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November 12 with the artillery battalion, two regiments of 
infantry, Blanchard's cornpany of Louisiana volunteers, and 
one battery of field artillery.1 Taylor at the time he re­
ported this rnovernent to Washington also stated that he had 
taken the first step toward organizing an expedition in the 
opposite direction, narnely, to Tampico. Recent informa­
tion, he added, was to the effect that Tarnpico had been 
entirely evacuated, but he deerned this hardly credible. He 
had learned that the Mexican arrny was still at San Luis, 
sorne twelve thousand strong, 'and he al o learned that the 
want of water on the road frorn SaHillo to San Luis would 
render his own advance beyond the forrner point im­
practicable. It might also be inf erred from the letter, 
although Taylor did not so state, that he regarded an 
advance by anta AnJia from San Luis Potosí to Saltillo 
as being equally impossible.2 

Three days af ter the date of this announcement of Tay­
lor' s intentions, Robert McLane arrived at head-quarters 
bearing the instructions from the War Departrnent of 
October 22. These instructions, it will be remembered, 
pointed out the risk of an advance beyond Monterey, al­
though such a rnovernent was not positively forbidden, and 
informed Taylor that it was propo ed to send a small expe­
clition to Vera Cruz, which would necessitate withdrawing 
a part of the troops under his command. He at once re­
plied, reaffirming his intention to advance1 as he deemed 
the occupation of Saltillo important, chiefly "as a necessary 
outpost of the rnain force at Monterey, covering, as it does, 
the important defile which leads frorn the low country to 
the tableland, and also the route to Monclova." He also 
considered it important as controlling a fertile region from 
which supplies could be drawn, as being the capital of the 
state of Coahuila, and as necessary for carrying out the 
policy of a defensive line. 

With regard to the ex'Pedition against Vera Cruz, he 
expressed his conviction that four thousand rnen would be 

1 See Order o. 139¡ íbul., 362. 
1 Taylor to Adjutant-Genera.l, ov. 9, 1846¡ íbul., 361. 
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quite too f ew for the purpose conternplated. In his de­
spatch of October 15 he had stated that twenty-five thou­
sand men, of which ten thousand should be regulara, was 
the least force that should rnake a descent in that quarter, 
with a view to rnarching on the capital. Ten thousand rnen 
he thought1 might invest and take Vera Cruz; but consid~ 
ering the probable opposition írorn the Mexicans and "the 
uncertainty of weather during the winter sea on, rendering 
our communication with the fleet liable to interruption," he 
believed ten thousand rnen as srnall a force as should be 
ventured. He could not spare that number, but he could 
send four thousand rnen; and ü six thousand were added 
from the United States, he believed that the proposed expe­
dition might be undertaken with a promise of success. 

"I conceive it all-important," he added, "having in view the Mexi­
can character, that as little should be left to accidentas possible, and 
that we should be caref ul, as far as human foresight can provide, to 
avoid tbe smallest liability to disaster. A descent upon a hostile 
ooast, notoriously dangerous, and in an inclement eason of the year, 
is an operation req uiring tbe most careful preparations and exact man­
agement, and possessing, under the most favorable circumstancf'S, 
more or less elements of failure. It seems the part of prudence, there­
fore, to take a su.fficient force to meet any contingency that may 

• "J anse. 

A day or two af terward, therefore, in accordance with 
Taylor's announced intentions, and in the face of the orders 
from the War Department, Worth and his men marched 
from Monterey for Saltillo, and were accompanied by Tay­
l~r himself with an escort of cavalry. Saltillo was occu­
p1ed on ovember 16 without opposition, the troops were 
quartered in the town, and reconnoissances were rnade sorne 
twenty-five miles to the south without finding any signs of 
the enemy, and thereupon Taylor returned to Monterey.2 

In other quarters events had occurred dw'ing the rnonth 
0.f ovember which to a certain extent changed the condi­
tioll8 affecting the further prosecution of the war. In the 

1 Same to same, ov. 12, 1846¡ ibid., 374-376. 
1 Same to same, ov. 24, 1846¡ ibid., 377. 
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first place, General W ool, with bis col~,. had successfully 
invaded Mexico. He had under him SlX hundred and 
twenty-two regulars, composed of a batteir of ~rtillery, 
five companies of dragoons, and three compam~s º! infantry. 
He also had two regiments of infantry from Illinois and one 
mounted regiment from Arkansas, numbering, in ali, two 
thousand three hundred and ninety-nine volunteers. 

