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  INTRODUCTIONA BIT OF TEXAS HISTORY, OR WHY THIS STORY MATTERS




  “Remember the Alamo!” Those three words have echoed across the nearly two centuries since Sam Houston invoked them in his defeat of Mexican General Santa Anna at the Battle of San Jacinto. Generations of Texans learned those words practically in the cradle, and tales of the heroic fight for Texas independence are required reading in schools across the Lone Star State. Texas children have played “defending the Alamo.” They pretend to be the valiant Texians in homage to their fallen heroes, bravely fighting off an overwhelming Mexican Army as their little bodies collapse in heaps. Texas parents routinely take their young children to see the sacred mission in San Antonio. It’s part of growing up in Texas. And the battle cry is universally recognized around the world as unique to Texas and a symbol of freedom.




  In the early nineteenth century, Americans continually pushed the frontier westward after declaring and winning independence from Great Britain. Looking for new frontiers to conquer and civilize, Anglo settlers displaced native peoples and carved farms and settlements from what had been the wild frontier. These Americans believed that the destiny of the new nation was to expand to the Pacific Ocean, exploring the seemingly boundless territory and exploiting its natural resources, making useful farmland out of the wilderness. Americans believed it was their obligation to create one huge, productive farmland across North America, from ocean to ocean. God, they often contended, did not mean for the land to be a wasteland. This widespread belief became known as Manifest Destiny.




  Nowhere was the rush to settle and “civilize” the frontier more evident in the early nineteenth century than in the Mexican province of Coahuila y Texas, the northernmost region of Mexico, roughly covering the area that is now Texas and the northern part of present-day Mexico. Anglo settlers from the eastern United States had targeted this land for settlement both because of its suitability for farming and raising market animals and because they expected to be free from constraints by the government of Mexico in distant Mexico City—and possibly because they would also be far from the centralized government in Washington, D.C. At first, the Spanish government of Mexico welcomed the idea of Anglos’ help in developing these heretofore ignored lands. The citizens of Mexico had been at war with their mother country since 1810, partially prompted by unrest in Europe and partly inspired by the revolutions in the United States and France. After more than ten years of conflict, Mexico gained its independence from Spain in 1821, and the newly installed government’s policies included continuing to allow emigration. By 1836, the Mexican government had been issuing generous land grants to immigrants from the United States for more than a decade. These land-grant holders were known as empresarios (the Spanish word for businessmen).




  In return for land, an empresario was obligated to bring a certain number of settlers with him to develop the land. The Anglo immigrants who followed empresarios to settle the land grants became known as Texians. Moses F. Austin was the first empresario to receive a grant for what was known as Austin Colony, and his son, Stephen F. Austin, known as the “Father of Texas,” is the most famous of the empresarios, leading a group of settlers who came to be known as the Old 300 into the territory in 1823 and 1824. The Austin name, of course, designates the state capital today.




  After its initial generosity and laissez-faire attitudes to the Texians, the Mexican government, determined to maintain control over their part of the new world after gaining its hard-fought independence, eventually sought stricter controls over the immigrants. Determined that the province remain essentially Mexican in language and culture, the government strengthened immigration laws to require of new settlers such things as belonging to the Catholic Church, speaking Spanish, having a craft or talent to contribute to the settlement, and checking with authorities for permission to settle. Perhaps unsurprisingly, given the grit and independence that would have led them to take on the challenge of settling the area, the settlers on these lands increasingly rebelled against these new laws and the heavy taxes imposed by Mexico. These, after all, were the very circumstances that had caused previous Anglo generations to revolt against Great Britain.




  After years of unrest, in 1833 General Antonio López de Santa Anna became president of Mexico. Although Santa Anna had expressed a belief in democratic principles, after he was installed as president, he became—in fact—a military dictator. Since Mexico had gained its independence from Spain, interest from the United States in the region had increased. By the end of the 1820s, the number of colonies started by Americans was on the rise. And in 1827, President John Quincy Adams had made overtures to Mexico about buying Texas. As Mexico was going through its own growing pains—starting a new government, establishing leaders—the Texians began agitating for their independence. Further, when slavery was outlawed in Mexico, it was a blow to the primarily southern Texian immigrants. To Santa Anna, the Texian unrest in the northern state was a land grab by Texians and a rebellion against his newly formed government, and he was determined to put it down.




  Santa Anna claimed Texians did not pay taxes; they countered that they got no services from the government. The Texians at first hoped to negotiate better terms with Mexico, but several emissaries sent to Mexico were imprisoned, and it became clear to the settlers that Mexico would not relent. Full independence became the Texian goal, and on March 2, 1836, Texas declared itself an independent republic. A constitutional convention was convened, and a constitution adopted on March 15.




