con-

1,W, exas " T 1 western · 
01-ders he would ' ay or announced that poi,ú 1UJW 
"which confine him elf to th lin until further 

covers all th e e of the 
were expressl e ettlements " Th ueces, 

o f h y approved. 3 • ese movements 

h urt er orders seem t ha 
t e summer of 1 4 . o ve been sent to T . 
parently a., bis 5, but early in the aut aylor dunng 

!'ad thus far b~~:~:tion, ~t althou';c~~':°~hrªP: :!:t q~ion whether the .1,=ble position, yet he thou ~~ 
carned out by hi ~~ of the government uldg s remauung 1 wo be 

"If onger at that point 

dar our governme t " h . 
Y, mak . n ' e wrote "in • 

tkat the .,~!~me_ of the Rio G~ndes:~~~e question of boun-
P<!''euion aJ, once w:j be greaJly facilital,ed and ~tum, I cannot doubt 
rn,er. Our strengt~ :~ or two auitabl.e pointa on te;;1 b~ our talcing 

, llonclao state of preparation sh uld,¡u,t, ~• thaJ 
"\ &1 n lo Buohanan, June 4 arul 23, 1845. o be d,splayed 

Bancrort t T ' Sen. Doc. 1, 29 Co 
a Taylor to 1d· aylor, June 15, 1845· H R D ng., 1 sess., 

V>id., 80'2, 807. Jutant-General, July 8, 1845: M oc. 60, 30 Cong., 1 sess 81 ' arcy to Taylor Ju] ., . ' Y 30, 1845; 


