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War with Mexico

American Blood Is Shed on American Soil
April 24, 1846

Relations between Mexico and the Uniled Stales had been strained for
some years before 1846 After winning its independence irom Spain, Mex-
ico had at first encouraged Americans (o sellle in its northern provinces,
but later attempled, unsuccessfully, to close its frontiers lo the flood of
immigrants. After only 15 years of independence, Mexico losl Texas to a
revolution led in farge measure by setilers from the United Stales, a lurn
of events that Mexico deeply resented. It also resenied the unabashed
American ambition (o possess more of Mexico's northern provinces, and
had rejecied repeated United Siates’ efforts 10 purchase California and
New Mexico. s government had refused to meet with American envoy
James Slidell when he was senl in 1845 with now offers 10 purchase
Mexican territory. Furiher, the couniry was weakened by domestic kou-
bles, including frequent coups and rebeflions, political disagreements over
whether Mexico should be a republic or o monarchy, and an economy
50 unstable that American business investors ofien lost their invesiments.
In fact, a commission of representatives from both countries had deler-
mined in 1840 that Mexico shauld pay $8.5 million in compensation, of
which it paid $5.25 million before exhausting ils (reasury and defaulling.

By July 1845, General Zachary Taylor had established an American
military oulpost on the leit bank of the Nucces River near Carpus Christi
Both Mexico and the Uniled States claimed the land between the Nueces
and the Rio Grande Del Norle; the United States claimed it had been
ceded in a treaty following the baide of San Jacinto, but the only Mexican
sipnalory had been Presideni-General Santa Anna, a prisoner of war al
the time. Mexico felt the terms had bheen negoliated under duress but
made no mililary move to reoccupy Texas, Mexican lorces remained south
of the Rin Grande, and, for a ime, the United Siates also respected the
sensilive nalure of the disputed zone. Bul on January 13, 1846, after
learning of the Mexican government's refusal lo negotiate with Stidell,
President Polk ardered General Taylor 1o advance into the contesled ter-
ritory. Taylor's troops began to form along the Rio Grande on March 23,
training their uns across the river loward the Mexican city of Matamoras.
When the Mexican commander al Matamoras demanded that American
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jorces withdraw beyondl the Nucces, Taylor imposed a blockade at the
mouh of the Rio Grande, severing Mexican supply lines (0 Matamoras.
On Aprit 24, Genesal Asista of the Mexican Army sent a scouling party
some 30 miles up the river from Matamoras, which crossed to the north
bank of the Rio Grande. Taylor gromplly dispatched a reconmaissance
party of 63 deagoons (o monitor Mexican tronp movements. The American
detachment was challenged by the Mexican cavalry unil. Shots were ex-
changed, and 16 American solihers were killed or wounded. As a member
of Taylot's forces wiole in his journal that night, “War has commenced.”
in battles on May 0 and 9 at Palo Allo and Ruesaca de la Palma, American
woops pushed much larger Mexican forces back across the Rio Grande.

e First Impressions: “By Act of the Republic of
Mexico, War Exists”

Before learning of the incident al the Rio Gramde, President Polk and his
Cabinet had decided 1o go 10 war. Despite Palk’s initial success in winning
conressional approval ol his plans, the debate over whether or not
American actions were justified was far from over.

Source 1: President James K. Polk's diary

Saturday, Yth May, [816.-The Cabinet hield a regular meeting voday; all the
members were present. ) brooghn up the Mexican question, and the guestion of
what was the duty of the administrtion in the presem state of our selations with
that country. The subject was very Tully discusscd, Al agreed ihat il the Mexican
forces at Matamoras commidted any act of hosiility on General Taylor's (orces i
should immedinely send a message 10 Congress recommending an immediate
declarntion aof war, 1 staicd 10 the Cabinct that up to this time, as we knew, we
had heard of no open act of aggression by wthe Mexican army, but tit the danger
was imminent that such acts would he commiticd. 1 said that in my opinion we
had ample cause of war, and that it was impossible that we could seand in sfaiu
quo, or that 1 thougin | could reamin sileat much longer; tha 1 thought it was
my duty to send @ message 1o Congress very soon and rccommend definite meas:
ures. 1 told them that 1 thoughit | ought 1o make such a message by Tuesday next,
that the country was excited and impaticst on the subject, and if 1 failed 10 do
so | would noi be doing my duty. 1 ihen propuunded the distinct fuestion o the
Cabinet, and 100k sheir opinions individually, whether | should make a message
1o Congress on Tuesday, and whether in that message | should recommend a
declieation of war agalnst Mexico. All except the Sccrctary of the Navy gave
their advice in the affiomative. Mr. Bancrolt dissented but said if any act of hos
ity should be commitied by the Mexican furces e was then in favour of im-
mediate war, Mr. Duchanan said he would feel better satisficd in his coursc il the
Mexican forces had of should commit any act of hostility, but that as maiers
stood we had ample causc of war against Mexico, and gave his assent to (he
MEIswT. . . .

