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T26  SANTA ANNA, THE “NAPOLEON OF THE WEST”

In this first year of the rebellion, Santa Anna led his army across the Rio Grande River, confident of victory.
Leading a force that would grow to several thousand troops, he also carried with him 2500 Mexican women and
children, attached to the army. He came to San Antonio and laid siege to the Alamo, stormed in, won a costly vic-
tory, and was apparently responsible for the execution of a few surviving Texas defenders. Before the end of the bat-
tle, Mexican army trumpeters had played the deguello (“death call”), announcing that no Texans would be spared.
Shortly thereafter, it was at his command that Mexican officers at Goliad executed more than three hundred Texans
who had surrendered, apparently believing that they would be considered to be prisoners of war. Santa Anna con-
sidered them to be foreigners who had come to Texas to stir up mutiny. These actions secured for the general a
bloody reputation, at least among Americans and Texans.

Although he thought the war won after the Alamo and Goliad, Santa Anna allowed himself to be surprised
by General Sam Houston at San Jacinto in April 1836. The Mexican general’s alleged foolishness, paying attention to
a woman in his tent, possibly helped bring on the defeat and sullied his reputation for military prowess. He was cap-
tured, and although many Texans wanted him dead, he was spared and imprisoned. During his captivity he was
forced for a while to wear a ball and chain. Eventually released, he was allowed to travel to the United States to meet
Andrew Jackson.

The battle at San Jacinto effectively ended the war, although enmity continued, and there were later in-
stances of fighting on both sides of the Rio Grande. Santa Anna returned to Mexico, a rather unpopular figure. He
persevered and was able to rise again. In 1838 he lost a limb in fighting a French expeditionary force that had been
sent in an effort to establish a Mexican monarchy and replace that nation’s republican government. Later he wore a
wooden leg.

Over the years Santa Anna alternately failed and succeeded in politics, being sent into exile several times.
When war commenced between Mexico and the United States in 1846, he returned from the Caribbean to lead his
armies against American generals Zachary Taylor and Winfield Scott. Although history says that Santa Anna lost the
battle at Buena Vista, he related to the Mexican people a story of victory. Such was Santa Anna! Not only did he lose
that battle, his armies were defeated repeatedly and the United States won the war. At the end of this conflict, early
in 1848, Colonel Jack Hays and a party of Texas Rangers tried to gain revenge on the hated old Alamo-Goliad enemy
by capturing him, but he was able to escape just ahead of the raiders.

This general, this presidente, a self-considered great man, had a grand ego. He loved ceremony. He was a
braggart, always depicting his own heroism and claiming that his defeats were due to the ineptitude of others. He
did show bravery and audacity at times, however, and none have doubted that he loved his Mexico. Indeed, on more
than one occasion he mortgaged his own property to secure funds for the raising of armies. Of course, he was also
able to achieve wealth for himself and support for the military through forced loans and confiscation. He has been
portrayed as the grand caudillo (strongman), muy macho.

How did Santa Anna affect relations between Mexico and Texas, and also the United States? He certainly led
the forces of the army of Mexico in the Texas invasion. His cruelty, accompanied by his battlefield mistakes, did
much to bring on hatred and ridicule from his enemies. This enmity colored Texas-Mexican relations for decades.
Santa Anna was also the major Mexican figure in the Mexican-American War.

Like many other famous personages, Santa Anna wrote his life story, completing his self-congratulatory
memoirs in 1874, just two years before his death. A reading of this work would convince the student that this
man possessed the skill of exaggeration. He was and is an enigma in both the United States and Mexico.
Historians of both nations attest to his ability to survive as leader and improviser, and to his national impor-
tance in his active years.

Santa Anna likened himself to Napoleon, and considered himself a hero. He is thought of by others as a
man about whom questions can never fully be answered, a man of cunning and vitality, yet of dubious character. He
was loved and he was hated, an enigma indeed, then and now.




image8.jpeg
-

JOHN NEELY BRYAN:
THE FOUNDER OF DALLAS

radition holds that in 1841 an Arkansas trader named John Neely Bryan came to a previously

unsettled region of the Republic of Texas, where he hoped to establish a town on a bluff over-

looking the Elm Fork of the Trinity River. Tradition holds further that the Tennessee-born
Bryan built a one-room log cabin, which stands today in the heart of Dallas as a tribute to his enter-
prise— although there is now some doubt he had a hand in its construction.

Margaret Beeman, member of a pioneer Dallas County family, was only sixteen when she met
the thirty-one year old bachelor. The day after their wedding in 1843, Bryan filed for a Republic of
Texas land grant of 640 acres, to which he was entitled as a married man.

In later life, Margaret Beeman Bryan wistfully
# recalled the “lonely log hut” in which she and her new
¢ husband “lived happily” during the first months of
| their marriage. In those days, she told a newspaper re-
porter in 1905, “the buffalo . . . roamed at will in great
herds over the prairies” and Indians were their “only
serious care,” although, she added: “They never mo-
? lested us but once and that was only to steal some
| green corn and watermelons.” She also recollected that
the couple’s house “was a general stopping place for
people going to and fro through this section.” Guests
were never charged any money, she said. During an
era when neighbors were often separated by miles,
they “were always glad to have them.”

Sixty years later, one of those guests told a
¢ journalist he remembered Bryan’s cabin “was located
at the foot of what is now Main Street in Dallas” and
| that the enterprising trader’s stock consisted of little
more than “a barrel and a half of whisky, a keg of to-
bacco, and some lead, powder, and caps.”

