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  A more undisciplined soldier cannot be found than such a bunch of American volunteers.




  —PRINCE CARL OF SOLMS-BRAUNFELS




  From the impetuosity of our people, I do fear some disaster.




  —SAM HOUSTON




  Texas, to be respected, must be polite.




  —GENERAL ANTONIO LÓPEZ DE SANTA ANNA




  What may not man endure!




  —JOSEPH D. MCCUTCHEON, PRIVATE IN THE MIER EXPEDITION
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  CHAPTER 1




  The Mexican Menace




  AS HE SAT AT HIS DESK IN THE MAKESHIFT CAPITAL OF WASHINGTON-on-the-Brazos in the fall of 1842, Sam Houston was overcome with foreboding. Since taking office the previous year, the president of the upstart Republic of Texas had been under intense pressure from citizens and even his own administration to wage war on Mexico. It had been six years since Texas gained independence from Mexico by capturing General Santa Anna at the Battle of San Jacinto. In return for his freedom Santa Anna had agreed to recognize Texas independence. But as soon as he returned to power the wily general set about to regain his former province, as much to recoup a vast and rich territory as to redeem his ignominious defeat.1 Only financial and political problems at home kept him from launching an all-out invasion to reclaim it. Until his hand was stronger, the Mexican president kept Texans in a perpetual state of terror and uncertainty by harassing settlements along the disputed frontier between the Nueces and Rio Grande rivers.




  But that spring Santa Anna had upped the ante, escalating the raids into full-scale expeditions. In March a force of seven hundred artillerymen, infantry, rancheros, and Indian warriors under General Raphael Vásquez had seized the old Spanish mission town of San Antonio de Bexar (better known as San Antonio) as panicked Anglos fled east. A small force of Texas Rangers under Colonel John “Jack” Coffee Hays, an intrepid twenty-five-year-old from Little Cedar Lick, Tennessee, had been bracing for an attack but helplessly withdrew when he learned of the vastly superior size of Vásquez’s force. With the town left unprotected, Vásquez proceeded to destroy crops and plunder everything of value. While Vásquez was looting Bexar, a small force under Lieutenant Colonel Ramon Valera had attacked the hamlets of Goliad and Refugio so suddenly its residents surrendered without a fight. A third force would have taken the town of San Patricio had it not been for the spirited resistance of a small militia led by a tough Scottish Highlands fighter named Ewen Cameron.




  The invasions had sent shock waves throughout Texas, sparking fears that several thousand Mexican reinforcements would soon march on Houston, Galveston, or even the capital at Austin. For the latest incursions had once again exposed the frontier for what it was—utterly defenseless. With the western border so vulnerable, citizens demanded action, and failed when they threatened to march into Mexico and take matters into their own hands. Still, Houston held out. When the Houston Committee of Safety wrote the president asking him to authorize offensive war, he urged restraint instead: “Let us expel the enemy,” he replied, “and then we will know what is needful, and what we can do. Time will enable us to be a judge of our situation. . . . To conquer Mexicans in Texas is one thing—to battle Mexicans in Mexico is a different kind of warfare.”2




  Pressure to retaliate against Mexico only intensified when news began trickling in of the sad fate of the members of the Santa Fe Expedition. A year earlier the previous administration of Mirabeau Lamar had sent a quasi-military mission to tap into the rich trade with that region. Upon arrival in Santa Fe, a region claimed by Mexico, 320 Texans were immediately seized and forced to walk—many of them naked and barefoot—to Perote Prison two thousand miles away. During the brutal journey many died of exposure, their ears hacked off as proof they had not escaped. Others were shot simply for lagging behind.




  Despite mounting public furor over the barbarous treatment of its citizens, Houston continued to urge calm. He had no standing army and, worse, no money with which to build one. A war with Mexico, he estimated, would cost well over $2 million, and the public coffers were as empty as a West Texas gulch in July. On top of that the government was nearly $20 million in debt and its currency nearly worthless. With but a single arsenal and few supplies, Texas could not even mount defensive operations, let alone a full-blown invasion of Mexico.
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 Sam Houston, President of the Texas Republic. COURTESY OF PRINTS AND PHOTOGRAPHS DIVISION, LIBRARY OF CONGRESS.




  But there was another compelling reason for Houston’s reluctance to go to war. Texans were by nature a fiercely independent and ornery breed. Many were born and raised in the Appalachian hills of Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia. They were rugged frontiersmen who were self-reliant and crack shots with a rifle. Once in Texas they became Rangers who drove out the fearsome Cherokee and Comanche and later fought in the war of independence. Yet the very qualities that made them superb frontier fighters made them ill-suited for soldiering. Texans were simply too undisciplined and headstrong to form a cohesive military force. Nor were all those clamoring for war motivated by patriotic fervor; some were merely freebooters interested in plundering Mexico. Houston’s abiding fear was that, once unleashed on Mexico, these Texas roughnecks would become uncontrollable with potentially disastrous consequences for Texas as well as Mexican civilians. At a time when the young country was seeking recognition from European powers, it could ill afford to be seen attacking and looting civilian populations. As long as Texas remained calm and on the defensive, Houston argued, it could remain independent and prosper.




