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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is not a history of the Mexican War. Rather, it is the very personal story of the young men of West Point, marching into battle for the first time, learning well the rules and tactics of engagement.

  I have always been fascinated by the theme of potential, and that thematic thread weaves through my body of work. How and why individuals blossom from rather ordinary citizens into world-changing historical figures, fulfilling their innate potential even as others around them wither or let their talents lie fallow, makes for powerful narrative.

  The story you are about to read is the most poignant example of potential I have yet encountered. While researching, I was struck time and again by the way a group of regular young men were transformed by their experiences under fire, and how those experiences molded them into the great generals and statesmen they would one day become. Through their letters, memoirs, and personal histories, these figures became very much alive to me. I came to understand how intimately they knew one another from their years at West Point and then on the battlefields of Mexico. It was only when I finished writing about their Mexican War experiences that I allowed myself to read the rest of the story and look a dozen or so years down the road to the Civil War. It was thrilling to see how this brotherhood had shown the extent of their potential during the great campaigns of the Mexican War, but it was also heartbreaking to realize that these characters whom I had come to know so well would later become so devoted to killing one another. They were not dispassionate men. One can only imagine how gut wrenching it must have been to peer across a Civil War battlefield and remember the brotherhood once shared with the opposing general. The fact that many of these men resumed their friendships once that war ended is testimony to the enduring bonds forged at West Point and in Mexico.

  — Martin Dugard

  Rancho Santa Margarita, California

  January 2008

  


APPOMATTOX

It was Palm Sunday, 1865, when General Robert E. Lee rode forth to surrender. The brilliant Confederate tactician had struggled with the decision for two days, but now the time had come. His vaunted Army of Northern Virginia, which had bewildered and frustrated its Union opponents throughout the Civil War, was camped just outside the village of Appomattox Courthouse, hemmed in on three sides by a sixty-thousand-strong Union force. Rather than try to fight his way out once more, Lee had chosen to avoid further bloodshed. It was time for the war that had divided America to come to an end.

  The home of a man named Wilmer McLean was chosen, somewhat randomly, as the site where Lee would meet with the Union commander Ulysses S. Grant to lay down his sword. McLean had once lived near the battlefield of Manassas, but a shell had burst through one of his windows during the war’s opening battle, and he had moved to get away from the hostilities. Now, by mere coincidence, the war had found him once again.

  Lee arrived first, resplendent in polished black boots, a pressed gray uniform, an expensive ceremonial sword, and a clean yellow sash. With him were Colonel Orville Babcock and Major Charles Marshall. Lee was a stately man who had been a soldier his entire adult life. To show up for such a momentous ceremony in a uniform that was less than his very best would have been unthinkable, even on this heartbreaking occasion.

  The three men sat quietly in McLean’s parlor, listening for the telltale rumble of approaching hoofbeats. An orderly had been directed to stand out on the road and direct Grant toward the house.

  A half hour later, at 1:30 in the afternoon, the Union general trudged up the front steps. He had ridden thirty-five miles through April mud to be there and was clad in spattered boots and a private’s uniform, onto which he had pinned shoulder boards displaying the three stars of a lieutenant general. He wore no sword, sash, or sidearm, and one of his coat buttons was in the wrong hole. “Grant,” noted one of his staff, Colonel Amos Webster, “covered with mud in an old faded uniform, looked like a fly on a shoulder of beef.”

  It was not the first time the two great generals had come face-to-face. Grant later told friends that as he walked up those steps to accept Lee’s unconditional surrender, he felt a sudden embarrassment. Grant was fearful Lee would think his appearance was retribution for a long-ago rebuke during the Mexican War.

  “I met you once before, General Lee,” Grant began as they made their introductions, “while we were serving in Mexico, when you came over from General Scott’s headquarters to visit Garland’s brigade, to which I then belonged. I have always remembered your appearance, and I think I should have recognized you anywhere.”

  “Yes,” Lee replied cordially, setting Grant at ease. “I know I met you on that occasion, and I have often thought of it and tried to recollect how you looked, but I have never recalled a single feature.”

  The two old soldiers sat down facing each other. Then, for the next few minutes, before getting down to the business of bringing to a close the most horrific war in U.S. history, Grant and Lee spoke of Mexico, where they had both worn blue, and where they first learned how to fight.

Texas was originally a state belonging to the Republic  of Mexico. It extended from the Sabine River on the east to the Rio Grande on the west, and from the Gulf of Mexico on the south and east to the territory of the United States and New Mexico — another Mexican state at that time — on the north and west. An empire in territory, it had but a very sparse population, until settled by the Americans who had received authority from Mexico to colonize. These colonists paid very little attention to the supreme government, and introduced slavery into the state almost from the start, though the constitution of Mexico did not, nor does it now, sanction that institution. Soon they set up an independent government of their own, and war existed, between Texas and Mexico, in name from that time until 1836, when active hostilities very nearly ceased upon the capture of Santa Anna, the Mexican president. Before long, however, the same people — who with the permission of Mexico had colonized Texas, and afterwards set up slavery there, and then seceded as soon as they felt strong enough to do so — offered themselves and the State to the United States, and in 1845 their offer was accepted. The occupation, separation, and annexation were, from the inception of the movement to its final consummation, a conspiracy to acquire territory out of which slave states might be formed for the American Union.

   Even if the annexation itself could be justified, the manner in which the subsequent war was forced upon Mexico cannot.

— ULYSSES S. GRANT, MEMOIRS
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PROLOGUE

On March 16, 1802, President Thomas Jefferson signed into law the Military Peace Establishment Act, creating a U.S. military academy. The school would be located on a bluff at West Point, at an S-shaped bend in the Hudson River that the American general Benedict Arnold had famously offered to hand over to the British during the Revolutionary War. Major Jonathan Williams, a grandnephew of Benjamin Franklin’s who dabbled in philosophy but had an even greater passion for engineering, was named the academy’s first superintendent. The school opened on July 4 of that year, and three months later, Cadet Joseph Swift successfully passed a series of oral exams to become the institution’s first graduate. He was just eighteen years old, and perhaps the most notable aspect of his brief tenure at the academy was that he had once threatened to kill an instructor.

  Jefferson, a fifty-nine-year-old stalwart of the Democratic-Republican Party, was an avowed pacifist with a passion for global exploration. This put him in the complicated position of coveting the North American continent’s unknown territories while being opposed to the military force needed to obtain and maintain them. Jefferson had once harangued George Washington about the unconstitutionality of a school that would create a warrior class. But less than three years after the great general’s death, Jefferson had set aside his ideals concerning the military and expansionism, pragmatically recognizing that trained warriors would be needed to mold and protect America’s future. Just twenty-three years after they had lost control of their American colonies, large numbers of British redcoats were stationed a few hundred miles north of West Point, arrayed along the Canadian border like an avenging force. Jefferson knew that the impression of a strong American military was the most effective way of averting future wars.