. : . , . For the first few years of its existence, Dallas
John Neely Bryan and his wife Margaret. was a rustic, sparsely populated spot where buckskin
Courtesy of the Dallas Public Library. and calico-clad inhabitants lived in log dwellings,
hunted in the Trinity River bottoms for wild game,
and principally farmed corn, melons, and pumpkins.

In 1844, a surveyor named J. P. Dumas laid out several city blocks in a grid pattern extending
east from present-day Dealey Plaza. As payment, Bryan gave Dumas a deed to one of his city lots.
Thinking it worthless, Dumas moved on, settling in Grayson County. Another surveyor, Coho Smith,
was equally unconvinced the place would ever amount to anything.

On December 29, 1845, Texas was annexed by the United States, and in February, 1846, a
state government was organized. In March, Dallas County was created by the new legislature, with the
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town of Dallas designated temporary county seat. Another act of the legislature appointed Bryan commissioner to
organize and hold an election for county officials, which was done on July 13. He also served as Dallas’ first U.S.
postmaster.

Although Dallas County was named for U.S. Vice-President George M. Dallas (1845-1849), Bryan was call-
ing his settlement “Dallas” in 1842, long before the Pennsylvania politician came to prominence. Historians are still
debating the uncertain origin of the city’s name. Unfortunately, all Bryan ever said was that he named the town for
“my friend Dallas.”

After Dallas County was created, a small log courthouse was erected on the public square donated by the
founder and his wife. A slightly larger cabin replaced it 1851. In 1846, Dallas’ first saloon and its first general store
were opened. That same year Bryan and a partner began operating a ferry service across the Trinity. When future
mayor John M. Crockett came to Dallas three years later, he found “thirty-nine citizens, half a dozen cabins, a sa-
loon, and an open-air ten-pin alley.”

In 1849 Bryan left town, along with most of the men in Dallas, hoping to strike it rich in the California
Gold Rush. Like many “49ers,” his quest was in vain. After several months of unproductive panning, the disap-
pointed gold seeker came home in time to lead a successful campaign to have Dallas named permanent county seat.
But just as the town’s future seemed assured, its founding father was distracted by personal problems. In 1847 Bryan
was charged with “gaming.” Two years later, he was tried and fined $10 for the same offense. In 1851, he faced a
more serious charge of “assault with intent to murder,” but the case never went to trial. During this period Bryan re-
portedly wasted his money and gave away nearly as many town lots as he sold.

In 1852, Bryan sold the last of his city lots to Alexander Cockrell, one of Dallas’ most enterprising citizens.
Three years later, while drinking in a saloon, the intemperate town founder shot another patron who insulted his
wife. Expecting to be arrested for murder, he fled. Although Bryan later learned that the man had survived, he
stayed away for nearly four years, living in the Indian Territory and traveling again to California. From time-to-
time, he corresponded with his family and Alex Cockrell, who was shot and killed in 1858 by a lawman who owed
him money. During Bryan’s absence, a new brick courthouse was built and in 1856, Dallas was officially incorpo-
rated. In the city’s first elections, Dr. Samuel B. Pryor was elected mayor.

Bryan returned home in 1859. A year later he was elected first lieutenant of a company of volunteer Texas
Rangers, authorized by Governor Sam Houston to hunt down and chastise Indians who had been raiding settle-

Bryan’s cabin now sits surrounded by modern Dallas in this Dennis MacDonald
photo. While some believe that it is the original log structure, evidence indicates that
while it is a good representation of the type, it is probably not Bryan’s.

Courtesy of Worldofstock.com.
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ments in North Texas. The Texans searched the Wichita Mountains of present-day Oklahoma in vain for nearly four
months. When their term of service expired, Bryan and his comrades arrived home to discover that much of Dallas
had burned to the ground in the “Great Fire of 1860,” and that despite there being no evidence against them, three
slaves were hanged for what may have been an accident.

Apart from a few months’ service in the Confederate army, Bryan’s activities during the Civil War years are
uncertain. After the war, he was elected to the Dallas city council. He was also a justice of the peace, serving in both
posts until 1868.

By 1872, when Dallasites held a “grand barbecue” to celebrate the arrival of the first railroad, 6,000 people
were living in a city that was fast becoming the main center of commerce in North Texas. Bryan was lauded from the
speakers’ platform. Later that same year the old pioneer was similarly acclaimed during groundbreaking ceremonies
for another railroad. These appear to have been the last two times that Bryan was publicly honored while still alive.

During the closing years of his life, the aging founder began a decline into some form of mental illness. On
February 3, 1877, a local paper reported that he had “lost his mind.” Shortly after this notice appeared, John Neely
Bryan was admitted to the State Insane Asylum in Austin, where he spent his final days. On September 18, 1877 the
sixty-six year old Dallas founder died, and was afterward buried in an unmarked grave on the asylum grounds.

Remarkably, Bryan was not memorialized until 1954, when the Daughters of the Republic of Texas erected
a modest monument in Dallas’ Pioneer Cemetery. In 2006, Bryan descendants placed a Confederate veteran’s grave
marker in the hospital cemetery in Austin, where their ancestor was laid to rest in undeserved obscurity nearly one
hundred and thirty years earlier. It could be said, however, that his greatest monument is the city he founded.




image11.jpeg
THE REPUBLIC OF TEXAS

hen Texas won its independence from Mexico in 1836, most Texians (as the citizens of the

Republic of Texas styled themselves) hoped that union with the United States would soon

follow. Although many Americans, including President Andrew Jackson, also favored im-
mediate annexation, Northern congressmen from “free labor” states were not as eager. As a slave state,
Texas would upset the prevailing balance of power. As one of his last official acts, Jackson signed a bill
extending U.S. recognition of Texas as an independent nation. In time, four other countries—Great
Britain, France, Belgium and the Netherlands—would also acknowledge the Texian government. In
contrast, throughout the nearly ten years of the Texas republic’s existence, Mexico continued to claim
sovereignty over its former province.