Abot 6 O'Clock p.m. Gen. R Jones, the Adjutant-Genertf of the arniy,
called and handed to me dispatches recetved from General Taylor by the Southeen
mail which had just arrived, giving information that a pant of the Mexican army
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had crossed the Del Norie and atacked and killed and captured (W0 COMPANICS
of dragoons of General Taylor's army consisting of 63 officers and men. . . . I
ymmediately summoncd the Cabinet 10 mect at 7' O'Clock this cvening. The
Cabinct accordingly assembled at that hour; all the members prescnt, The subject
of the dispatch reccived this evening from General Taylor, as weil as the state of
our relations with Mcxico, were fully considered, The Cabinet were unanimously
of opinion, and it was so agreed, that 3 message should be scnt 1o Congress of
Monday . . . recommending vigorous & prompt measures 10 cnable the Executive
10 proscculc the war.

source 2: President Polk’s diary

Monday, 11th May, 1846.—1 refuscd to sce company generaliy this morning. 1
carcfully revised my miessage on the Mexican ucstion. . . .

1 addressed {notes] to Scoatoes Cass and Benton this morning requesting
them to call. Gen. Cass called first. The message was read (o him and he highly
approved it. Col. Denton called before Gen. Cass feft, and 1 gave him the copy
of the message and he retired 1o :n adjoining room and read it. Aficr he had
sead it 1 had a conversation with him alonc. 1 found hc did not appsove it in all
its parts. He was willing to vote men and moncy for defense of our territory, but
was not prepared o make aggressive war on Mexico. 1Fe disapproved the march:
ing of the army from Corpus Christi to the left bank of the Del Norte, but said
he had never said so o the public. | had a full conversation with him, and he
left without satisfying me that 1 could rcly on his suppost ... further than the
mere defence of our ICITitory. 1 inferred, 100, from his conversation that he did
not think the territory of the United States extended West of 1he Nucces River.

Al 12 O'Clock 1 scot my mcssage (o Congress. It was a day of great anxicty
with me. Between 5 & 6 O'Clock p.m. M. Slidell, United States Ministcr to Mcx-
ico, calicd and informed mc that the House of Represeatatives had passcd a bill
carrying out the recommmendations of the message by 2 vote of 173 ayes o B4
nocs, and that the Scoate had adjourned afier 3 debate without coming (0 2
decision.

My private sccretary brought mc a nowe from Col. Nemton desicing infor-
mation as to the number of men and amount of money requircd 10 defend the
country. . .. The Secrctarics of War and Stae called a few minutes beforc 8
O'Clock but before 1 had consulted the formec n ¢elation 10 Col. Denton’s note,
Col. Beaton camc in . .. | told him if the war {was) cecognized by Conpress, that
witly 2 large force oa land and sca 1 thought it could be speedily terminated. Col.
Denton said that the Tio. Repts. {House of Representatives) had passcd a bill today
declaring war in oaly two hours, and that one and a half hours of that time had
been occupicd in reading e documents which accompanicd My MesSage, and
that in his opinion in the nincteenth century war should not be declared without
full discussion and much more consideration than had been given (o it in the
Ho. Repts. Mr. Buchanan then remarked that war already existed by the act of
Mexico hersell and therefore did not require much deliberation to satisly all that
we ought promptly and vigorously Lo mecet it. M. Marcy and Mr. Buchanan dis-
cussed the subject for some time with Mr. Benton, but without any change of
opinion. . . .

The Whigs in the Senale will oppose it fthe war declaration] on pacty
grounds probably, if they can get Mr. Calhoun, Mr. Benton, and t1w0 Of three
other Senators prolessing 0 belong to the Democratic party to join thcm 50 25
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(o make a majority against the bill. ... I am fully satisficd that all that can save
the bill in the Senate is the fear of the people by the few Democratic Senators
who wish it defeated.

