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was often ragged, the men lacking the most essential articles.
The white cotton suits and straw sombreros of the Mexican
try were not unfrequently worn.

The officers, who were generally of Spanish descent,
formed a heterogeneous body. Some of them were gradu-
ates of the military college at Chapultepec, some had risen
from the ranks, and some were purely political appointees
from civil life.

The infantry in both armies was equipped with smooth-
bore flintlock muskets, high military authorities not being
yet persuaded of the advantages of rifles or percussion-locks.!
The Mexican small-arms were old English Tower muskets,
which had been acquired in large quantities, some fifteen
or twenty years before, when the English loan was made by
the government. The American weapons were the product
of the Springfield Arsenal, and probably as good as could
then be made. The mounted men on both sides were what
was then described as “light” cavalry, or dragoons, armed
with sabre and carbine; and, in addition, the larger part of
the Mexican cavalry also carried the lance. The Mexican
field artillery was of the then antiquated Gribeauval system,
but of very various calibres, and mounted on rough and heavy
carriages. It possessed no reserve ammunition wagons.
Neither in range, nor mobility, nor accuracy of fire, could it
compare for a moment with the American artillery.?

1“It may be interesting to state,” the colonel of the Mississippi volunteers
wrote many years afterward, ‘‘that General Scott endeavored to persuade me
not to take more rifles than enough for four companies, and objected particu-
larly to percussion arms as not having been sufficiently tested for the use of
troops in the field. Knowing that the Mississippians would have no confidence
in the old flint-lock muskets, I insisted on their being armed with the kind of
rifle then recently made at New Haven, Conn.—the Whitney rifle.”—(Memoir
of Jefferson Davis, 1, 247.) The manufacture of percussion muskets had been
bégun at Springfield in 1844, when 3,200 were turned out; and a model of a
percussion rifle was manufactured at Harper's Ferry the same year.—(Sen.
Doc. 1, 28 Cong., 2 sess., 206.) In the next year 14,332 percussion muskets
were manufactured, the manufacture of flint-lock pieces was discontinued,
and arrangements were made for altering arms in store to percussion muskets.
—(8en. Doc. 1, 29 Cong., 1 sess., 403, 404.) Percussion muskets were issued
ﬁ:ﬁt t.i:;e to the West Point cadets, but not to troops in the field until a

period. P

*The foregoing account, is mainly derived from Balbontin, Invasion Ameri-
cana, 76, 77,
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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 before; so that when the
army crossed the Rio 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 men arrived on the selected ground at Palo Alte,
and formed in line in a position at right angles to the road
from Point Isabel, their right resting on a small hill, their
left on a swampy wood. In front of them stretched an open:
prairie upon which Taylor’s forces were seen advancing.

Before the head of his column came 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 batteries of field artillery were
posted in intervals of the line to the right and left, 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 w
escorting. The troops were next directed to fill their cans
teens from a water hole on the right of the position, and
then, all being ready, at two o’clock in the afternoon the ="
American line moved forward. 3

Arista had evidently determined to await attack, and he
made no move until the American troops came within ra
when his artillery opened fire. Taylor at once halted, ads
vanced his guns to the front, and replied. “The infantry;™
wrote a young American officer, whose first battle it was
“stood at order arms as spectators, watching the effect of
our shots upon the enemy, and watching his shots so as i
step out of their way.” The Mexican round shot did Litlé
damage, “because they would strike the ground long befor
they reached our line, and ricochetted through the tall gras¥
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so slowly that the men would see them and open ranks and
let them pass.” *

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 fire, or, as
the Mexicans believed, was set on fire by the Americans,
and the smoke for some time caused the artillery duel to
glacken. 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 effort 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
his loss; and it was the impression of American officers,
Judging from the dead and wounded left on the ground, that
he had done s0.2

! Personal Memoirs of U. S. Grant, 1, 95.

* The authorities consulted for Palo Alto are Ripley’s War with Mezico, 1,
116-123; Henry's Campaign Sketches, 88-94; Grant's Personal Memaoirs, I,
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] gave them 2 volley, and he most gallantly dashed forward in =
of fours at the head of his squadron. I followed as quickly

as possible, at 2 gallop, only halting when 1 came upon the edge of
the ravine, where I found three pieces of artillery but no cannoniers;
i t galling fire at from

however, their infantry pou
twenty-five to fifty paces an most desperate struggle,
but our infantry coming up, letely routed.” !

The cavalry charge could only have occupied a very few
moments. Sweeping down the narrow road and over the
Mexican guns——“sab’r'mg the gunners there, charging an
army’’—the dragoons rode across the ravine to the rising
ground in allying what remained of
them, May again d regained
their pieces, drov ' :
Vega, whom the dragoons prought back t0 the American =
Jines as a token of their success.

By this time the Mexican line Was falling into disorder.
The eighth United States infantry regiment, left in the rear =
by Taylor to guard the train, had been sent for as soon 28°5
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at a charging pace. Joined by a portion of the fifth ="
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paign twelve o thirteen hundred since he had crossed the

Rio Grande.'
Had Taylor been fully aware of the demoralization in the
Mexican ranks, he might perhaps have continued his pur-

suit at once across the river and utterly destroyed Arista’s
army; but he waited to make his preparations before at=

tempting 10 take Matamoros. Arrangements for nav
co-operation We effected ab

re made, and a crossing was

the rancho de la Burrita, about fifteen miles below the
town in 2 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, -

rong force of artillery on the left bank.

protected by a st
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d marched out upon &%

of May, the Mexican troops ha
ossing. Arista subse-
tate of panic and

rumor that th Americans Were cr

quently declared that his men were in & 8

ready to run at the first sound, and as a 1a

g message 10 the American commander pro
mistice until the tWo governments should finally settle the

questions 10 dispute. ¥rom the point of view of the ses
curity of Taylor’s army; the request was 0

sible, and Taylor replied that an armistice W
question; that he had offered one 10
month before, which had been decline:
stances were now change
town then began immediately-

as out of the

14

d; and tha

Four hundred wounded were
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48; Apunies pard la Historia de la Guerra, 42-47-
with subreports, is in Sen. Doc. 388, 29 Cong, 1 sess.,
60, 30 Cong., 1 sess., 1104-1106, and a further account by
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Letters from the Battlefields of the Mexican War, 1-2.
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