Sam Houston found himself head of a gov-
ernment in dire straits after taking office as the new
republic’s first president. Not only was there danger
of a Mexican invasion, but also a huge national debt.
Texas had no money. Unable to pay its soldiers, all
but 600 were furloughed. The others were never
called back. Houston tried to borrow $5 million from
the Bank of the United States to fund the govern-
ment, but a loan of less than a half million was ap-
|| proved. In desperation, Texas began printing paper
| money in 1837. Although these notes held their
| worth for a while, they eventually declined in value.

The government of the Republic of Texas
had three broad aims during Houston’s first adminis-
tration: to secure recognition of independence by
# Mexico, to protect the frontier against Indians, and to
& keep pushing for annexation to the United States.
The first was the most difficult to achieve, especially
after Texas formally claimed the Rio Grande, or Rio
Bravo del Norte, as its border. As a Mexican province,
e _ ¢ the boundary had been the Rio Nueces. Houston’s en-
Texan politician Sam Houston (1793-1863), lightened Indian policy, which included trying to se-

served as the first President of the Republic of cure for the Cherokees legal title to their land, was
Texas and Governor before he was deposed for relatively successful in keeping the “Indian problem”
refusing to swear allegiance to the Confederacy. at abeyance. As for annexation, when Massachusetts

Courtesy of Getty Images, Inc./Hulton Archives. ; >
? T congressman and former president John Quincy

Adams vehemently spoke out against it in 1838, it
was clear that Texas would not be invited to join the Union in the foreseeable future. An angry
Houston ordered Texas’ petition withdrawn. This strengthened a movement led by Mirabeau B.
Lamar, who envisioned a Texian empire that extended to the Pacific.
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Because the Texas constitution forbade consecutive terms, Houston could not run for re-election, and in 1838
Lamar was elected. Compared to Houston, the new president’s Indian policy was harsh. During his term Texians battled
incessantly with warlike Comanches and peaceful Cherokees alike. Affairs with Mexico were equally discordant. When
Lamar offered Mexico $5 million for recognition of independence and the Rio Grande as the boundary, he was rebuffed.
In 1841, he sent a small army to capture Santa Fe, New Mexico, which according to Texas’ boundary claims, lay inside the
republic. Members of the ill-fated “Texian Santa Fe Expedition” who survived battle were captured and marched into the
interior of Mexico, where they were imprisoned in Perote castle.

By the time Houston was elected to a second term in 1841, the capital of Texas had been moved from the
city named for him to a new settlement on the banks of the Colorado River. The town was called Austin, in honor of
the late Stephen E. Austin, the man who first brought Anglo-American settlers into Texas in the 1820s.

At this time Santa Anna was once again the president of Mexico. In March 1842 he sent an army into Texas,

which briefly captured San Antonio, Refugio, and Goliad, and
then retreated. In September, Mexican troops took San Antonio
for a second time, capturing all the town’s male Anglo-American
inhabitants. When they retreated, taking their prisoners with
them, Houston acted forcefully, although he stopped short of an
invasion of Mexico. Frustrated, 300 Texas soldiers crossed the
Rio Grande without authorization and attacked the town of
Mier. After they were defeated and taken prisoner, they were
forced to draw beans from a container to determine which of
them would be executed. Every man who drew a black bean—
one in ten—was shot. A white bean meant life; all the rest were
| incarcerated at Perote.
' From Washington-on-the-Brazos, where the capital was
| moved after Austin was deemed unsafe, Houston continued to
work for annexation to the United States. It was not until he left
office, however, that this goal was finally achieved.

During the presidential campaign of 1844, Texas voters
split into two camps: the planter class of East Texas, who favored
Houston’s moderate policies, and militant frontiersmen who
preferred Lamar. Although Houston was again barred from run-
ning for re-election by the Texas constitution, Dr. Anson Jones,
who promised to continue his policies, was elected over Edward

Mirabeau Buonaparte Lamar, first Vice-President of

the Republic of Texas, and its second President. Burleson, a Lamar supporter.
Courtesy of Texas State Library and Archives Commission. That same year, U.S. Secretary of State John C. Calhoun

concluded a treaty of annexation calling for Texas to become a
territory of the United States, but the Senate rejected it. As a result, the annexation of Texas became an issue in the
U.S. presidential campaign of 1844, with Democratic candidate James K. Polk favoring it, and Whig candidate
Henry Clay initially opposing the proposition. When Polk won, outgoing President John Tyler took it as a sign. At
his urging, Congress passed a Joint Resolution in March 1845 offering Texas terms of annexation.