With this force of o ver tbree thousand roen W ool set out 
from San Antonio late in September under instructions to 
proceed to Chihuahua-nearl! . due west-and he ~ro&!!ed 
the Rio Grande near the presidio of San Juan Bautista on 
October 11 1 46. march west from there was impracti­
cable and he turned south. Following tbe line of the prea­
ent r~way that crosses the river at Ea-gle Pass, he marchoo 
through ava to Monclova, which be entered on ovem­
ber 3 and there he was met by orders from Taylor inform­
ing him of the armistice entered _in~o at ~o~terey, and 
instructing him not to advance until 1ts exprrat1on. 

At Monclova Wool began to discover some important 
facts about the topography of Mexico. He discove:ed th» 
the only practicable route he could take to reach Chihuahua 
would be to go toward Saltillo, and then, sh?rtly before 
reaching it, to turn west upon the road_ leading through 
Parras. Under these circumstances he dec1ded that ~ march 
to Chihuahua was useless. He thought he could se1ze Sal­
tillo and thence march on San Luis Potosí; and he therefore 
wrote to Taylor on ovember 14'. by Lieu~nant W. B. 
Franklin of the engineers, and agam on the runeteenth by 
his aid Lieutenant Irvin McDowell, urging the importantB 
of an ~ly movement. He urged this upon the ground thM 
inaction was exceedingly injurious to the volunteers, wbo 
were getting restless, and though he had thu~ far succeeded 
in controlling them, he found it increasingly diffi~ul~ to do: 

McDowell on his return brought orders notifymg W 
that the Chihuahua expedition was abandoned and order­
ing him to advance and occupy Parras. Wool, however, 
had already started from Monclova, and he occu~ied Pan: 
on December 5, not having exchanged a hostile shot 
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bis entire march of over three hundred miles since entering 
Mexican territory.1 

The navy also had not been idle during the six months 
since war was declared. Throughout the oppresaive heat 
of the summer and the occasional gales of early autumn, the 
home squadron under command of Commodore Conner had 
maintained a strict blockade of Vera Cruz. 

"While the people illuminated their cities," one of the blockading 
officers wrote, "and lighted bonfires in the country, in celebration of 
the victories of the army, the toils and hardships of the navy were 
not only forgotten, but this branch of the service was loaded with 
obloquy for not performing impossibilities. With the exception of 
Vera Cruz, there was no town in the whole Gulf coast of Mexico, 
witb'in effective cannon range of which, a sloop-of-war could approach. 
The maritime towns of the enemy were more effectually defended by 
reefs, sandbars, and shallows than were the inland towns by redoubts 
and intrenchments .... Although Vera Cruz, by reason of the dan­
gerous ground in its vicinity is one of the hardest ports in the world 
to blockade, especially during the violent gales of winter, I venture 
to say that the history of no other blockade presents so f ew in­
stances of the successful attempts of cupidity to evade the vigilance 
of cruisers." i 

The wearisome round of duty was, however, varied by at­
tempta to attack sorne of the other points a.long the Gulf 
co~t, although at first without any great success. In Au­
gust and again in October, 1 46, Commodore Conner en­
deavored to capture the small vessels composing the Mexi­
can navy which had been placed for safety in the harbor at 
Alvarado, a little over thirty miles south of Vera Cruz. 
The strong current and the shoals forming the shifting bar 
off this entrance combined to make it extremely difficult 
to enter the harbor-even with vessels drawing only ten 
feet of water-in the face of three Mexican batteries that 
commanded the channel; and both attempts were unsuc­
cessful, although no serious losses were sustained. 

1 Detailed reporta oí this prosperous march, with maps, sketches, a.nd 
~phical det.ails by Lieutenaot W. B. Franklin and other officers, are 
)lnnted in Sen. Doc. 32, 31 Cong., 1 sess .. 5-61. 