  Just one year later, with another stroke of the pen, Jefferson purchased the Louisiana Territory from cash-poor France for fifteen million dollars. Napoleon Bonaparte needed money to fund a new series of wars and recognized that the American continent was an indefensible strategic liability for a European nation. Jefferson immediately dispatched his personal secretary, Captain Meriwether Lewis, on an epic journey to investigate this new frontier. Though Lewis led a group of men known as the Corps of Discovery, the trip was military in nature, a scouting incursion that pushed beyond the boundaries of the Louisiana Purchase all the way to the Pacific coast, reaching lands that Captain James Cook had claimed for Britain in 1778.

  The logistical demands of American expansion meant that the establishment of West Point, the Louisiana Purchase, and the Corps of Discovery were very much connected. West Point’s curriculum emphasized engineering and mathematics over military tactics, and it was no coincidence that Superintendent Williams was also given command of the newly formed Army Corps of Engineers: the cadets weren’t being trained for battle so much as learning to build frontier garrisons and bridges and roads. The War of 1812, however, was a reminder that the army also had to be a fighting force. America won that conflict, thanks in part to the valor of West Point graduates such as that very first graduate, Joseph Swift — “Number 1” in academy lore. Swift not only distinguished himself in the field at the Battle of Crysler’s Farm, but he also used his engineering skills to design New York City’s defensive fortifications and then went on to help rebuild Washington, D.C., after the British burned it to the ground in August 1814.

  Cadets entering West Point knew they would receive (free of cost) one of the finest engineering educations available anywhere and then graduate into a career of low pay, slow advancement in rank, and — following the War of 1812 peace treaty with Great Britain — little prospect of battlefield glory. Still, a military commission offered a level of social status and — with few exceptions — could only be attained by graduating from that academy overlooking the Hudson. As a result, and despite the trade-offs, a steady trickle of applicants eager to join the Long Gray Line petitioned their congressman for an appointment. Prospective cadets were required to be at least four feet nine inches tall, between the ages of fourteen and twenty, free of physical defect, and well educated in reading and arithmetic. Each congressman, in turn, would forward the applications on to the secretary of war, who would send them on to the president for final approval. The competition was fierce, and there were no state or regional quotas. When applying, it paid to have connections in high places.

  The student body at West Point often numbered no more than 250. A typical graduating class averaged 60 cadets, all held to rigorous standards. The curriculum favored mathematics and engineering skills but also included French, drawing, chemistry, ethics, history, geography, infantry drill, and, for two hours every second afternoon, artillery practice. Alcohol, tobacco, playing cards, leaving academy grounds, and drunkenness were forbidden. Cadets were not allowed to have cooking utensils or novels in their room, and the library was open for just two hours per week, on Saturday afternoons, as reading excessively for pleasure was considered detrimental to a budding soldier’s focus on his studies. These rules were broken on a regular basis, the resulting punishment sometimes as grand as expulsion or, more commonly, demerits, often resulting in diminished cadet rank and status. As intended, however, the tight strictures and modest enrollment brought about a deep and positive sense of community. The cadets learned well the strengths and weaknesses of their peers and were such a close-knit bunch that one graduate referred to the corps of cadets as “the very Siamese twins of society.” Long before Shakespeare wrote his famous St. Crispin’s Day speech in 1599, in which Henry V proclaims his soldiers to be a “band of brothers,” military men everywhere understood what that phrase meant; so, in time, did the men of West Point.

  Some of those brothers would make indelible marks on American history. In its first five decades alone, West Point graduated men whose names would become synonymous with the nation: Jefferson Davis, Robert E. Lee, William Tecumseh Sherman, Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson, George Gordon Meade, and many more.

  The least of those brothers, academically speaking, were those who graduated last in their class each year — the goats. Among these was George Pickett, a Virginian who became something of a cult figure for graduating fifty-ninth in a class of fifty-nine and then later led one of the most famous cavalry charges in the history of modern warfare.

  Lee was, perhaps, the best of them. A methodical perfectionist and son of a Revolutionary War hero who later fell on hard times, the Virginian finished second in the class of 1829. He did not receive a single demerit during his four years at West Point, a record that could never be broken. In 1852 he would return to act as superintendent.

  Two of Lee’s forebears had signed the Declaration of Independence, but a third — Lee’s father — had a far more profound place in American history. Henry Lee was better known as Light-Horse Harry for the dashing manner in which he charged Lee’s Legions, his combined infantry-cavalry unit of partisan soldiers, into battle during the Revolutionary War. Lee, who graduated from the College of New Jersey in 1773 (the institution changed its name to Princeton University in 1896) at the age of eighteen, was not only one of George Washington’s favorite officers but also one of the youngest. At the age of twenty, he was a captain in the First Continental Light Dragoons; two years later he was a major; and at the Battle of Paulus Hook in 1779, for which Congress voted that a special medal be cast to commemorate his midnight attack on a British fort in New Jersey (which netted 158 prisoners and saw fifty British soldiers killed), Lee was all of twenty-three.

  Washington soon promoted Lee to lieutenant colonel and transferred his unit to the Carolinas, where they joined forces with southern units led by Francis “the Swamp Fox” Marion and Thomas “the Gamecock” Sumter to harass the British. Lee’s Legions fought with distinction at the battles of Camden and Guilford Courthouse before returning north again, where they served at the Battle of Yorktown, which all but ended the Revolutionary War.

  Once the conflict ended, the five-foot-nine bundle of energy and ambition found himself at loose ends. Lee was instrumental in helping to ratify the U.S. Constitution and went on to serve as governor of Virginia. But he spent his money poorly, speculating on properties and soon finding himself so deeply in debt that his wife, Matilda, put all of her own assets in a trust to protect them from his creditors.

  Matilda, who was also Lee’s second cousin, died in 1790, and three years later Henry remarried, a woman almost half his age. Ann Hill Carter Lee gave birth to six children. The fourth, a boy who came into the world on January 19, 1807, was given the name Robert Edward, for two of her brothers.

  By then, Light-Horse Harry Lee’s financial misadventures had long derailed his promise. He had served in Congress for a term, had been briefly considered for a presidential nomination, and had written the words that Chief Justice John Marshall used to eulogize George Washington — “first in war, first in peace, first in the hearts of his countrymen.” But soon after young Robert Edward was born, confiscation of family assets became a regular part of the family equation. For a year, beginning in the spring of 1809, Light-Horse Harry was cast into a debtor’s prison, where he wrote his memoirs of the Revolutionary War. The family was destitute by the time he was released, with every property and dwelling sold to pay bills.

  As devastating as that surely was, Harry Lee’s worst problems were before him. In July 1812, while defending a friend who shared his opposition to America’s new conflict with Britain, he was beaten for nearly three hours by a pro-war mob. They poured hot candle wax into his eyes, slashed at him with knives, and even tried to cut off his nose. Harry suffered serious internal injuries, his face was permanently disfigured, and his speech was slurred for the few remaining years that he lived. In 1813 he abandoned his family and traveled to Barbados at the behest of President James Monroe, hoping to regain his health. That summer day, five-year-old Robert Edward said good-bye to his father for the last time. On March 25, 1818, while finally making his way home to Virginia, Light-Horse Harry Lee died on Cumberland Island, off the coast of Georgia.