When the Mexican government learned of the resolution, it declared that annexation would be considered
tantamount to a declaration of war. Trying to prevent annexation, Mexico belatedly offered to recognize the inde-
pendence of Texas, provided it did not join itself to another nation. On July 4, 1845, at a convention held in Austin,
Texian delegates rejected the Mexican proposition, voting instead to accept the U.S. offer. In the fall, voters con-
curred, and on December 29, 1845, after writing a constitution forming a republican form of government, Texas be-
came the 28th state in the Union. As his final act, on February 19, 1846, the date the new state government took of-
fice, outgoing Texas President Anson Jones lowered the Texas flag at a ceremony in Austin and declared: “The
Republic of Texas is no more!”
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U.S.-MEXICAN WAR

n March 1, 1845, President John Tyler signed a joint resolution of Congress, offering state-

hood to the Republic of Texas. Outraged, the Mexican government, which had never recog-

nized the independence of its former province, cut off diplomatic ties with the United States.
A little later, Mexico belatedly offered to recognize Texas’ sovereignty in return for a pledge to remain
independent. When the Texians rejected this proposal in favor of annexation to the U.S., Mexico
threatened war.

Fearing an invasion, Texas President Anson Jones asked for immediate U.S. protection. In
August 1845, troops led by Gen. Zachary Taylor set up camp at Corpus Christi, about 160 miles from
the Rio Grande. The adjacent sparsely settled land was “disputed territory” claimed by both Mexico
and the United States.

In the fall Polk sent diplomat John Slidell to Mexico not only to settle the “Texas Question,” but
also to negotiate the sale of New Mexico and California. Historians believe Mexico might have accepted
some compensation for the loss of Texas, but the sale of additional territory was out of the question. The
government  of  President

e Herrera refused to receive
. Slidell. After Gen. Mariano

Paredes overthrew Herrera,
Slidell returned to the U.S.
Whether he meant to
provoke a war or merely hoped
to bring Mexico to the bar-
gaining table is uncertain, but
following the failure of Slidell’s
mission, Polk ordered Taylor
to advance to the Rio Grande.
On March 28, the army arrived
at the north bank of the Rio
Grande. Opposite Matamoros,

x a o 5 Taylor built an earthen strong-
The Mexican War: Battle of Palo Alto, May 8, 1846. The first battle hold eillod Dort Texas: He also

of the war. . .
Beonith ol lithorits established a fortified supply

Courtesy of Corbis Images/Bettmann Collection. dePOt at nearbY Point Isabel.
The Mexican com-
mander at Matamoros demanded Taylor’s withdrawal. The man whose soldiers called “Old Rough
and Ready” refused. A month went by while the armies of both countries eyed each other warily
across the river. Finally, after the garrison at Matamoros was reinforced, troops commanded by Gen.
Mariano Arista crossed the Rio Grande and attacked an American scouting patrol. Taylor wrote to
Polk, informing him hostilities had commenced. After receiving the message, Polk announced:
“American blood has been shed upon the American soil.” On May 13, Congress declared war.
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In late April a company of Texas Mounted Volunteers led by Capt. Samuel Walker joined Taylor’s command.
Used for scouting, Walker’s “Rangers” were ambushed by Mexican troops on the prairie between Fort Texas and Point
Isabel on April 28, killing ten of them. This incident led Taylor to believe Arista intended to attack his supply depot.
Taylor left Fort Texas on May 1, leaving behind 600 men under Maj. Jacob Brown. On May 3, after the main American
force reached Point Isabel, they heard cannon fire reverberating across the prairie. Fort Texas was under siege.

On the afternoon of May 8, 1846, as Taylor was returning with the main body of his troops to Fort Texas, he
came upon a Mexican army led by Arista on the prairie at Palo Alto, about eight miles north of the Rio Grande.
During the ensuing battle, primarily an artillery duel, four American soldiers were killed and more than forty were
wounded, including Maj. Samuel Ringgold, whose “flying artillery” had been particularly effective against the
Mexican lines. Ringgold later died at Point Isabel. Mexican losses were about 150 killed and 300 wounded.

The next day as they continued their
march to the Rio Grande, Taylor’s forces found
the Mexican army well entrenched at Resaca de
la Palma, about two miles north of the river. A
second battle developed, in which both artillery
and infantry played important roles. After
much fierce fighting, the Mexican troops broke
and ran for the Rio Grande. Many were
drowned attempting to cross.

During the siege of Fort Texas only two
men were killed. One was Major Brown, for
" whom the fort was renamed.

’ During the weeklong siege of Fort
. Texas, Captain Walker risked his life carrying
+ dispatches to the fort and returning across the
- prairie, dodging Mexican patrols, to Point
In the center of this lithograph of the Battle of Palo Alto are some Isabel. He and his men also participated in the
cannons of the famed “flying artillery” batteries employed by the U.S.  y;ttles of Palo Alto and Resaca de la Palma.

T A Y In August 1846, San Antonio becam
the point of concentration for troops com-
manded by Gen. John E. Wool. In September

Wool’s army marched south and in February 1847, took part in the Battle of Buena Vista, a victory that made

General Taylor a war hero and helped him win the presidency in 1848.

Approximately 8,000 Texans served during the war in volunteer units, mostly mounted. Even the governor,
Pinckney Henderson, wore a uniform. So did former Texas president Mirabeau B. Lamar. Remembering the men of
the Alamo and Goliad and recalling the brutal treatment of the Santa Fe and Mier expedition survivors, many
Texans went to war with revenge in their hearts. Some units serving under Taylor were known for their retaliatory
“depredations.” One of the most notorious was a company led by Mabry B. “Mustang” Gray, which killed 24
Mexican civilians after a U.S. wagon train was ambushed. Atrocities committed by both sides created a legacy of
hate and mistrust that persisted long after the war was over.

Texans also served under Gen. Winfield Scott in Central Mexico. Samuel Walker, who helped firearms
manufacturer Samuel Colt develop the famous Walker-Colt revolver, was among the foremost. Ironically, after
Walker returned to Mexico in 1847 to use the new weapon in battle, he was killed while fighting Mexican guerril-
las at Huamantla.