  There had been numerous skirmishes over the first few weeks of 1836 between the Texians, Americans recruited to support the Texas cause, and Santa Anna’s army. After the political separation was declared by Texas but even before the constitution was adopted, Santa Anna marched north from Mexico City with several thousand men to quell what was now outright rebellion. He had no battle plan, no strategy, no plan for provisions for his men, no equipment, and his army included many untrained men that he swept along with him as he marched north. But he was armed with the vengeance and cruelty of a dictator.




  Under the leadership of Sam Houston, the Texians cobbled together a ragtag army to defend the new republic against Santa Anna’s troops. The San Antonio de Valero Mission, better known as the Alamo, a Catholic mission in what is now San Antonio, was a location crucial to the Texian defense since it sat on the main road from Mexico through the newly independent Republic of Texas. It was there at the mission, in the two-story long-barracks building near the already crumbling chapel, that the Texians made their defensive stand.




  The newly installed governor of Texas, Henry Smith, had ordered Colonel William Barret Travis, a lawyer who had volunteered for the Texas army, to recruit one hundred men and move to the defense of San Antonio, reinforcing the men already gathered there to fight. Travis was only able to enlist twenty-nine men to join the Texian Army as regulars, but at the governor’s insistence, he took those men to San Antonio and the Alamo, where about fifty men under the command of Colonel James Clinton Neill awaited his arrival. Hearing of the planned defense of the Alamo and the approach of Santa Anna’s troops, famed frontiersman and soldier of fortune Davy Crockett arrived at the mission with a small group of volunteers. James Bowie, sick with fever, arrived with a hundred volunteers and ordered his men to report to Travis. Some of the volunteers were no doubt mercenaries and men looking for adventure but others were determined to fight specifically against Mexico and for Texas. Several other volunteers were Mexicans who had been living in Texas and who arrived to fight alongside Travis. Under Travis’s command, the Alamo was fortified, stocked with provisions, and prepared for battle as much as the small army could manage. In spite of these defense measures, most Texians did not believe that Mexican troops would actually reach their settlements—until the advance army was visible from the towers of the church.




  In late February, Santa Anna’s troops, having taken possession of the city of San Antonio, began a thirteen-day siege of the Alamo complex. San Antonio was, at that time, the population center of Texas. Within the city, the buildings of the Alamo mission-turned-fort were a logical gathering place. Inside the fortification wall, the hastily cobbled-together supplies ran short; messengers risked their lives to leave and return to the barracks structure, bringing news of the other battles between Houston’s army and Mexicans, along with reports on the declaration of the new republic. The massive force outside the walls of the mission meant that the men inside were virtual prisoners. Late one night, deep into the siege, Colonel Travis sat at a small desk, in a room illuminated only by flickering candlelight, and dipped his pen in ink. He wrote:




  To the People of Texas & All Americans in the World:




  Fellow citizens & compatriots—I am besieged, by a thousand or more of the Mexicans under Santa Anna—I have sustained a continual Bombardment & cannonade for 24 hours & have not lost a man. The enemy has demanded a surrender at discretion, otherwise, the garrison are to be put to the sword, if the fort is taken—I have answered the demand with a cannon shot, & our flag still waves proudly from the walls. I shall never surrender or retreat. Then, I call on you in the name of Liberty, of patriotism & everything dear to the American character, to come to our aid, with all dispatch—The enemy is receiving reinforcements daily & will no doubt increase to three or four thousand in four or five days. If this call is neglected, I am determined to sustain myself as long as possible & die like a soldier who never forgets what is due to his own honor & that of his country—Victory or Death.




  William Barret Travis




  Lt. Col. comdt [sic]




  P.S. The Lord is on our side—When the enemy appeared in sight we had not three bushels of corn—We have since found in deserted houses 80 or 90 bushels & got into the walls 20 or 30 head of Beeves.





  This letter, now known at the “Victory or Death” letter, has been called one of the most patriotic letters in history. Colonel Travis’s words sealed the fate of the men gathered at the Alamo.




  On the night of March 5, Travis assembled his troops within the barracks, both regulars and volunteers. Slightly fewer than three hundred men stood en masse, waiting for him to speak. Slowly, he looked at them, studied them. Some few of the waiting men were in uniform, but most were in work clothes and were armed with whatever weapons they could bring to the fight. Travis knew these men were about to die. He saw bedridden Jim Bowie, of knife-wielding fame, and his own cousin, James Bonham, a young man who’d carried messages to and from the Alamo but could no longer penetrate the Mexican lines. And there was explorer and frontiersman Davy Crockett.




  The men waited patiently for their leader’s words. Finally, Travis drew his saber and, walking the length of the line, scratching a line in the dirt. “I ask all who will fight to the death with me to cross the line and stand by me.”