  Robert Edward Lee was eleven at the time. His mother was raising the family in Alexandria, in a small house on Washington Street. Ann Carter Lee was only in her midforties, but she was already dying from the stress of too many years spent struggling to keep the family together in the face of Harry Lee’s many setbacks. She had loved her husband dearly and was proud of his many accomplishments, but she was just as adamant that her five children not be like him. Ann was a gentle woman who instilled in her children a disdain for all things impulsive and reckless, and daily preached a gospel of personal discipline and self-restraint. Those lessons would define Robert E. Lee for the rest of his life. He would never drink, swear, or gamble, just as his mother had hoped.

  The seeds of Ann’s teachings first bore fruit in the years following Henry’s death. After Robert’s older siblings, Carter, Ann, and Smith, moved away, he became the head of the household, left to care for his now-invalid mother and younger sister Mildred. He was growing — eventually reaching five feet ten and a half inches — and becoming a handsome young man, with a strong chin, wavy brown hair, and dark brown eyes. He was intellectual yet rugged, fond of study and just as fond of swimming in the nearby Potomac River or trekking through the forests and hills outside town.

  In 1823, Robert finished his studies at a small academy in Alexandria and applied to West Point. The family attorney, William H. Fitzhugh, wrote a letter of introduction, and Robert boldly bypassed the congressional selection process by presenting the letter directly to Secretary of War John C. Calhoun. On March 11, 1824, Lee was formally notified of his appointment. His enrollment was pushed back an entire year, however, because of an unexpected surplus of qualified applicants. Lee passed the year in productive fashion, preparing himself mentally for West Point by studying at a new boys’ school that had, coincidentally, just opened next door to the Lee home, and meeting the Marquis de Lafayette, the famed Frenchman and Revolutionary War hero who had once been a peer of Harry Lee’s and had called upon the late general’s widow during a triumphal return to America.

  On July 1, 1825, Robert Edward Lee reported to West Point. “His personal appearance surpassed in manly beauty that of any cadet in the corps,” said a fellow cadet effusively. “Though firm in his position and perfectly erect, he had none of the stiffness so often assumed by men who affect to be very strict in their ideas of what is military.” Here, along the Hudson, he had found himself.

  Lee blossomed at West Point. Not only did he excel in his academic subjects and display exemplary conduct, but he also grew fond of reading on concepts beyond the academy’s purview, devouring topics such as travel and philosophy in his spare time. His grasp of mathematics was so advanced that he was asked to serve as an assistant professor in that subject.

  Lee shared his time at West Point with other future generals and national leaders like Joseph E. Johnston, Jefferson Davis, and W. N. Pendleton, but none of them possessed Lee’s self-discipline and desire to compete for the top spot in his class. His own curiosity cost him that prize: though he dedicated his final year to studying and abandoned all pleasure reading, he fell short of his goal and finished second. Still, by all measures, his time at West Point had been magnificent.

  On July 10, 1829, less than two months after her son’s graduation, Ann Carter Lee passed away. A devastated Lee was at her side. Soon, though, another woman became prominent in his life, as Lee rekindled his relationship with an old friend from a distinguished family. Mary Anne Randolph Custis was a descendant of George Washington. Her family estate, Arlington, overlooked Alexandria. Lee had visited it often since childhood, for the Lees and the Custises were distant relations. Mary was twenty-one and frail, with a sharp nose, a quick smile, a habit of being late, and mousy blond hair that she parted in the middle and wore in ringlets down to the base of her neck. Their relationship steadily became more formal during the summer of 1829 — Lee, the dashing and earnest young lieutenant, and Mary, the socialite known for her kindness and good graces. They were married the following summer. Over the next fourteen years, they would have seven children.

  In the meantime, Lee’s career beckoned. He was often away from home, sent to build forts, embankments, wharves, locks, and other vital infrastructure in faraway outposts on the Georgia coast and the upper Mississippi and in closer locales such as New York Harbor. He wore the uniform of a soldier, but his daily duties were those of a highly trained engineer. This pattern would solidly define the next fifteen years of his life — a series of summer construction projects followed by winter journeys home to be with Mary and the children, who usually did not travel with their father.

  Lee was thorough in his work, careful in his dealings with his fellow officers, and in every way the opposite of his father, never associated in the least with scandal. But the peacetime army was no place for advancement, even for a man of his caliber. By the spring of 1844, almost a decade and a half after graduating, he was still just a captain.

  As luck would have it, Lee received orders to return to West Point at that time, assigned, along with several of his fellow officers, to spend two weeks helping to administer the cadets’ final exams. Among these officers was Major General Winfield Scott, commanding general of the army. The two got to know each other on a somewhat formal basis, and Scott came away with a favorable impression of Lee. This likely would have meant nothing at all, had hostilities between the United States and Mexico not increased over the next two years. When they did, however, Scott would remember Lee and call upon him to prove himself on the field of battle.

SOMEWHERE IN THE middle of the West Point alumni hierarchy, between the capricious nature of the class goats and the perfection of Lee, was a small young man from Ohio. His given name was Hiram Ulysses, but his fellow cadets called him simply Sam — or if a last name was required, Sam Grant. The Ohioan wanted little to do with the army and had only come to West Point to please his father. Grant was clean shaven and square jawed, stood five eight, and weighed just 120 pounds; he had steel blue eyes, auburn hair that he would part on the left until the day he died, and, concurrent with his arrival along the Hudson, a nagging cough — compliments of West Point’s drafty dormitories — that made him wonder if he had tuberculosis. Friends considered him noble and powerfully loyal and thought it obvious that the introverted young man had little if any experience when it came to the opposite sex. Yet they marveled at the way he sat a horse and at his almost spiritual connection with those animals. Still basically a boy, he was already complicated.

  Grants had lived in America for eight generations, dating back to the arrival of the Englishman Matthew Grant, who sailed to Massachusetts on the Mary and John in 1630. Sam’s great-grandfather had been a commissioned officer in the British army who died in 1756 during the French and Indian War. His grandfather Noah fought for the colonists at the Battle of Bunker Hill and then served clear on through the Revolutionary War, mustering out after the grand finale at the Battle of Yorktown. Afterward, Noah joined the large number of settlers marching westward in search of opportunity. He ended up in Ohio, where he fathered nine children. Unable to support them all, Noah sent the more capable off to make their way in the world. Noah’s fourth child, Jesse, was kicked out at the age of eleven. Never having forgotten the years of poverty that ensued, he grew into a tightfisted and controlling man with an ironic fondness for personal luxury. A tanner by trade, he married the warm and devout Hanna Simpson in 1821. Their first child, a son, was born on April 27, 1822, in Point Pleasant, Ohio. Selecting the boy’s name was no easy matter. Relatives gathered from far and wide to offer their opinions before the family finally settled on Hiram Ulysses — his father being partial to the former and his grandmother having a fondness for the Greek hero. His father’s preference would go to waste when Grant applied to West Point seventeen years later. The congressman making the appointment knew that the child went by Lyss, so he assumed Ulysses to be a first name. He also made the mistake of believing that the Grants had followed the common practice of using the mother’s maiden name in the middle. Thus Hiram Ulysses Grant became Ulysses S. Grant. Lyss didn’t learn that his name had been changed until he signed in at West Point, and officials there, showing the stubborn military logic that Grant would come to despise, refused to reverse the blunder. His fellow cadets soon took the mistake a step further. “I remember seeing his name on the bulletin board, where the names of all the newcomers were posted,” noted William Tecumseh Sherman, a cadet three years ahead of Grant. “I ran my eye down the columns, and there saw ‘U.S. Grant.’ A lot of us began making up names to fit the initials. One said, ‘United States Grant.’ Another ‘Uncle Sam Grant.’ A third said, ‘Sam Grant.’ That name stuck to him.”