Another noteworthy Texan was Col. John Coffee “Jack” Hays, who led two different regiments of mounted
volunteers in the war. The first, organized in 1846, saw action under General Taylor. The second was raised during
the summer of 1847. Five of the ten companies were assigned to frontier duty. The others, which included men
from Dallas and other North Texas counties, served in Mexico, where they arrived in the fall of 1847. Following the
fall of Mexico City, these men were used by General Scott to mop up guerrilla resistance.

The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which ended the war, settled once and for all the question of whether
Texas had the right to join the United States. It also established the Rio Grande as the boundary between that state
and Mexico.
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hen large groups of Americans started moving into the Texas area in the early 1800s at the
request of the Mexican government, they encountered various tribes of Indian peoples
who were as diverse in culture as the geography of Texas itself.

The first of these tribes were the Caddo tribes who were known to the early Spanish as Tejas,
from which Texas gets its name, or Texas Indians. This term, however, was applied to many tribes in the
Southwest as it simply means “friend” in the Caddo language. They were the leading tribe of what was
known as the Caddo Confederacy, which included the tribes of the Wichita, Kichai, Tawakoni, and Waco.

Long before American settlers began pushing into the northeast Texas area the Caddo
Confederate population had been greatly re-
duced due to constant wars with other tribes, the
Spanish, and European diseases such as small-
pox. By the time Texas became a Republic in
1836 these factors had greatly reduced the threat
of Indian attacks in East Texas.

In West Texas it was an entirely different
situation. It was here that the Americans en-
countered three Indian tribes that would make
settlement of west Texas a life-or-death situation
for both Texans and Indians. The first of these
were the Lipan, a subgroup of the Apaches. They
had the most contact with the early Texas set-
tlers, and fought many battles with them as they
pushed westward. In the later part of the 1800s,
however, the Lipan became allies with the
Texans in campaigns against other Indian tribes.

The other two tribes were the Kiowa,
who claimed to have killed more white people in
proportion to their numbers than any other
tribe, and the Comanche, superb horsemen
known as the “Lords of the plains.” Both would

' : fight the Texans until nearly the end of the 1870s.
Kiowa chief Sitting Bear, or Satank, who fought Texans When Texas settlers began arriving, the
for decades until being killed at age seventy. The sash
across his shoulder identifies him as a member of the
Koitsenko society, recognized as the ten bravest warriors

among the entire Kiowa tribe.
Courtesy of Corbis Images.

Comanches had already long conducted whole-
sale war against the Mexicans. By the 18th cen-
tury, the warrior strength of the Comanche na-
tion was overwhelming throughout the
providence of Texas. Operating from a region
known as the Comancheria, an area that stretched from the Arkansas River to the Pecos, raiding par-
ties struck hard against the encroachment of early Anglo-American settlers. Their power and mobil-
ity assured virtually unopposed access directly into Mexico, where Mexican settlements and isolated
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ranches became regular targets of brutal raids. For nearly half a century they destroyed, murdered, and scalped,
stole mules and horses, and took captives with impunity.

Of all the Plains Indian tribes, the Comanches posed the greatest threat to Texas settlements. As the Anglo-
Americans and European immigrants began moving up from the coastal areas and westward onto the Edwards
Plateau, the Comanches made settling Comancheria a perilous situation. The result was a series of conflicts—in
reality, an undeclared war—between the Texans and the Comanches and any other tribes that stood in the path of
Texas advancement.

When Texas became a republic in 1836, one of its first acts was to raise a force of Texas Rangers to deal with
hostile Indians attacks. The Rangers would be a constant source of irritation to the Comanche and other Indian
tribes as they conducted retaliatory strikes against any tribe who had sent out raiding parties against Texas settle-
ments. The Indians, for their part, kept constant pressure on the frontier. On several occasions Comanche raiding
parties threatened San Antonio, and a large Comanche strike force even raided the Gulf port town of Linville from
their bases in the Texas Panhandle and what is now western Oklahoma. The Rangers and the Comanches would en-
gage each other in a long and bloody contest for the next four decades.

When Texas became a state in 1845 the “hostile problem” fell under the jurisdiction of the Federal govern-
ment. Several attempts were made by government officials, both state and federal, to bring an end to the conflict
between Indians and settlers. In 1854, in an effort to stop the accelerating conflict on the Texas frontier, two large
reservations were established on the upper Brazos River. Some Indians came in and accepted reservation life, but
many others simply retreated to sanctuaries north of the Red River. Due to constant pressure from Anglo Texans,
the reservations themselves proved a failure, and in 1859 their inhabitants moved to what would become Oklahoma.
It would be the virtual end of the attempts to establish reservations in Texas. During the Civil War the Indians of the
Great Plains took full advantage of the relatively defenseless American frontier to strike vigorously at the inexorable
white incursion into their lands. Nowhere was this more evident than on the western plains of Texas, where
Comanche and Kiowa war parties were able to raid with impunity. In some places, such as west of Fort Worth, these
raids forced the line of settlements back almost a hundred miles, and even shut down county governments.

No longer restrained by the United States Army, the Plains Indians conducted open war on anyone who
dared enter their domain. In spite of treaties and negotiations with both the United States and the Confederate gov-
ernment, bands of Indian warriors raided across Texas from Kansas to the Mexican border. During this time the
Confederate States of America could ill afford to send any troops to protect the outlying settlements or ranches on
the frontier. Instead, it advised that anyone living near or beyond the line of settlements “fort up”—congregate in
fortified settlements— for the duration of the war.