  One by one the men crossed the line to stand by Travis. Bowie asked that his sickbed be carried across the line. Only one soldier, a French volunteer named Louis Moses Rose, declined to stand and fight; he slipped out of the mission during the night and escaped into the darkness, stopping eventually at the home of W. P. and Mary Ann Zuber, where he spilled out his story. The Zubers later published their version of Rose’s account.




  Early on the morning of March 6, Mexican bugles shattered the air with “Deguello,” the march tune that signals that no quarter will be given to the enemy. Santa Anna’s vastly superior number attacked the long barracks. The entire battle probably lasted no longer than thirty minutes, and by mid-morning, all of the defenders of the Alamo were dead, their bodies burned. A couple of soldiers, deserters from the Mexican Army, were said to have survived by pretending to be captives of the Texians, and for some time after the battle various people claimed to have survived the slaughter. However, those reports were never confirmed. In the aftermath of the battle, some who entered the Alamo described the long barracks floor as “shoe-deep in blood.”




  A few women and children had been on site during the siege and had sheltered in the rooms at the north end of the chapel during the siege. This small group of survivors did not witness the battle. The most famous of the women survivors was Susanna Dickinson, whose husband was among the dead. Mrs. Dickinson had sheltered in the sacristy during the fight. She carried her infant daughter, Angelina, with her out of the chapel and would later claim that Santa Anna treated her with great courtesy as she was escorted to safety. The story is told that Santa Anna offered to adopt Angelina into a life of luxury, but the child’s mother refused, steadfastly holding on to her infant. Angelina became known as the “Babe of the Alamo,” and while she was still young, a Texas legislator proposed a resolution to provide funding for her education, but the bill failed to pass. Angelina married early, divorced, and left her children with her mother while she moved to New Orleans and came to no good end.




  Another woman, Andrea Castañón Villanuevea, known as Madam Candelaria (her husband’s first name), survived the siege and later claimed to have been in the Alamo nursing the bedridden James Bowie during the fight. Since she was the mother of four, raised twenty-two orphans, and was known for tending the sick, her story is plausible. Historians have never verified her presence at the Alamo, but neither have they completely discounted the story. She held fast to her account of events until she died in 1899 at the age of 113.
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  After the defeat of the Texians at the Alamo, General Sam Houston, commander of the Texian Army, did not attack Santa Anna’s troops. Instead, he led his ragtag army east, away from the Mexican Army. Civilians, fearing slaughter by the Mexicans in the aftermath of the Alamo, joined the march east in what became known as the Runaway Scrape. Colonel Juan Seguín, a Tejano who had been a messenger for Travis, gathered a small troop to provide rearguard protection for the fleeing citizens.




  Both Houston’s troops and civilians grumbled that it was cowardly to flee rather than fight, but Houston had a plan. While the Mexican Army marched all over southeast Texas seeking engagement with the Texians, Houston held his troops on the Groce plantation on the east side of the Brazos River, near present-day Waller and southeast of Hempstead, and trained them for the fight to come.




  The Battle of Goliad and the subsequent execution of an estimated four hundred men followed the fall of the Alamo. General James Fannin and his men, along with other insurgents, were captured after the Battle of Coleto (Goliad County). Still armed, they demanded treatment as prisoners of war, which according to the customs of civilized nations meant parole and a return to Texas. Santa Anna had obtained a decree from his government that all prisoners taken in arms against the government be treated as pirates and executed.




  General José de Urrea had no stomach for executions; he convinced Fannin that his men should surrender their arms. But when Santa Anna demanded his executive order be carried out, Urrea left Goliad and turned the distasteful responsibility over to General José Nicholás de la Portilla. All of the prisoners, even the wounded, were shot, most by firing squads, or bayoneted. A few escaped into the woods, avoiding the firing squads, and some twenty men—physicians, interpreters, and others with essential skills—were saved by a woman known only to be a great beauty and now called the Angel of Goliad.




  Up to that time, Santa Anna had been regarded as a cunning enemy. The massacre at Goliad, however, led Texians and the United States to brand Santa Anna and all Mexicans as cruel, a reputation that caused racial strife for generations. More immediately, the massacre aroused fury not only in North America but across the ocean in Great Britain and France. The outrage did much to promote the cause of Texas, but the cost in human life was high.




  On April 18, 1836, Houston marched his troops east toward Harrisburg, in present-day Harris County, and established a camp in a protected wooded area on Buffalo Bayou. Houston received word that Santa Anna had set up camp nearby on an exposed plain near the San Jacinto River, a location an expert military commander would never have chosen. Houston ordered the bridge over Sims Bayou destroyed, thereby cutting off the only escape route open to either army. On the afternoon of April 21, Houston’s men attacked. Their battle cry? “Remember the Alamo! Remember Goliad!”