  Jesse Grant had submitted Sam’s application without telling his son; Grant got his revenge by being an indifferent cadet. “A military life had no charms for me. And I had not the faintest idea of staying in the army even if I should be graduated, which I did not expect,” he once explained. “I did not take hold of my studies with avidity. In fact, I rarely ever read over a lesson a second time during my cadetship.”

  Engineering, that backbone of the West Point curriculum, was a dry topic for the detached and somewhat romantic Grant. Making matters worse, he had a limited background in math, a topic vital to engineering success. Rather than tackle the problem through study and self-discipline, Grant preferred to read novels and other books unrelated to military life whenever possible. His disdain for West Point was so great that when Congress introduced a resolution in December 1839 that would abolish the military academy, Grant pored over newspaper accounts of the ensuing debate, praying the measure would succeed so he could return to Ohio without being considered a failure. “I saw in it an honorable way to obtain a discharge,” he stated plainly. The bill, much to Grant’s chagrin, failed.

  Year by year, his apathy grew. Grant was promoted from cadet private to the rank of corporal as a sophomore, and then to sergeant during his junior year. But he received so many demerits that he was stripped of rank and was made a private once more; he was in the bottom half of his class academically — ranking 25th in his class of 39 in artillery tactics, 28th in infantry tactics, and, when it came to conduct, 156th out of 253 in the entire school. Surprisingly, the only class at West Point in which he performed well was mathematics, for which he had such a natural aptitude that his earlier lack of education was soon forgotten.

  Yet there was more to this quiet cadet than even he realized. “He was proficient in mathematics but did not try to excel at anything except horsemanship,” remembered a fellow cadet. “He was very daring. When his turn came to leap the bar, he would make the dragoons lift it from the trestles and raise it as high as their heads, when he would drive his horse over it, clearing at least six feet.” Grant had a steadfast quality that drew others to him, and a powerful gift for observation and analysis. He was elected president of the Dialectic, the cadet literary society, and was chosen to join a secret society called the T.I.O. — twelve in one — whose members wore rings engraved with those initials, promising to wear them until their wedding day, at which time they would give the rings to their wives. “We all liked him. He had no bad habits,” remembered his classmate D. M. Frost, who would go on to become a general. “He had no facility in conversation with the ladies, a total absence of elegance, and naturally showed off badly in contrast with the young Southern men, who prided themselves on being finished in the ways of the world.”

  One of those much more refined southerners was James Longstreet, a strapping young man born in South Carolina and raised in the Georgia hills, who went by the nickname Pete. Longstreet was a year ahead of Grant and had the careless grace of a man thoroughly comfortable in his own skin. He was loud and larger than life, fond of whiskey, practical jokes, cards, and breaking academy rules. The tall, broad-shouldered Longstreet and the diminutive Grant were physical opposites, but they were also kindred spirits who formed a lasting bond. “We became fast friends the first time we met,” Longstreet said of Grant, whom he described as possessing “a noble heart, a loveable character, and a sense of honor which was so perfect.” The unlikely friends would later see battle in two wars. The first time they would fight on the same side; the second time they would not.

AS ADMISSION TO West Point required a recommendation from the applicant’s congressman, the student body revealed a geographical diversity uncommon at most American educational institutions. Here a boy from Vermont could meet another from Georgia; a Maryland native would room with someone from Massachusetts.

  There was, however, not a single Texan to be found during Grant’s time along the Hudson. The reason was simple: West Point students had to be Americans. Texas was an independent nation, a democratic republic with its own president and congress, almost constantly at war with the Comanche and Mexican nations, and so vast that the combined square mileage of America’s original thirteen colonies could almost fit within its borders.

  Some saw Texas as a buffer between the United States and Mexico. Others saw Texas as an impediment to America’s growth. Therein lay the roots of war.

  The seeds themselves had been planted centuries before, when the first intrepid English (and later, American) men and women struck inland from the Atlantic, seeking better places to live. This individual penetration was the hallmark of America’s expansion — not growth by governmental decree, but colonist after colonist, striking out to find a better life in the wilderness. For generations they pushed inexorably west, until they were no longer called colonists but settlers and pioneers, in a nod to their courage, sense of exploration, and proprietary interest in land that was frequently not theirs to take.

  Not many of those adventurers favored Texas — not at first. The landscape didn’t extend an easy welcome, the climate was contrary, and the dearth of natural resources meant there were few obvious opportunities to accrue wealth. Texas was a land of low mountains, few lakes, sediment-filled rivers, thunderstorms, tornadoes, hurricanes, withering heat, bracing cold, and an abundance of freshwater streams — the lone natural feature that could possibly be considered an asset, were it not for their tendency to become utterly dry in the summer and unrepentantly torrential during the long, rainy winter. Texas was the nesting ground of alligators, catfish, snapping turtles, bloodsucking insects, fifteen varieties of poisonous snakes, and a small, undeniably odd mammal whose body was cloaked not in fur but in a bony shell that looked like battle armor — the armadillo.

  It took a sturdy individual to make a life among those biblical hardships, and Texas’s settlers possessed a desperate, hardscrabble quality, partly because many of them had failed elsewhere. Texas was their last stand, and those who came and stayed bonded fiercely with the land, realizing, quite rightly, that its challenges molded their characters and toughened their hides each and every time they stepped outside.

  These American pioneers were not the first people to experience Texas’s challenges. Its first inhabitants had crossed a land bridge from Asia ten thousand years earlier. Some of those migrants settled on the flat coastal plain fronting what would become known as the Gulf of Mexico. Others preferred the arid land far to the west, and others still the forested hills and rolling plains in the center of the region. A tribe known as the Caddo, who lived in the pine forests of east and northeast Texas, first used the word taysha to describe a friend or an ally. The Spanish, who arrived in the sixteenth century with their horses and dreams of building roads and Catholic missions, gave the word a Castilian spelling and applied it to the region at large. Thus the land became known as Tejas and then Texas, the benevolence of the original term diminishing with each spelling change and the flow of blood and history. In 1716, Texas became part of a larger colony known as New Spain, overseen by a Spanish viceroy in Mexico City. New Spain’s southern border was the Central American isthmus; its northern border was unspecified but was thought to be somewhere around North America’s forty-second parallel, where the lands later known as California and Oregon met. A stubborn brown river neatly bisected New Spain, marking the distinct border at which Texas began. Born as a snow-fed mountain stream at the Continental Divide, some twelve thousand feet up in the San Juan Mountains of the New Mexico region, the river was known as the Posoge (big river) by the Pueblo Indians. Others would name it Río de Nuestra Señora, River of May, and Río Turbio (Turbulent River). It was the explorer Juan de Oñate, in 1598, who reverted back to the Pueblo name, only now in Spanish: Río Grande (or Rio Grande in English).