\_
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s Texas (or “Texian”) troops advanced toward Santa Anna’s army at San Jacinto on 21 April

1836, they shouted: “Remember the Alamo!” Ever since, Texans have proudly remembered the

dramatic events that transpired in and around the crumbling mission station known as the
Alamo during the calamitous days of March and April 1836.

The “facts” of the Alamo battle take little time to tell. General Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna
became president of the Mexican Republic in 1833. Santa Anna, however, soon abolished the Mexican
Constitution and established himself as dictator. Soon, disorder broke out all across Mexico, includ-
ing Texas. Fighting began at Gonzalez in October 1835, and Mexican forces were expelled from San
Antonio de Bexar in December 1835. The Texas Revolution was on.

Reacting to the re-
bellion, and catching the
Texians unaware, Santa Anna
arrived at San Antonio weeks
before he was expected. San
Antonio had been originally
garrisoned by about 150
Texians (although various
reinforcements would bring
the total to around 250 de-
fenders) commanded by
Colonel James Clinton Neil.
Neil, however, left San
Antonio prior to the battle to
attend to sickness in his fam-
ily. Command of the garri-
son fell on 26-year-old
Lieutenant-Colonel William
Barret Travis. In the predawn
hours of 6 March 1836, after
a 12-day siege, 1800 assault
troops stormed the Alamo.
By daylight, the Alamo had
fallen, and all the defenders
killed. Included among the
Texian dead were Travis, volunteer Colonel Jim Bowie, and one-time congressman and frontier hero
Davy Crockett. There seem to have been about 600 total Mexican casualties—a staggering one-third of
the attack force.

This battle is remembered not only in Texas, but throughout the United States. The question
is, why is the Alamo generally remembered by Americans, while the Goliad massacre is forgotten?
Why is this unremarkable fight—a fight of questionable importance—remembered, when other

the charge of his troops at the storming of the Alamo. The initial assaults were

actually led by his subordinate officers.
Courtesy of the Granger Collection, New York.
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“important” battles such Saratoga (1777) or Hue (1968), events of greater significance, are almost completely for-
gotten? Further, why do Americans remember the battle of the Alamo as they do? What service does remembering
this battle in a particular way provide? Also, why are certain aspects of the Texas Revolution forgotten? For example,
how many Alamo aficionados remember that, in many ways, the Texas Revolution was part of a larger, Mexico-wide
struggle between Centralizers and Federalists? In the same vein, why is the panicked flight of Texians after the bat-
tle—the so-called “Runaway Scrape”—forgotten? The answer is, of course, that they introduce too many ambigui-
ties into an event that has become a simple tale of good versus evil.

Clouding the issue further, what happened during the battle is disputed. For example, did all the defenders
die? Were any defenders captured? Did Travis really draw his famous line? Did some try to escape after the defense
collapsed? How did the main players (Travis, Bowie, Crockett) die? All of these questions are in dispute. There
were contemporary stories that some defenders survived the fighting and escaped. Several Mexican sources de-
scribe how some men were captured and subsequently executed. Other accounts describe how when the Alamo
was no longer defensible, elements of the garrison attempted to escape. The accepted (and only) story of Travis’
death comes from his slave. Mexican accounts describe the killing of Jim Bowie in bed, but did he die wielding
twin “Bowie Knives,” or was he too sick to resist? Although no surviving noncombatant observed Crockett’s death,
because of television and motion pictures, Americans seem to be emotionally attached to the image of Crockett
going down fighting amid a pile of slain Mexican soldiers. Perhaps he did, but one Mexican source claims that
Crockett was captured and executed.

Americans tend to disconnect the Alamo from its cultural and historic context. The battle is seen as an iso-
lated event, an event outside of time. Indeed, the battle for the Alamo is a national, regional, and racial morality tale;
a tale that highlights all that is seen as good and decent about Texans, and by inference, all Americans. In popular
memory, the fall of the Alamo is a simple story. At this ruined mission, brave men fought against tyranny. This is
easy to understand because within this simplistic rendering of a complex event, it is only a matter of good versus
evil, right against wrong. This version requires no thought, introspection, or interpretation.

Americans remind themselves that at the Alamo brave individuals honorably struggled against a faceless
and despicable foreign mob. By viewing the Alamo as a contest between freedom-loving individuals and hordes of
ferocious Mexicans, the struggle demonstrates the laudable characteristics that Americans believed they possessed:
individuality, honor, bravery, and love of liberty. Ultimately, by fighting to the last man, by willing choosing to die
on the altar of Texas liberty, the Alamo defenders demonstrated a superior moral commitment—a moral commit-
ment not possessed by other peoples. Within the American imagination, when Davy goes down fighting like the last
of the Spartans at Thermopylae, or when Jim Bowie fights like a tiger to his last breath, they are demonstrating that
the archetypical “American backwoodsman” was stronger, braver, and more determined than the mindless hench-
men of a tyrant. Their heroic deaths justify and validate American-style liberty and democracy.

“Davy” represents the mythic image of the American frontiersman engaged in a life-or-death struggle
against not only tyranny, but an inferior foe. And the foe is important within the mythic image of the Alamo bat-
tle. Peoples gain self-identity not only by what they are, but through their enemies. For the Alamo to be truly sat-
isfying, the Mexican Army must be remembered in such a way as it acts as a mirror-image of the Americans.
Within this heroic discourse, Mexicans become “the Other.” Mexican soldados become the foil against which the
superior qualities of the defenders can be demonstrated. As remembered, “the Mexicans” don’t breach the
Alamo’s defensive perimeter, they “swarm” over the walls. Once inside the walls, this faceless mob kills, one-by-
one, heroic individuals.