  Santa Anna was captured, and though he faced considerable criticism for his actions, Houston spared his enemy’s life in order to end the fighting. Texas was at last independent from Mexico.




  Over the years, the interpretations of the pivotal battle at the Alamo have changed. Immediately after, it seemed that the entire population of the United States saw it in the black-and-white terms of pure good against pure evil. In their eyes, the defending Texians were heroic martyrs to the cause of independence; the attacking Mexicans were devils in disguise, under the leadership of the greatest devil of them all, Santa Anna. Stories that came out of Texas would claim that a force of seven thousand Mexicans had attacked 189 men who were prepared to die for their ideals.




  In truth, Santa Anna had about fifteen hundred men, most of them good and decent men who were fighting for their own country and defending their way of life. According to official accounts, 189 men died defending the Alamo; there may have been as many as 257 killed there that day. Not all of those who died were settlers filled with lofty ideals. Some were Tejanos—Mexicans who fought to oppose Santa Anna’s dictatorship—and men who truly fought for independence and freedom. But some were also adventurers, renegades, men who would go anywhere for a good fight. We may never know the whole truth from the historical record. Santa Anna’s official report, which surfaced years later, claimed a magnificent victory, inflating the number of Alamo defenders to about six hundred, praising the Mexican soldiers for their heroism in hand-to-hand combat. Santa Anna never acknowledged that the Texians managed to kill approximately six hundred Mexican soldiers before they succumbed to overwhelming numbers.




  
[image: Houston, Santa Anna, Cos. Library of Congress.]



  Houston, Santa Anna, Cos. Library of Congress.




  The fall of the Alamo is in some ways simply one of those stories that has taken on increasingly mythic proportions over the years. In part, it loomed large in American minds at the time because of the Texas and frontier heroes who died there alongside Colonel Travis—including Bowie, Crockett, and Bonham. Today, for many Texans, the Alamo story embodies all that we like to believe characterizes our larger-than-life state—fierce patriotism, courage, and the rebellion of the individual against authority. But this bit of history, as generally taught in schools and accepted by most as gospel, is a masculine story, full of bloodlust and courage—and all those qualities we associate with bold men.
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  View of Alamo Plaza from the west, with the Medical Arts Building looming over the mission. Note the cars surrounding the site. Library of Congress, Historic American Building Survey, April 1938. Arthur W. Stewart, photographer.




  The story was told over and over that this brave handful of Anglo men were defeated only by the overwhelming numbers of the Mexican Army under the brilliant general, Santa Anna. Other myths grew up about the battle, such as the story of Travis drawing a line in the sand. Some historians believe that never happened but was a product of the romanization of the battle. History has several similar stories of leaders drawing lines in the sand. It was generally believed that there were no survivors, but of course several women and children walked out of the chapel after the battle. And there are rumors to this day of a few Mexicans who survived by claiming to be prisoners of war.




  That massacre, along with other Mexican victories during that campaign, also laid the groundwork for continuing racial conflict in Texas, particularly South Texas. Under Santa Anna, Mexicans earned a reputation for extreme cruelty. Survivors of the campaign and supporters of Texas independence claimed that the Mexican troops were bloodthirsty, without humanity. That, too, was an exaggeration. General Urrea stands as an example of a military leader with compassion, and there were other instances where an officer had either to follow Santa Anna’s cruel orders or sacrifice his own life. Even today, charges of cruelty are sometimes leveled at the Mexican population. And, as noted, most of the Mexican soldiers were fighting less for bloodlust than to defend their homeland and preserve their way of life.




  Racism goes both ways. In 2012, the mother of San Antonio then-mayor Julián Castro, Maria del Rosario Castro, a member of La Raza Unida, a group that fought for civil rights of Mexican Americans, told the New York Times that she grew up being told the Battle of the Alamo was “glorious,” only to learn the so-called heroes were really “a bunch of drunks and crooks and slaveholding imperialists who conquered land that didn’t belong to them.” Her words incited an attack on her by Fox News, as reported by Paul Burka in Texas Monthly.




  But don’t say any of that to a true Texan. The story of the Alamo lives on as one of the great tales of the American West and of American grit and independence.




  In truth, the story of the Alamo does not end with that 1836 battle and defeat. Nor is it always a men’s story. The second Battle of the Alamo would be a women’s battle, fought with the same determination shown by the original defenders but with different weapons—with words and money and sometimes with outrageous behavior. The battle became a personal one, waged by Adina De Zavala, a pioneer in historic preservation, and Clara Driscoll, Texas ranch heiress and philanthropist, in a time when women were rarely philanthropists. A different outcome to this second battle might not have changed the history of Texas much, but it would have robbed Texas and the United States of an icon, a symbol of the rich history of Texas. And it’s time to share the story of the second battle
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