Source 3: Presgdcnt Polk's message to Congress, May 11,
184

The gricvous wrongs perpetrated by Mexico epon our citizens throughout a long
period of years remain uneedressed, and soleman treaties pledging her public faidy
for this redeess have becen disregarded. A povernment unable or unwilling 10
enforce execution of such treatics fails one of its plainest duties.

Qur commerce with Mexico has been almost annihilated. It was formerly
highly beneficiat to both nations, but our merchants have been deterred from
prosecuting it by the sysicm of outrage and extortion which the Mexican authori-
tics have pursued against them, whilst their appeals theough their own Govern-
ment for indemnity have been made in vain. Our forbearance has gone to such
an extreme 35 10 be mistaken in its character. Had we acied with vigor in repelling
the insults and redressing the injuries inflicted by Mexico at the commencement,
we should doubtless have escaped all the difficulties in which we are now in-
volved.

Instead of this, however, we have been exerting our best cfforts 1o propitiate
her good will. Upon the pretext that Texas, a nation as independent as herself,
thought proper to unite its destinies with our own, she has affecied 10 believe
that we have severed her rightful territory, and in official proclamations and manj-
festoes has repeatedly threatened 1o make war on us for the purpose of recon-
guering Texas. In the meantime we liave tried every cffort at reconciliation. The
cup of forbearance had been exhausted even before the recent information from
the frontier of the Del Norte. But now, after reiterated menaces, Mexico bas
passed the boundary of the United States, has invaded our territory, and shed
Amecrican blood upon the American soil. She has proclzimed that hostilities have
commenced, and that the two nations are now at war.

As war exjsis, and, notwithstanding all our cfforts to avoid it, exists by the
act of Mexico hersell, we are called upon by every consideration of duty and
patriotism o viadicate with decision the honor, the rights, and the interests of
ouf country.

Source 4: Horace Greeley's editorial, New York Tribune,
May 12, 1846

Our Country, Right or Wrong!

This is the spirit in which a portion of the Press, which admits that our treatment
of Mexico has been ruffianly and piratical, and that the invasion of her territory
by Gen. Taylor is a flagrant cutrage, now exhoris our People to rally in all their
strength, to lavish their blood and treasuee in the vindictive prosecution of War
on Mcxico. We protest against such counsel. . . .

We can easily defeac the armics of Mexico, slaughter them by the thousands,
and pursuc them perhaps o their capital; we can conquer and ‘annex’ their
territory; but what then? Have the histories of the ruin of Greek and Roman
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liberty consequent on such extensions of empire by sword no lesson for us? Who
pelicves that 2 score of victorics ovee Mexico, the -annexation’ of half her prov.
nces, will give us morc Liberty, 2 purer moarality, 2 mofe prosperous Industry,
thap we now have? ... s not Life miserable enough, comes not Dcath soon
cnough, without resort to the hideous enginery of War?
People of the United States! Your Rulers are precipitating you into 2 fathom-

jess abyss of crime and calamity! Why sleep you thoughtiess oa its verge, 15
though this was not your business, or Murder could be hid from the sight of God
by @ few flimsy rags catled banners? Awake and arrest the work of hutchery cre
1t of wholesale staughter!

it shall be 00 late to prosceve your souls from the gui

President Polk’s diary

1846.~The Cabinel held a repul
Mexican question Wis the subject of conversation, ad
the Bill which passed the llouse on yesterday would pass the Senate to-day. .. .
At 7 O'Clock p.m. Y private secretary returned from the Capitol and an
nounced that the Bill which passed the Ho. Repts. on yesterday, making a formal
dectaration of war against Mexico had passed the senate by a vole of 42 ayes 10
2 poes, with somt immaterial amendment in its details. c represented 10 me
that the debate in the Senate today was most animating and trilling.

Source 5:
ar mecting today. ... The

Tucsday, 12th May,
d atl had doubis whether

By the President of the United States of

Source 0:
America: A pProclamation

Whereas the Congress of the United SaLes. by virtuc of the constitutional authos
ity vested in them, have declared by their act bearing date this day that “by the
act of the Republic of Mexico o state of war exists berween that Government
and the United States.”