ªSetnmes, 77, 78. 
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A more fortunate result attended an expedition late in 
October under Commodore Matthew C. Perry, the second 
in command of the squadron. On October 23 Perry with 
the steam frigate Mississippi, a small steamer to serve as a 
tug, a steam revenue cutter and four schooners1 reached the 
bar of the River Tabasco and captured the town of Fron­
tera without difficulty, together with two small useful steam­
boats and sorne other vessels. The next morning the small 
steam-boats, with three of the schooners and sorne barges in 
tow, steamed up the rapid river1 and on the following da.y, 
October 25, arrived in front of the town of San Juan 
Bautista1 the capital of the department of Tabasco, which 
was taken af ter a little desultory firing. Commodore P~rry, 
having no adequate force to land and hold the town, seued 
as prizes five merchant vessels and returned to join the com­
modore off Vera Cruz.1 

Early in November, pursuant to orders from the Navy 
Department dated September 22, Conner began his prep­
arations for the descent on Tampico.2 His departure from 
Vera Cruz was considerably delayed for want of provisions, 
but on the tenth and eleventh of November, three sailing 
frigates left, with instructions to rendezvous off Lobai 
Island, where good anchorage could be found in case of bad 
weather.3 On November 12 the Mississip¡ri and Prince­
wn steam-ships followed, towing two small steam-boats and 
four schooners; and at daylight on November 14 the 
whole force reached the bar of Tampico, where they fell in 
with the vessel blockading the port. Her commanding 
officer had carefully examined the bar and was prepared to 
act as pilot. By ten o' clock in the morning a detachment 
of three hundred officers, seamen, and marines in boats, to­
gether with the schooners-all in tow of the two small 
steamers-crossed the bar and passed up the ri ver without 

1 See reports in H. R. Doc. 4, 29 Cong., 2 sess., 63o-639. . 
s These orders were discussed by the cabinet on Sept. 19 and 20, immedi­

ately after receipt of Rejón's reply declining negotiations for peace.-(Polk'e 
Diary, TI, 145-148.) 

• This small island lies about seven miles off shore, and sixty mile.s soutJi il 
the Tampico entrance. 
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opposition, the fort at the entrance as well as the town 
having been abandoned by their garrisons more than two 
weeks befare. The town was at once peaceably occupied 
by Conner's force. 

"The ~citeme~t upon o~r arrival," Conner reported, "was tri:fling, 
and has smce entirely subs1ded. The inhabitants that are left appear 
not to have the least objection to this change." 

As a military post, he considered the possession of Tam­
pico to be of the greatest importance; and he wrote that a 
garrison of three thou~d troops should be supplied, which 
would be amply suffic1ent to hold the place against any 
Mexican force that could be sent against it. Two merchant 
vessels and three Mexican gun-boats were made prizes in 
theriver.1 · 

Immediately after capturing Tampico, Conner despatched 
Commodore Perry in the Mississippi to the United States 
with the news of this important event, and an urgent re­
quest for troops to garrison the place, as it was considered 
that the large detachments from the ships left them too 
short-handed to be exposed off the dangerous bar of Tam­
pico during the frequent "northers." Perry succeeded so 
well in bis mission that he persua~ed the authorities of the 
arm! to send reinforcements direct to Tampico without con­
Bllltmg General Taylor-very much to the displeasure of 
the latter. But Taylor, having received the news of the 
occupation of Tampico, himself sent orders to General 
Patterson to despatch troops thither, so that early in Dec­
ember the town was adequately garrisoned.2 

About this same time events had also occurred at home 
which greatly affected the views of the administration. Of 
these, the most important were the congressional elections 
on the third of November, which must have proved a bitter 

n:e Conner to Mason, Nov. 17, 1846; Sen. Doc. 1, 30 Cong., 2 ses,s., 1171-1173. 
man details as .to the ª?andonment oí Tampico are set out at sorne length, wit.h I 8CC?5&t1ons oí mcompetence and treaohery against the Mexican com­
~ ers, m Apuntes para la Hisfmia de la Gv.erra, 78-90. 
... _:_aylor to Adjutant-General, Nov. 26 and Dec. 14, 1846; H. R. Doo. 60, 30 
"""11•, 1 sess., 378-381. 



294 THE UNITED TATE D MEXICO 

disappointment to the President and bis cabinet, a_nd fore­
warned them of the domestic difficulties with which they 
would soon have to contend. It was never unusual or sur­
prising for an administration in its econd year, when suffer­
ing from the curse oí patronage, to lose the House of ~epre­
sentatives and Polk's unimpressive character and his lack 
of the e~ntials of leadership added nothing to the popu­
larity of bis party; while his undertaking a war which-in 
the northern and eastern parts of the country at lea t-wu 
much disliked by a large part of the community, wa another 
cause of defeat in an election that wa not very keenly con­
tested. The result was that the Whigs in the House of 
Representatives of the Tbirtieth Congr~. (which w~ to 
meet in December 1 47) hada small maJonty, but enough 
to threaten embar~·assment to the administration.1 

As soon as the elections were over, enator Benton re­
turned to Washington, where he an-ived on the ixth oí ~·o­
vember and on the following evening he called and had a 
long co~versation with the President as to the proper man­
ner of prosecuting the Mexican war. 