  Over the next years, famed explorers such as Francisco Coronado and Hernando de Soto made forays across the Rio Grande and throughout Texas. The Spanish were not usually welcomed by the local tribes — as evidenced by the 1554 massacre of shipwrecked sailors on what would later become known as Padre Island. Such hostility, combined with a lack of the gold and other mineral resources that had been discovered farther south, meant that Texas was among the last regions of New Spain to be settled. The New Mexico region to the west, for example, contained twenty missions built between 1598 and 1680, but the first mission built on Texas soil was not erected until 1682.

  With or without churches, the settlers systematically subjugated the indigenous cultures. Scores of Indians were slaughtered. Many of the women were taken as brides or used as concubines, and children born out of these relations between the Indians and the Spanish invaders were known derogatorily as mestizo.

  For decades, the Spaniards mapped the land, naming rivers, towns, and geographic features and claiming every inch of the territory as their own, even though it was so vast that when the French tried their hand in Texas in 1685, it took the Spanish four long years to find them (though by then the French, too, had been massacred). In 1820, a failed lead industry kingpin named Moses Austin traveled from Saint Louis down to the regional capital in San Antonio to ask the Spanish government for a land grant and permission to settle the first American colonists in the region. Spain agreed. Austin died soon after, so it was left to his son, Stephen, to finish the job.

  In February of that year, the northern half of New Spain had become an independent republic known as Mexico, the name coming from the Aztecs, who referred to themselves as the Mexica. The new Mexican government rescinded Austin’s land grant, but Stephen Austin quickly traveled to Mexico City and successfully lobbied for its return. In December 1821, the first American colonists entered Texas. In exchange for a thirty-dollar payment, each of the three hundred incoming families received 4,428 acres. The Texians, as the American residents called themselves, were required to become Mexican citizens and pay Mexican taxes, forbidden to own slaves, and forced to convert to Roman Catholicism, Mexico’s national religion. Nevertheless, so many Americans took advantage of this generous offer that within a decade the Mexican inhabitants of Texas were outnumbered almost six to one.

MEANWHILE, EXPANSION WAS changing the character of the United States.

  Before the War of 1812, the United States had considered itself a nonaggressor nation, isolationist by default. There was no need, went the popular logic, to interfere with the sovereignty of other countries; the United States needed only to fill in its natural borders to continue growing. (Of course, this conceit ignored the fact that such expansion meant dispossessing and warring with the many native nations that blanketed the continent.) More pressing issues, such as the ongoing experiment in democracy and the challenge of maintaining independence from Britain, made the notion of instigating a foreign invasion seem ludicrous.

  But then America won that second pivotal war with Britain. The following year saw the conclusion of the Napoleonic Wars, which had ravaged the European continent for more than a decade. Spain came out on the losing end, bringing about the demise of its empire in the Americas, leaving Puerto Rico and Cuba as its lone remaining holdings.

  Most of those former Spanish colonies — among them Mexico, Argentina, Venezuela, Bolivia, and Paraguay — reinvented themselves as democratic republics. Not surprisingly, none of this sat well with traditional European powers. France, Austria, Russia, and Britain all made plans to topple the young democracies and claim the new nations as their own in order to gain colonies and resources.

  The United States, on the other hand, took pride in the fact that other nations had copied their innovative form of government. Realizing, quite rightly, that the armies of Argentina, Venezuela, and other new democracies were too weak to beat back a large-scale European invasion, the United States shrugged off its isolationist mind-set and thrust itself into the role of protector. In November 1823, then secretary of state John Quincy Adams conceived a doctrine spelling out America’s enhanced role in world affairs. Drawing on America’s ascendance after the War of 1812, and on the lessons learned in 1818 while standing up to Spain during seminal disputes over Florida and over the fate of an American citizen held hostage in a Spanish prison, Adams proposed a foreign policy founded on the twin pillars of defensive strength and nonaggression, buttressed by the threat of war whenever and wherever American interests came under attack in the Western Hemisphere.

  Adams shared his proposal with James Monroe and then stood aside as it became known as the Monroe Doctrine, named for the man who announced the new direction in an address to Congress on December 2, 1823. Monroe, the fifth president of the United States, made it clear that American forces would not wage war in Europe. By the same token, European nations were unwelcome within America’s sphere of influence. Such an intrusion, Monroe warned, would be considered “dangerous to our peace and safety.” The United States’ army and navy were pitifully small, a threat to no one, but Monroe promised that appropriate military response would follow.

  Europe’s monarchies were furious about the upbraiding from what they still considered an infant nation. They knew that Monroe’s words were not altruistic but a thinly veiled attempt to protect U.S. interests, targeted foremost at Russia, which had designs on the Pacific Northwest. American pioneers were flocking into the territories of Oregon, California, and Texas, none of which belonged to the United States (Oregon belonging to En-gland, and the other two being the property of Mexico). British foreign secretary George Canning (who had previously urged an Anglo-American partnership to keep the Holy Alliance of Russia, Austria, Prussia, and France out of the Americas because they were known to believe that democracy was a threat to absolute monarchy) was particularly offended. He felt that Monroe’s comments were directed at Great Britain.

  In 1827, John Quincy Adams — by then America’s sixth president — offered to buy Texas from Mexico for one million dollars. The offer was refused. Adams’s successor, Andrew Jackson, upped the purchase price to five million dollars. He was also refused. With rejection, tensions increased, and as more settlers flocked to the region, whispers of a secessionist rebellion grew to a full-throated roar. On October 1, 1835, a 140-strong Texian contingent attacked a squad of 100 Mexican cavalry on the rain-swollen banks of the Guadalupe River. The Mexicans retreated, and a revolution was born. A provisional Texas government was formed as the Texian army, which grew to 2,000 men, swept across the region, rolling up victories over their unprepared foes.

  Come the new year, the Mexican dictator Antonio López de Santa Anna — a ruthless and self-absorbed general with a fondness for public executions — personally led an army of 6,000 men from Mexico City to Texas. On February 23, 1836, he cornered some 200 Texians at a small adobe structure known as Mission San Antonio de Valero — nicknamed the Alamo — and lay siege for thirteen long days. He suffered some 400 casualties, but Santa Anna had men to spare and the Texians did not. On March 2, 1836, Texas boldly declared its formal independence from Mexico. Four days later, the Alamo fell. Santa Anna ordered that those defenders not already dead be massacred. In case there was any doubt about his intentions, he commanded the Mexican band to play the Degüello, a dirge synonymous with throat slashing, as his troops moved forward to invest the Alamo.

  Santa Anna was far more ruthless three weeks later, when a Mexican force accepted the surrender of 300 Texians at Goliad. Once the Texians — expecting to be taken prisoner — had given up their weapons, Santa Anna ordered them shot.

  But it was the Alamo that festered most in the Texians’ craw. Until then, their rallying cry had been “Come and take it.” Soon the far more rousing “Remember the Alamo” took its place. Inspired, the Texians fought back with devastating results. On April 21, Santa Anna was defeated and taken prisoner at the Battle of San Jacinto. On May 14, he signed the Treaty of Velasco, granting Texas’s wish for independence. Texian general Sam Houston ordered that Santa Anna be sent to Washington, D.C., under armed guard to confirm this arrangement with President Jackson. Houston’s plan went awry when the bitterly disappointed people of Mexico deposed Santa Anna before the meeting could took place. As a result, when Santa Anna and Jackson officially met, the general no longer had official power to broker treaties. Britain, France, and the United States all recognized Texas as an independent territory, but the new Mexican government refused to accept this arrangement. With that, another fuse was lit.