Now, therefore, 1. James K. polk, President of the United States of Amernicy,
do hereby procliim the same to all whom it may concern. - . -
Done at the city of Washington. the 13t day of May, AD 1846, and of the

independence of the United States the seventicth.

source 7: President polk's diary
Saturday, 30th May, 1846.-A plan of the campaign against Mexico and the man-
ner of prosecuting the war was fully considered. 1 brought directly 10 the con-
sideration of the Cabinct the question of ordering an cxpedition of mountcd men
10 California. [ stated that if the war should be protracted for any considerable
time, 1t would in MY judgment be very jmportant that the U.4. sl i
tary possessio he time peace wis made, and 1 deciarcd my
purposc 1o be California, New Mexico, and perhaps some
others of the Northern jco whenever a peacc was made. In Mt

Slidell’s secret instructions last autumn these objocts were included. Now that
we were at war (he was much betict. . - - In these

n of California at t
10 acquire Tor the us.,
Provinces of Mcx
sospect of acquiring them

views the Cabinct concurred.

Waur Exisis”
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Source 8: Senator Lewis Cass of Michigan’s speech
supporting appropriations for the war with
Mexico, February 10, 1847

We do not want the peopk: of Mexico, cither as citizens or subjects. All we want
is a portion of territory which they nominally hold, generally uninhabited, oc,
where inhabited at all, sparsely so, and with a populaton which would soon
recede, or identify itselfl with ours,

Source 9: Senator Thomas Corwin of Ohio’s speech
opposing appropriations for the war, February
11, 1847

What is the territory. Mr. President, which you propose to wrest from Mexico?
It is consecrated to the heart of the Mexican by many a well-fought bawle, with
his old Castilian master. His Bunker 1Hlis, and Saratogas, and Yorkiowns are there.
The Mexican can say, “There I bled for liberty! and shall { surrender that conse-
crated home of my affections to the Anglo-Saxon invaders! What do they want
with 1t? They have Texas alteady. . .. What clse do they want? To what shall 1
point my children 1s memorials of that independence which [ bequeath to them,
when those battle fields shall have passed from my possession?”

Sir, had one come and demanded Bunker Hill of the peopic of Massachu-
setts, had England's lion ever showed himsclf there, is there a man over thirteen,
and under nincty wlhio would not have been ready to meet him=is there a field
but would have been piled high with the unburicd bones of slaughtered Ameri-
cans before these consecrated batdefields of liberty should have been wrested
from us? But this sime American gocs into a sister republic, and says to poor,
weak Mexico, “Give up your territory—you are unworthy 10 possess it—I have got
a onc-half already—all [ ask of you is 10 give up the other!” England might as well,
in the circumstances | have described, have come and demanded of us, “Give up
the Atlantic slope-give up this rifling territory from the Alleghany mountains
10 the sea; it is only . . . about one-third of your Republic, and the least intercsting
poriicn of it.” What would be the response? They would say, we must give this
up to John Bull. Why? “He wants room.” The Senatos from Michigan [Lewis Cass)
says he ‘must’ have this. Why, my Christian brother, on what principle of justice?
*l want room!”

Sir, loak at this pretense of want of room. With twenty millioas of people,
you have about one thousand millions of acres of land, iaviting seulement by
every conceivable argument . .. and allowing every man o squat where he
pleases, But the Senator from Michigan says we will be two hundred millions in
a few years, and we want room. If | were a Mexican § would tell you, “Have you
nol room in your own country 1o bury your dead men? If you come into mine
we will greet you with bloody hands, and welcome you to hospitable graves.”

Wy, says the Chairman of this Committee of Foreign Relations, it is the
most reasonable thing in the world! We ought to have the Day of San Francisco.
Why? Decause it is the best harbor on the Pacific! It has been my foriune, Mr,
President, to have practiced 1 good deal in criminal courts in the course of my
life, but I never yet heard a thief, arraigned for stealing a horse, plead that it was
the best that he could find in the country! . ..
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Let us abandon all idea of acquiring further territory, and by conscquence
cease at onceto prosccute this war Let us call home ou?d armics, and bring them
41 once within our owWR acknowledged limits. Show Mexico that you arc sincere
when you 5ay you desire nothing by conquest. She has learncd that she cannot
encountcr You in war, and if she had not, she is 100 weak to disturh you liere.
Tender her peace, and my life on it, she will then accept it. But whether she
ghall or not, You witl have peace witlout her consent. It is your invasion that

has made war, your retreat will restore peace.