"He e>..--pressed/' Polk wrote, "the opinion that a bold blow should 
be struck at once. He thought the City of Vera Cruz should be tak~ 
at once & witb it would fall the Castle at that place, & that after tlm 
was done tbere sbould be a rapid crushing movem~t !11ade from Vera 

ruz on the ity of Mexico. He said th~! comm~s1oners composed 
of the first roen in the country of both pobtical parties, should aceom-

1 The numbers were 117 Whigs, 110 Democrats, and 1 " ative ~eri~ 
The views of Buchanan as to the causes of the defeat in Pennsylvaru~ an 
views of the Presidentas to the defeat in New Yor~ ar~ set out m ~olk'• 
Dwry, II, 217,218. Buchanan blamed the recent tanff b1U. The ~ 
thought t.hat the lllJ\in cause in New York was the lukewarmn~ ~ ~ 
portion o( the Democratic party calling themsclves O!d Hunkers_. ,,~ tlle 
tion shall hereafter receive no favours at my hands 1f I know it. f Tesll 
slang o{ New York politics, the "old hunkers'~ w~e ~?e support~rs/ were 
annexation-"northem men "'.Íth soutbern prmmpl~ -whose 1~ eJ1I tllr 
Daniel Dickinson and Willinm L. Marcy. The bamburners w:­
pro-Van Buren, anti-Texas men, or "radical ~emocrats," wh_o wereers ,,_ 
to the (armcr who burned his barn to clear 1t of rata. Th~ir Iead ~ 

ilas Wright, John A. Dix nnd others; and from them ~as ultunatcly e blrl' 
the Free--Soil Democracy. Wilmot would have ben,. m ew_York, a~ 
burner Of course the President could not have camed out bis hasty 
against the hunkers so long as Maroy remained in his cabinet. 
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pany the Head Quarters of the army, who were authorized to offer 
peace before a battle, during the battle, & after it was over. He said 
this had of ten been done in the Euro pean wars. . . . He condemned 
the I;>Olicy w~ich had _been suggested in sorne quarters of holding the 
Mextca~ terntory w~1ch we ~ad acquired, & not prosecuting the war 
further mto the Mexican temtory. He said the war would be much 
protracted by such ayolicy, & might not be ended for years. He said 
further the late elections have gone against the administration & that 
if such a policy of inactivity was adopted the patriotic spirit of the 
coun~y would flag & the Democratic party would be overthrown. 
He sa1~ ours were a go-ahead people, and that our only policy either 
to obtam a peace or save ourselves was to press the war boldly." 1 

This conversation with Benton, coming on the heels of 
the def eat of the Democrats in the congressional elections 
proved to be the turning point in the conduct of th~ 
war. 
. As it happene?, on ~he morning of that same day the cab­
met had been discussmg the question of appropriations for 
the War Department, and Buchanan "was of opinion that 
we should hold what we had." Marcy believed that fifteen 
thousand regulars and twenty-five thousand volunteers 
~ould be a forc~, ?ecessary to prosecute the war with proper 
,,gor and that 1f a war of inva ion was to be pushed into 
the heart of Mexico, a less number would not answer." 
The general question of a plan of operations was left for 
fut~ decisiml, but it was unanimously agreed that the 
est~tes for the next fiscal year should be made on the 
basIS ~f an army of thirty-five thousand men in ali. 
. Dunng the next few days Benton and the President were 
m constant communication, the former insisting that the 
!11ere capture of Vera Cruz would not result in peace unless 
it ~as followed by an attack upon the city of Mexico. 
This natura~y led to a discussion of the proper person to 
command so unportant and diffi.cult an expedition and Polk 
-expressed bis opinion of General Taylor as "a br~ve officer 
but not a man of capacity enough for such a command." 
!3enton concurred, and said also that he had no confidence 
1D General Scott. 