Ultimately, within the Alamo tale, the Texian sacrifice becomes a Christian sacrifice. The Alamo defenders
willingly go to their deaths. They do not attempt to flee. As remembered, the Alamo defenders sacrificed themselves
so that Texas might live.
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THE TWO DEATHS
OF DAVID CROCKETT

rom almost the very moment the legendary Battle of the Alamo ended at dawn on Sunday,

March 6, 1836, David Crockett’s death became a subject of controversy. More than one hun-

dred and seventy years later, scholars are still debating whether the legendary frontiersman
was taken prisoner after the final assault and executed by order of Santa Anna, as depicted in the most
recent Alamo movie featuring Billy Bob Thornton, or went down fighting to the very end, as drama-
tized in an earlier motion picture epic starring legendary actor John Wayne.

Unfortunately, as many historians and other interested persons have pointed out, contempo-
rary accounts of Crockett’s death are contradictory and confusing. One New Orleans newspaper re-
= ported that the illustrious former congressman and six
other Alamo defenders tried to surrender. When re-
| fused, said the paper, they continued fighting until all
were killed. Another journal reported only that the cele-
brated Tennessee frontiersman went to his death fight-
ing to the very end. An Ohio paper claimed that a se-
verely wounded Crockett not only survived the battle
but also was still alive, although it admitted there was
little likelihood the story was true.

, Seeking to satisfy the public’s curiosity about
. Crockett—and also apparently to cash in on it—pub-
lishers released a flood of books that continues un-
abated into our own time. The very earliest of these was
Richard Penn Smith’s Colonel Crockett’s Exploits and
Adventures In Texas, printed within weeks of the fall of
the Alamo by Carey & Hart of Philadelphia, who also
brought out the late congressman’s autobiography in
1834. In the closing pages of his book, Smith wrote that
Crockett and five other defenders, the last ones left alive
at the conclusion of the battle, were persuaded to sur-
render by General Castrillon, who took them to Santa
Ana, whereupon he ordered their immediate execution.
e This and subsequent editions of the book, sometimes
“David Crockett,” by John Gadsby Chapman.  published under a different title, added that when
Courtesy of Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center. Crockett saw “the act of treachery,” he “instantly sprang
like a tiger at the ruffian chief, but before he could reach
him a dozen swords were sheathed in his indomitable
heart; and he fell and died without a groan, a frown on his brow, and a smile of scorn and defiance on
his lips.”
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SN T === In The Life of Colonel David Crockett, published nearly
AN '
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forty years later, author Edward S. Ellis included a similar ac-
count of the celebrated Tennessean’s last moments, but with
an interesting twist; in Ellis’ version, William Barret Travis, the
Alamo commander, also surrenders! Furthermore, the six
prisoners are killed with bullets rather than swords (or, as in
some other versions, with bayonets).

To exemplify his subsequent statement that “there can
be no certainty concerning the details of the fall of the Alamo,”
Ellis included a letter “recently published in the N.Y. Sun,”
from a correspondent who disputed another reader’s declara-
tion that Crockett was “one of the six survivors who, under
promise of being spared, at last surrendered, and were after-
ward treacherously put to death by Santa Anna’s orders.” This
was “all a mistake” the letter-writer protested. “No one surren-
dered. Crockett was killed inside the walls while defending
himself to the last, with his trusty rifle as a club.” (In 1903
artist Robert Onderdonk helped fix this image in the public
mind when he made an embattled Crockett, rifle raised above
his head, the centerpiece of his painting, Fall of the Alamo,
which hangs today in the Texas Governor’s Mansion. A little
more than fifty years later, Crockett was likewise depicted in
Walt Disney’s popular “Davy Crockett” television series, as
well as Republic Pictures’ The Last Command.)

In 1884, lay historian Captain Reuben M. Potter
protested author Marcus J. Wright’s statement “that the garri-
, = ) son of the Alamo surrendered,” which had earlier appeared in
= 7 <EN sty the Magazine of American History. Potter complained again in
This book illustration from The Life of David Crockett 1886, when an article in The Century magazine stated,

depicts a Mexican officer, presumably General “Crockett was killed by a bullet-shot while at his post on the
Castrillon, capturing a defiant—but cornered— outworks of the fort, and was one of the first to fall.” Potter,
Crockett. who agreed with Ellis that very little about the fall of the

From The Life of David Crockett: An Autobiography, by David

: j Alamo could be known with certainty, also authoritatively de-
Crockett, 1902, Stanton and Van Vliet Company Publishers.

clared, “the story of Crockett being captured with a gun-barrel
in one hand, and a huge knife in the other, and a semicircle of
dead Mexicans about him is pure fiction.”

Although a number of respected modern scholars say there are no eyewitness accounts of Crockett’s death
in battle, in 1935 a twentieth century lay historian, James DeShields of Dallas, included two in his book Tall Men
With Long Rifles, which consisted of material concerning Texas’ formative years, collected during the nineteenth
century. Both purported witnesses were former Mexican army officers who remembered in nearly identical stories
that not only was Crockett the last defender left standing, but also that he fought furiously, cornered in a room
where he was eventually overcome and either shot, according to one of the accounts, or stabbed to death by soldiers
with bayonets.