Resotution of the Massachusetts Legislature,

Source I10:
April 26, 1847

Resolved, that the present war with Mexico .. was unconstitutionally com-
menced by the order of the President 10 General Taylor 0 take possession of
erritory in dispute - - - qnd that it is now waged by 3 powcrl’ul nation against 2
weak neighbor . . - for the dismemherment of Mexico, and for the conquest of ...
territory from which slavery has been . excluded, with the triple object of
extending slavery, of strengthening the slave power, and of obtaining the control

of the Free 5tates.
Resolved, that
unjust and unconstitutio
against freedom, against
against the free states.

objects, so wanton,
¢ regarded as a3 war
the Union ... and

est, SO hateful in its
nd characicr, must b
justice, against

such a war of conqu
nal in its origin 3
humanity, 2gainst

Source 11: Democratic Party Pladorm of 1848

Mexico. provoked on her pa

injury, was commenced by het army crossing the Rio
American Lroops, and invading our sister State of Texas, and that, upon 2

principles of patriotism and laws of nations. iLis 2 justand 0
ican citizen should jave shown himsell

his country, and acither moraily not physicaliy, by word or by deed, have
aid and comfort {0 the enemy.”

Resolved, That the war with

h in the

aham Lincoln's specc
1848

Congressman Abr
atatives, January 12,

House of Represc

ident sent the army i
d ncves submisted, by

Source 12:

[T} any onc should declare the Pres
tement of Mexican people, who ha
1o the authority of Texas or of the United States,
first blood of the war was shed, there is pot onc
said, which would cither admit or deny the declaration. This strange
.. could not have occu

{ introduced a prea

the President out, if possibie,
my understaading 0

relevancy, 1 proposc 10 state
the boundary between Texas and Mexico. it is, that

mble, resclution, and jnicrrogatori

wherever Texas was ex

epublic of Mexdca, War Exists”

rt by ycars of insult and
Grande, auacking the
Il the
pCessATy War on our
on the side af
“given

nto the midst of a sct-
consent or by force,
and that there, and therchy the

word in all the president has
omission

rred but by design. . .
€S, iniended to dFAW

ble, on this hithesto untrodden ground To show their
f the truc rule for asceelaining
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ing jurisdiction, was hers; and wherever Mexico was exercising jucisdiction, was
hers: and that whatever separated the actual exercise of jurisdiction of the onc,
from that of the other, was the wrue boundary between them. If, as is peobably
true, Texas was exercising jurisdiction along the western bank of the Nueces,
and Mexico was exercising it along the eastern bank of the Rio Grande, then
naither river was the boundary; but the uninhabited country between the two,
[Alll Mexico, including Texas cevolutionized against Spain; and sult later,
Texas revolutionized 2gainst Mexico. In my view, just so far as she carried lier
revolution, by obuining the acrual, willing or unwilling submission of the pco-
ple, so far, the country was hers, and no farther. Now, sir, for the purpose of
I obtaining the very best evidence, as to whether Texas had actually carried her
1 revolution, 1o the place where the hostilities of the present war commenced, let
the President answer the interrogatories I proposed. ... Let him answer fully,
fairly, and candidly. Let him answer with fucts, and not with arguments. Let Bim
remember he sits where Washington sat, and so remembering, ket him answer,
as Washington would answer. .. . And if, so answering, e can show that the soil
was ours, where the first blood of the war was shed—that it was not within an
inhabited country, or, il within such, that the inhabitants had submitied them-
selves to the civil authority of Texas, or of the United States, . .. then | am with
him for his justification. . .. But if he can not, or will not do this. .., then I
shall be fully convinced, of what | more than suspect ajready, that he is deeply
conscious of being in the wrong—that he feels the bload of this war, like the
blood of Abel, is crying to Heaven against him; that he ordered General Taylor
into the midst of 3 peaceful Mexican sctijement, purposcly to bring on a war.

ol e A e et

The Outcome of the War

The conilict that began on the banks of the Rio Grande in April 1846
ended two years fater with the triumphal entry of an American army inlo
Mexico City, an action that ultimately provided the opening phrase of the
Marine Hyma, “From the halls of Monlezuma (lo the shores of Tripoli).”
Nor were Uniled States triumphs confined to Texas. On June 7, 1846,
American seltlers in California proclaimed the territory’s independence of
Mexico; Commodare John Sloat scon landed al Monterey to claim Cali-
fornia for the United States, which annexed it in August. The war inspired
greal acts of courage and heroism on both sides. The Treaty of Guadelupe
Hidalgo that restored peace granted the United Slates possession of New
Mexico and California and acknowledged Lhe Rio GCrande as the Texas
border. The United States paid Mexico $15 million for these land cessions
and agreed 1o reimburse its own citizens the $3.25 million owed them
by Mexico.

Source 13: Przsident Polk's message to Congress, July 6,
1848

{ tay before the Congress copies of a treaty of peacc, friendship, limits, and
settlement between the United States and the Mexican Republic. . . .
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