1 !bid., 221-223. 
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"Sorne other officers were namcd by roP," Polk continued in bis 
d. "He tben said that there ought to be a Lieutenant-General iary. H 'd ·t . i 
of the army who should be General in chief. e sa1 1 reqmrea a 
man of talents and resources as well as a military man for such a com­
mand, & that with a view to obtain peace more depended upon t~ 
talents & energy of the officer than upon mere bravery. He ~e? S&ld 
that if sucb an office was created by Congress, he would be willing to 

dhim l! "l accept the comman se . 

This amazing proposal of Benton's seems to ?ave _awak­
ened no surp1ise in the President's mind nor (with _his ~o.n­
stitutional lack of humor) was he at ali able to s~e its ndi~­
ulous f eatures. He gravely informed the ~abm~t of bis 
conversation and again there was a long d1scuss1on a.s to 
the mode of1 conducting the war, which again ended in n_o 
decision being arrived at, it being deemed prudent to wai! 
for Taylor's answer to the de p_atch . of ept~mber 22. 
Day after day the President and his vanous adv~ers talked 
over these questions. Taylor's ;rnswer was :ece1ved o~ the 
tenth of ovember but ce contained no satisfactory infor­
mation." Marcy V:as "disappointed ~nd dissa~i fied," an~ 
the President thought Taylor was trymg to sbift respo~ 
bility from himself. More and more, therefore, the Presi­
dent turned to Benton, a man who was never troubled by 
doubts or misgivings or diffidence. . . . 

But the President told Benton that he did not think 1t 
probable Congress would create the offi.ce of lieute~ant­
general, and Ben ton declined a propo~ _to :nake him a 
major-general, a he would then be the Juruor m that ~ 
He repeated his views as ~o "a lar~e and . overp~w~nng 
force" marching upon the c1ty of Mexico, which he lilSISted 
was the only mode of bringing the war to a successful end. 
Buchanan however, still remained strongly opposed to 
sending a~y expedition against the city of Iexico, oocau: 
he thought ce such an expedition wo~d cost a vast sum 
money, that it was doubtful whether 1t could be_ uc~, 
and if it could there was no object to be obtamed _by it, 
as it would not, as he thought1 facilitate peace." Finallyi 

l Jbid., 227. 1 !bid., 228-230. 
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without deciding the main question, it was agreed that nine 
additional volunteer regiments to serve during the war 
should be called from the states.1 

Sorne weeks befare this time Marcy and Mason the 
Secretaries of ~ar and the avy, had talked over' with 
8?~t~ the quest1on of the conduct of the war and the possi­
bilities of the proposed expedition to Vera Cruz· and on 
Oct-Ober 27 Scott had submitted to the Secretary of W ar 
a memorandum entitled "Vera Cruz and its castle " in 
in which he expressed the opinion that the possessi~n of 
Vera Cruz and the _castle ?f múa was "not likely to be worth 
one-tenth of the live~, tune, a~d monef, which their cap­
ture would ~ost us, unless, mdeed, 1t was intended to 
open a new line of operations against the city of Mexico. 
He wa.s now persuaded, he said, that the city of Mexico 
must be taken,. or at least p!aced in imminent danger of 
capture, and this must be mainly through the city of Vera 
Cruz. He believed that the castle could not be taken with­
out heavy loss of lif e and waste of time, and it would there­
fo": be preferable to capture the city first and then proceed 
agamst the castle. 

As t-0 the means required, he began with the proposition 
that the ~eople of Mexico seemed to present this dilemma 
to the Umted States: "If you come with few we will over­
wh?lm you¡ if with many,_ you will overwhe~ yourselves." 
~ he thought w:is part1cularly true of the line of opera­
tioD:S through Saltillo and San Luis Potosí, where a large 
army could not be subsisted. The danger by way of 
~era Cruz lay, in bis judgment, principally in the approach 
0 the yellow-fever season in the spring; and he therefore 
~ought tha~ an expedition should be set on foot early in 
1 he !ear, which should consist of at least ten thousand roen, 
'~hreavmg ~aylor at Monterey with what Scott called a 
t terung force." 2 

i Tbe call . ed N 
to the was wu ov. 16, 1846. The Iorm of the requisition addressed 
p~ver_nors .0f ~-e severa! states ~ed upon-Massachusetta, New York, 
...... V&ruad, Vrrguua, North Carolina, South Carolina Lon:o;,,M M;o_ ~....., an Texas . . ted . H R ' ~, =-

11Lu 1'Mlol -)8 prm lll • • Doc. 60, 30 Cong. 1 sess. 479 480 •-., ~ 270. ' ' , · 