The ongoing modern debate regarding Crockett’s demise began in 1978 with the publication of former
Texas State Historical Association President Dan Kilgore’s controversial treatise, How Did Davy Die? Kilgore, who
has received his share of both praise and vilification, called attention to a then-recently translated diary of a
Mexican officer, Lt. Col. Jose Enriqué de la Pena, who said that he too witnessed the famous frontiersman’s death at
the Alamo. In an account that echoed Richard Penn Smith’s book, de la Pena claimed that seven surviving Alamo
defenders were taken to Santa Anna by General Castrillon. One of these men, he said, was Crockett. Although
Castrillon urged clemency, Santa Anna refused to consider it. To their credit, de la Pefia added, the seven captives all
died bravely and without begging for mercy.
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In this dramatic illustration Crockett, with Bowie knife upraised, is overwhelmed and killed as Mexican troops

overwhelm the doomed Alamo defenders.
From History of Our Wild West and Stories of Pioneer Life, by D. M. Kelsey, 1902, Stanton and Van Vliet Company Publishers.

Scholars who accept the veracity of de la Pefia’s account point out that it is supported by the diary of
Ramon Martinez Caro, Santa Anna’s personal secretary, who described the similar execution of five surviving
Alamo defenders, although Caro did not name the celebrated Crockett as one of them. Richard Penn Smith’s ver-
sion of Crockett’s demise has also been cited as corroborating evidence. Unfortunately, the one man who could
probably have cleared up the matter once and for all, namely General Castrillon, was killed at the Battle of San
Jacinto on April 21, 1836. If he left any written record of the incident, it has been lost to history.

Because the de la Pefia diary did not come to light until 1955, the same year a Walt Disney-inspired “Davy
Crockett craze” swept the United States, some interested persons have questioned its authenticity. Others have won-
dered if de la Pefia simply embellished his recollection of events by borrowing from Smith’s book. Several other
questions have also been raised. For instance, if de la Pena did actually witness the execution, how did he know that
one of the captives was Crockett? And why is there no mention of the incident in Santa Anna’s official battle report,
as well as his autobiography? Furthermore, if Santa Anna personally witnessed Crockett’s execution, why did he ask
to be shown the bodies of Bowie, Travis, and Crockett following the battle? No fewer than three witnesses are
known to have accompanied the Mexican president to the Alamo for that particular purpose. Moreover, although
survivor Susannah Dickinson did not actually see Crockett die, she testified that she saw his body lying between the
Alamo chapel and the so-called Long Barrack, in a spot that seems to correlate with the two eyewitnesses accounts
included in Tall Men with Long Rifles.

Interestingly, this sometimes-heated debate has become more than just a question of whose evidence is
most credible. Surrender, to many people’s way of thinking, smacks of cowardice. For some, even unwilling capture
followed by defiance in the face of impending execution seems far less noble than death in battle. For nearly two
centuries people not only in Texas, but also all over the world, have seen the Battle of the Alamo as a fight for free-
dom by men willing to risk their lives despite the odds against them. For many, to even suggest that David Crockett,
the most famous of all the Alamo defenders, gave up instead of fighting to the death is simply unthinkable.

In the meantime, another question arises: Will this issue ever be settled once and for all? The answer,
presently, is “probably not.”
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OF THE WEST”

ntonio Lopez de Santa Anna, forever general and several times president of Mexico, was the

best known and most important public figure among Mexicans and Texans during the years

of the Texas Revolution and the war between the United States and Mexico. He figured might-
ily in the controversies and stresses of those years. The historian H.H. Bancroft calls him the “most
conspicuous personage of the period.”

Santa Anna was born in Vera Cruz, Mexico in
1794. He became a cadet in the Spanish army, and
would later write that since boyhood he had been in-
clined toward a “glorious career” in arms. In the begin-
ning he had royalist leanings, and fought hard for Spain
against Mexican rebels. He soon, however, became a
military and political adventurer. An opportunist, he
was not afraid to change sides, and eventually turned
against Spanish rule to fight for Mexico’s independence.

At the time of Santa Anna’s arrival in politics,
the two major factions in Mexico were the Centralists,
who favored strong national rule, and the Federalists,
who wanted more power at the state level. Santa Anna
was in his heart a nationalist, although during his long
career he served both sides. When opportunity permit-
ted, he would push himself ahead as a man of power,
usually embracing the Centralist cause.

Attaining the rank of general, Santa Anna suc-
cessfully halted a Spanish invasion in 1829, becoming
the hero of the hour, hailed by many as Mexico’s savior.
In 1833 he became president. He would hold that office
a total of five times, and would often exercise dictatorial
powers. In his career he proved to be a man of unpre-
dictable habits. He loved his palatial country home and
spent great periods of time there, even while president,
issuing proclamations and directing the affairs of the
nation through subordinates in Mexico City. This did
ing that he was “at various times” President of ~ 11Ot Prevent his taking to thé rigors of‘the field to show
Mioxico, force in putting down rebellious enemies.

Courtesy of the Granger Collection, New York. In 1836 rebellion broke out in Texas. The pres-

ence of thousands of Anglo-Americans exacerbated re-
lations between Texas and Mexico City. These Americans represented a new culture in Texas, being
English speaking and Protestant. It must be stated, however, that a major cause of disagreement was
seen in the attitudes of Mexican Federalists, such as Lorenzo de Zavalla. Some of these men joined the
Texans’ cause because of their desire for a greater degree of self-government for that state.
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This 1849 Mexican lithograph portrays Santa
Anna in his military best. The Spanish caption
also hints at his checkered political career, not-