  Now known simply as Texans, the citizens of Texas lived under constant threat of a punitive invasion. In September 1842, Mexican forces crossed the border at the Rio Grande, took possession of San Antonio, and slaughtered a band of Texans seeking to reliberate the city. Unable to hold the position, Mexico settled for a symbolic victory and retreated back across the river after just a week. They had not reconquered, but the Mexican army was making it clear to Washington that it was capable of crossing the border and inflicting terror at will.

AS SAM GRANT was graduating from West Point the following June, U.S. president John Tyler was busy lobbying the Senate to annex Texas into the Union — a gambit that had the tacit approval of the nearly one hundred thousand Texans. The Mexican government vigorously opposed such a move, of course, and talk of war between the United States and Mexico increased.

  By the spring of 1844, Grant was posted to the Jefferson Barracks in Saint Louis. Soon, for the first time in his life, he was deeply in love. Julia Boggs Dent was the nineteen-year-old daughter of a plantation owner; her brother had been Grant’s roommate at West Point, and she was also Pete Longstreet’s cousin. Until Julia, Sam Grant’s lifetime list of passions could be summed up in a single word: horses. But something in the outspoken young woman had changed all that. She was not conventionally attractive. Short and athletically built, with dark brown hair and eyes, Julia had a slightly bulbous nose and a cast in one pupil that gave her a walleyed gaze. Yet she was a spirited and sharp-witted young woman and, like Grant, was fond of reading novels and riding horses. He was not the first man drawn to the dynamic force of her personality, willing to overlook her plainness. Julia was a popular guest at the military balls and various galas marking the Saint Louis social season — such a popular guest, in fact, that there were whispers about previous romantic entanglements with the various young men of Jefferson Barracks. Grant was the West Point graduate, trained to be an officer and a gentleman, but it was Julia who was wiser to the ways of the world.

  He called her Julia, while she referred to him, somewhat chastely, as “Lieutenant” or “Mr. Grant” in the presence of others, and “Ulysses” when it was just the two of them. “He was always by my side,” she wrote, “walking and riding.” Their behavior was platonic in all respects, in the manner of two good friends who simply enjoyed spending time together, confiding thoughts and observations. He never stole a kiss or publicly held her hand, and she would have been thoroughly shocked if he had.

  As the young pair went about their walks and rides, Grant could hardly have known that the Texas controversy and Julia Dent would become the two most powerful and influential forces in his life, shaping his worldview, guiding him through the transition from cadet to warrior, and molding him into the man he would one day be.

  It was not clear that war was inevitable, and many soldiers likely had mixed feelings about fighting, but when the Third Infantry received orders in late April 1844 to ship out from the Jefferson Barracks for Fort Jesup, Louisiana, the handwriting was on the wall. Grant’s Fourth Infantry was sure to follow. The reluctant soldier responded by finding a way to delay his departure. He asked for, and received, leave from duty to visit his parents in Ohio. Before embarking, he stopped at the Dent household and spent the day with Julia. He didn’t think of himself as being in love, but given his imminent departure and Julia’s habit of flirting with the socially connected young bachelors of Saint Louis, he wanted to make their relationship more permanent. As they sat alone on the great porch in front of her house, Grant summoned his courage and then proposed — though not in so many words. “He took his class ring from his finger and asked me if I would not wear it,” she remembered.

  West Point had been issuing the gold bands to its graduates since 1835. One day the tradition of class rings would be commonplace at colleges everywhere, but it was at the U.S. Military Academy that the practice originated. The band symbolized the years of struggle each cadet had endured, as well as a powerful common bond that could be invoked long after they left the military. Two strangers might be passing each other on a busy city sidewalk but know worlds about each other just by glancing down and spying that gold ring on the other’s finger.

  So for Sam Grant to offer that special band to Julia Dent was more than just a casual proposition. It was his way of inducting her into his world, with all the hardships and adventures that came with the army life. And Julia knew what the ring symbolized. Grant had once told her that when the day came that he offered his class ring to a woman, the request would signify their engagement.

  She declined.

  Grant rose to his feet. Wounded, he asked Julia if she would think of him while he was away. Julia didn’t have an answer. “I, child that I was, never for a moment thought of him as a lover. I was very happy when he was near, but that was all,” she later wrote.

  It was only after Grant galloped out the iron front gates of White Haven (as the Dent estate was known) and boarded a steamship for Ohio that Julia realized her true feelings. She was miserable throughout his absence. The emotion was made stronger when the Fourth Infantry finally received orders to ship out for Louisiana on May 7. Lieutenant Robert Hazlitt, a close friend of Grant’s, warned Julia about the possibility that she might never see him again. “If Mr. Grant were not out to see us within a week,” she wrote, summing up the conversation, “we must understand that he had gone on down the Mississippi and would not be at the Barracks again.

  “Saturday came and no Lieutenant. I felt very restless and, ordering my horse, rode alone toward the Barracks,” she went on. “I halted my horse and waited and listened, but he did not come.”

  At the same time, Grant had come to realize that his powerful attraction to Julia had only intensified. “I now discovered that I was exceedingly anxious to get back to Jefferson Barracks, and I understood the reason without explanation from anyone,” he later recalled.

  Hazlitt, who had packed all of Grant’s belongings and carried them ahead to Fort Jesup, sent a kindly letter to Ohio telling Grant not to open any mail postmarked from the Jefferson Barracks until his leave expired. This allowed Grant to feign ignorance about his unit’s shipping out and also gave him one last chance to slip away and make his case with Julia when he returned from leave.

  That day came on May 20. Lieutenant Richard “Dick” Ewell, an eccentric friend from West Point, was the duty officer. Ewell was energetic and profane, spoke with a lisp, swore constantly, and had chronic dyspepsia, a habit of tilting his head to one side while speaking, and eyes that bulged from his skull. Ewell was not a shining example of regimental decorum. So when Grant applied for one more week of leave to spend time at White Haven, the unconventional Virginian was just the sort of man who would readily agree — and he did.

  Grant galloped his horse Fashion to Julia’s house. The road was muddy from heavy rains. The Gravois Creek, normally nothing more than a trickle, was a raging torrent that had overflowed its banks. Yet Grant needed to cross, for the Gravois Creek lay between him and White Haven. “I looked at it a moment to consider what to do. One of my superstitions had always been when I started to go anywhere, or to do anything, not to turn back, or stop until the thing intended was accomplished,” he wrote. “So I struck into the stream, and in an instant the horse was swimming and I was being carried down by the current.”

  Grant didn’t panic. Putting steady and even pressure on the reins, he guided the horse through the roiling waters. By the time Grant reached the far bank, his entire uniform was a soggy mess. Though careless and even sloppy in many ways, Grant was determined to look his absolute best for Julia. Instead of racing toward White Haven, he trotted Fashion to the home of Julia’s older brother John, two miles down the road. There Grant borrowed fresh, dry clothes and then resumed his mission.

  Julia was lying down for an afternoon nap when her maid rushed in, saying that Sam Grant was riding up to the house — and in civilian attire. Julia leaped from her bed and rushed to the window.

  “Sure enough, there he was,” Julia wrote. But rather than hurry from the bedroom to greet him, she did as Grant had done, taking a few extra minutes to look in the mirror and primp so she could look her finest. “As soon as I could arrange my toilet, I repaired to the sitting room, and to my surprise, found Lieutenant Grant in the dining room, not far from my door.”

  Grant spent the next week riding back and forth between the Jefferson Barracks and White Haven. He and Julia attended a wedding together in Saint Louis, where she was surprised to discover that she was far more interested in her escort than in the society bachelors trying to win her attention.

  Finally it was time for Grant to ship out, perhaps never to return. Once again, he sat down alone with Julia to discuss their future. This time, both understood the depth of their feelings. Said Grant, “I mustered up the courage to make known, in the most awkward manner imaginable, the discovery I had made on learning that the Fourth Infantry had been ordered away from Jefferson Barracks. The young lady afterwards admitted that she too, although until then she had never looked upon me as other than a visitor whose company was agreeable to her, had experienced a depression of spirits she could not account for when the regiment left.”

  Once again, Sam Grant slipped his gold West Point ring from his finger and asked his beloved Julia to wear it, definitely proposing marriage. She said yes — under one condition: “I begged him not to say anything to Papa about our engagement, and he consented to this simply on account of shyness. When he asked me to wear his class ring I took it and wore it.” She, in turn, gave Grant a lock of her hair.

ON JUNE 8, 1844, the matter of annexing Texas was put to a vote.

  American distrust for Great Britain had diminished little since the Revolutionary War and had only been reinforced by the War of 1812. It was a time when the sun truly never set on the British Empire, and there was widespread fear that Britain would seek to establish a new toehold on the North American continent by bringing Texas into the fold. Slavery in Texas would then be banned, as it had recently been in Britain’s other possessions. Many southerners feared that escaped slaves would then flood into Texas, seeking sanctuary. They also hoped to increase their power by adding Texas to the Union as a slave state.

  Tyler had been extremely vocal in defending slavery, and his secretary of state, John C. Calhoun, had even written to the British government about the virtues of this practice. As a result, many senators who had no love for Britain but even less for slavery now lined up against Tyler’s resolution. When it came time to vote, the U.S. Senate overwhelmingly decided against the measure, thirty-five to sixteen. Texas would remain an independent nation.

  But the battle was far from over. A cornerstone of the decade-old Whig Party was their staunch opposition to a strong executive branch. Yet rather than let the Texas matter die, Tyler decided to force it through Congress as a joint resolution (needing approval in the House and Senate, but by a simple majority rather than two-thirds). This last-ditch effort to push his agenda sealed his fate within his party. The Whigs turned their back on the unrepentant Tyler when it came to selecting their 1844 candidate, making him the first incumbent president in U.S. history not to win his party’s nomination. With just a few short months left in his term, Tyler rededicated himself to American expansion via the joint congressional resolution.

  For years, American political writers had argued that the United States had a God-given right to expansion, because it was more virtuous than other nations. John L. O’Sullivan, a zealous Democrat, had argued that America was “the Great Nation of Futurity” in a November 1839 issue of the United States Democratic Review. “Our annals describe no scenes of horrid carnage, where men were led on by hundreds of thousands to slay one another,” wrote O’Sullivan. He repeated two words over and over in that essay: manifest and destiny, both in reference to America’s inherent moral authority to expand its boundaries. He would later combine the words into a single sweeping pronouncement. The United States, O’Sullivan would write, had a “manifest destiny to overspread and to possess the whole of the continent which Providence has given us for the development of the great experiment of liberty and federated self-government entrusted to us.”

  That vainglorious notion was a subcurrent to American life during the 1840s, as evidenced by the ever-growing number of pioneers flooding to settle lands west of the Mississippi. To Tyler and an increasing number of politicians, the next logical step was to wrestle Oregon away from Britain, snatch California and New Mexico away from Mexico, and add Texas to the Union. That last item on the list, thanks to Texas’s pro-American leanings, was the most logical place to start.

  Annexation became a vital part of each candidate’s campaign platform in the 1844 presidential election. When Martin Van Buren, a northern Democrat who had been leading in the polls and was the favorite to win his party’s nomination, went on record as opposing annexation, the southern voting bloc threw their weight behind Tennessee firebrand James K. Polk, who sought a “reannexation” of Texas, as if the territory had once been American. The dark horse Polk prevailed for the Democratic nomination and would face Whig Henry Clay, who wanted Texas to join the Union, but only if it could be accomplished without war.

  Polk was a lawyer and a slave owner whose gift for oratory had earned him the nickname Napoleon of the Stump. He was dogmatic in his Jacksonian belief in American expansion — so much so that he had earned a second sobriquet: Young Hickory. A small, thin man with pursed lips, steel gray eyes, and graying black hair that he combed straight back from his high forehead, Polk had a peevish and self-important air and the habit of affecting a folksy twang when speaking before constituents. His childhood had been marred by a surgery that left him impotent (a hole was drilled through his prostate — without the use of anesthetic — to alleviate painful urinary stones). As an adult, Polk was known for his zealous pursuit of personal ambition and ideals, as well as for an enormous personal dislike for the Whigs. Polk would be forty-nine on November 2, which would make him the youngest president in history if elected.

  By cleverly twining the possible annexation of Oregon with the Texas issue, Polk succeeded in winning not only the southern states, but also portions of the industrial North. Still, it was clear that Polk, with his eagerness to wage war, did not enjoy the backing of the entire nation. He won by the narrowest of margins: Polk and Clay each received 48.1 percent of the popular vote. The difference was Polk’s 170 electoral votes to Clay’s 105.

  On February 28, 1845, just days before leaving office (until the passage of the Twentieth Amendment in 1933, the inaugural date was fixed by the Constitution as March 4), Tyler finally pushed his joint resolution for Texas annexation through Congress. On March 1, he signed it. In one of his last acts as president, Tyler then instructed the U.S. chargé d’affaires to Texas, Andrew Jackson Donelson — an 1820 graduate of West Point and a nephew of the former president — to relay the terms of statehood to Texas president Anson Jones. If Texas voted to join the Union, it would become a single slave state, which could then divide itself into as many as four additional states if it chose. In addition, Texas would enjoy all the benefits that came with being a state, among them political stability, a sound currency, military protection from Mexican and Indian forces, a postal service, and congressional representation. The deadline for acceptance was set at January 1, 1846. After that, the deal was off the table.

  Polk made Texas the centerpiece of his inaugural address. As he spoke, thunderstorms raged. Gazing out from the Capitol’s east portico onto a sea of umbrellas, Polk could see spectators standing ankle deep in freezing mud. “Foreign powers should therefore look on the annexation of Texas to the United States not as the conquest of a nation, but as the peaceful acquisition of a territory once her own,” he gravely intoned.

  Mexican officials read between the lines of Polk’s speech and immediately broke off diplomatic relations with the United States. Using the only bit of political leverage they possessed, they belatedly offered to formally recognize Texas as an independent nation. They were acting at the behest of Britain and France, which favored a buffer nation between Mexico and the United States. The two European nations feared that if American expansion was left unchecked, the United States might someday take on dimensions even larger than New Spain, covering the entire North American continent — including Canada. As long as Texas held fast, remaining a nation unto itself, Britain and France were confident that they could control the size and shape of the budding American empire.

  Of the two countries, Britain fretted most about America’s growth. Years before, the two nations had signed the Anglo-American Convention of 1818, establishing peaceful cohabitation of Oregon. But rampant American settlement of that territory was putting a strain on the joint ownership agreement. And with Polk’s election, there was a growing national clamor in the United States to annex Oregon and remove the British altogether — by force, if necessary.

  Britain and France formally requested that Texas take at least ninety days to study all sides of the annexation issue. Texas president Jones, who reveled in being at the center of all the international wheeling and dealing, agreed. He saw the two European powers as allies — Britain in particular — to the point that he became blinded to the reality that their interests were entirely self-motivated. “Texas was then a rich jewel lying derelict by the way. She was without a friend who thought her of sufficient consequence to take her by her hand and assist her in her accumulated misfortunes,” Jones later wrote. “Guided by her interests and a far-reaching policy, England had become such a friend.”

  For his part, Mexican president General José Joaquín de Herrera feared war with America. Land speculators had flooded into Texas during 1844, bringing the non-Mexican population up to one hundred thousand — a formidable number of people allied against his nation. But for the sake of appearance, Herrera could not bend to American pressure. Polk didn’t help matters any by opening diplomatic talks with a proclamation that the only issue not open to discussion was Texas.

  As tensions mounted between the United States and Mexico, international opinion came down solidly on Mexico’s side. The Times of London wrote of “the enormous wrong done to Mexico by this aggression of the United States, and the probable consequences of that wrong to British interests.” On May 17, in Mexico City, the Mexican government initialed a British-brokered treaty recognizing Texas as an independent republic. President Jones began playing both sides against the middle, using the diplomats of Britain and France as power brokers, seeking to gain the best deal for his nation as he decided whether independence or annexation was the wiser move. But on June 4, Herrera reneged. He once again stated that Texas rightfully belonged to Mexico. He ordered his army to assemble for war.

  Polk did the same. He commanded Brevet Brigadier General Zachary Taylor to march the American army on Texas.

TAYLOR, A SHORT and fiery second cousin to former president James Madison, went by the nickname Old Rough and Ready. “In his manners and in his appearance, he is one of the commonest people in the country,” marveled one of Taylor’s fellow generals. “Perfectly temperate in his habits, perfectly plain in his dress, entirely unassuming in his manners, he appears to be an old gentleman in fine health, whose thoughts are not turned upon his personal appearance, and who has no point about him to attract particular attention. In his intercourse with men, he is free, frank, and manly; he plays off none of the airs of great men I have met, and the more closely his character is examined the greater beauties it discloses.”

  Taylor had been raised on the Kentucky frontier and had little formal education, and he possessed such disdain for military decorum that he almost never dressed in uniform. Yet he was an officer through and through. The sixty-year-old Taylor had been thoroughly schooled in the art of warfare during a military career spanning almost four decades and a vast assortment of armed conflicts that ran the gamut from the somewhat conventional battles of the War of 1812 to the guerrilla engagements of the Seminole Wars. War with Mexico, with its European-trained generals and vast spaces, would likely mean a little of both. Old Rough and Ready was the ideal man for the job.

DESPITE ITS TICKS and mosquitoes, Camp Salubrity (as the bivouac near Fort Jesup was known) turned out to be a relatively pleasant posting. Grant even gave the Louisiana woods credit for improving his health. “I kept a horse and rode, and stayed out of doors most of the time by day, and entirely recovered from the cough which I had carried from West Point, and from all indications of consumption,” he wrote.

  The commander was Colonel Josiah H. Vose, an older man unconcerned with military rituals such as daily drill, which meant that the junior officers had a great deal of free time on their hands — perhaps too much. Pete Longstreet and Sam Grant made regular trips into Natchitoches, where they played a rugged new game called football, drank, and wagered on horse races. After the discipline of West Point, and with the ongoing uncertainty of impending war, the officers of Camp Salubrity were more than happy to live it up.

  “There were five days of races at Natchitoches. I was there every day and bet low, generally lost,” Grant wrote his friend Robert Hazlitt on December 1.

  The Army of Observation had little to do but await further orders. As the blazing summer turned to a most bearable fall and winter, those orders were slow in coming, so the great pines were felled and cabins were built, giving the camp a more permanent air.

UPON RECEIVING POLK’S directive, Taylor promptly ordered an elite mounted outfit known as the Second Dragoons to ride overland from Fort Jesup to Corpus Christi, a flyblown smuggler’s haven on the Gulf of Mexico. It took them thirty-two days to travel the 501 miles, but they arrived in the coastal fishing outpost in good shape, ready to take on the Mexican army, which was arrayed 200 miles south, along the Rio Grande. In a best-case scenario, the Mexicans would march north and attack first, instigating war and invading America in one fell swoop, making the United States a victim rather than a belligerent. If that were the case, antiwar protesters would be silenced and international opinion would likely favor America. Taylor would have no choice but to fight back, and Polk’s ambitious national expansion would begin.

  As the dragoons made camp, Grant and the rest of Taylor’s force traveled to the war by steamship. Departing Natchitoches, Louisiana, on July 2, 1845, they journeyed down the Red River, and then the Mississippi, to New Orleans, which was in the throes of a yellow fever epidemic. While they were there, Texas accepted the United States’ statehood offer. On December 29, 1845, as Grant shivered through a wet Texas winter on the beach in Corpus Christi, Texas became the twenty-ninth state, now within — and protected by — a much more powerful republic. Anson Jones, by necessity, was turned out of office. Thirteen years later, the man who would go down in history as the last president of Texas would die a lonely suicide in a Houston hotel room.

  Mexico responded to Texas’s statehood by ousting President Herrera. On January 4, 1846, General Mariano Paredes y Arrillaga took office in his place and immediately announced that Mexico considered its borders essentially the same as had existed before Texas won its independence. From a diplomatic standpoint, war now seemed inevitable.

  Meanwhile, Taylor’s army drilled in the rain on the beach in Corpus Christi. Their presence had not thus far incited a Mexican attack. “We were sent to provoke a fight,” Grant noted with an ironic shrug, as if he were an impartial observer instead of a would-be combatant, “but it was essential that Mexico commence it.”

  Mexico wasn’t taking the bait. Their army had more horses, more men, and more guns and was entrenched in well-fortified defensive positions on the southern side of the Rio Grande. There was no need to invade America and invite international judgment by waging war on Polk’s terms.

  Early in 1846, Polk ordered Taylor to give the Mexicans something to shoot at.

  In the second week of March, the young officers of West Point gathered to lead a march on Mexico. Some had fought in battles against the Seminoles, violent and bloody affairs involving great loss of life on both sides; yet in their minds, this conflict marked the first time they were actually marching off to wage war on another nation. Never did it enter the officers’ minds that the battlefields of Mexico might teach them the tactics and lessons they would later use to wage war on one another.
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