  But calm was in short supply that spring after Santa Anna’s daring raids on West Texas towns. Even though Houston suspected the incursions were merely part of Santa Anna’s policy of harassment and that they would soon withdraw, he could no longer ignore the public demand for retaliation—and personal criticism of his inaction. In early March he finally called up the militia, instructing them to bring their own arms, rations, and one hundred rounds of ammunition. Fearing Texas would be faced with a famine if farmers abandoned their fields at harvest time, Houston urged volunteers to stay home. But Texans had had enough of Houston’s spineless policy of “calm restraint.” All across the country, from the Brazos to the Rio Grande, angry civilians collected their weapons, laid in a few months’ worth of corn and flour, saddled their horses, and raced to the frontier to confront the enemy. Those unable to go donated money, arms, and supplies to the cause.




  Once in San Antonio, the militia and volunteers were to unite under the command of Brigadier General Alexander Somervell, who had been hand-picked by Houston for the sensitive expedition. At first glance Somervell might seem to have been a poor choice to command such an unruly mix of militia and volunteers. He had no formal military training, having been a merchant in Louisiana and Missouri before coming to Texas in 1833. At the outbreak of the Texas Revolution in 1835, he had joined the army and fought at the Battle of San Jacinto. Despite being cited for valor during the war, the portly, easygoing Somervell was widely regarded as a weak and feckless leader. “His very looks and deportment combined to prove him no General,” one of the members of the expedition later remarked. “I say that we lacked confidence in the commander placed over us.”3 Yet it was precisely this lack of forcefulness that Houston hoped would dampen the martial enthusiasm of Texas hotheads eager to storm into Mexico and wreak havoc.




  A pliant man like Somervell could also be easily micromanaged. “You will maintain the strictest discipline in camp,” Houston instructed Somervell. “Have no music in camp unless you are ready to attack the enemy. Have the troops always under arms one hour before day, and let them remain in that position until the day fairly opens. . . . If a man is taken asleep at his post, or on guard, let him be shot. Let your picket guards be posted at least three miles from the army. . . . Do not dispense with patrols.”4 It was hardly the kind of advice a brigadier general in the field needed, but Houston wanted to keep a tight rein on the truculent Texans. That he was still in principle opposed to the expedition—in part because he believed Vásquez would soon withdraw—was evidenced by the instructions of Secretary of State Anson Jones to the Texas chargé in Washington: “The late campaign under Gen. Somervell was not projected nor recommended by the President. It was merely sanctioned to satisfy popular clamor.”5




  Houston’s choice of Somervell almost backfired when his very own vice president, Edward Burleson, who had ridden out “on his own hook,” showed up in San Antonio with three hundred men. When Somervell came up to take command of the troops, the men refused to recognize him, voting (their right under Texas law) to follow the more aggressive Burleson. The milquetoast Somervell made no attempt to challenge the decision and retired from the town, leaving Burleson on the front. While his men “foraged” on the backs of irate locals, Burleson urged Houston to authorize a cross-border attack. It was just the kind of trigger-happy insubordination Houston had feared. To neutralize Burleson, the president refused to support anyone who did not recognize Somervell’s command. When it became evident that Vásquez had retreated and the immediate danger had passed, Houston quickly disbanded the militia, concerned that the mob of angry, leaderless men might still break for Mexico on their own. Tired of waiting for the fighting to begin, volunteers eventually drifted home.




  Even though the immediate danger had passed, Houston nonetheless needed both to appease his critics and keep Santa Anna at bay. So while he continued to practice restraint, his public rhetoric became increasingly belligerent: “War shall now be waged against Mexico,” he announced. “Nor will we lay down our arms aside until we have secured recognition of our independence.”6 Privately, however, he had no intention of waging a war he did not want and knew he could not win without a trained and equipped army—and that required time.




  All that spring and summer Houston’s mantra would be time: time to raise money, to organize and equip an army, to turn frontier fighters into disciplined soldiers. Just two weeks earlier, while Somervell was amassing his troops along the frontier, he had indicated just how long it would take to create his professional army: “I repeat that Texas at this time is not in a situation to invade Mexico; nor will she be before one hundred twenty days.”7




  As a first step to crafting such an army, Houston issued an executive order in April calling for counties to raise volunteer companies into battalions and regiments. Until the men could be whipped into shape, he instructed Somervell to enlist two hundred men to serve as rangers under Jack Hays. Realizing the frontier was too much for a single company to police, Houston authorized the raising of another company under Ephraim W. McLean, a Tennessee native who had become a Texas Ranger in 1839. But McLean was unable to find men willing to work for a government that was broke. Nor were international loans an option so long as the threatening shadow of Mexico loomed.




  So Houston turned to the mother country for support. That summer, agents were dispatched to the southern states to request troops, money, and supplies. Consuls in Cincinnati and New York took up contributions as well. Such was Houston’s desperation that he offered General Pickens of Alabama a brevet as brigadier general and the third highest military rank in Texas if he would but bring one thousand fully armed military recruits to emigrate with ten wagons and two—but preferably six—months’ provisions.8 Initially, Americans responded in droves. But when it was learned that the Vásquez incursion had merely been a raid, American enthusiasm for the Texas cause quickly waned. In the end a paltry six hundred Americans emigrated, and only some meager financial assistance and not a penny of credit was offered.9 Many of the volunteers were little more than adventurers and freebooters who could not afford to bring their own provisions, which meant more mouths to feed. Jack Hays did manage to rustle up forty-nine backwoods fighters from his home state of Tennessee. For its part, the Tyler administration, still reeling from the Economic Panic of 1837, could only offer additional troops to pacify Indians along the Texas border.




  Bereft, in June, Houston called a special session of Congress to request funds for his new defensive militia. As to whether it would be used to protect the border or cross into Mexico, Houston, sensitive to public criticism for his inaction thus far, was cautiously silent. On July 18, both houses passed a war bill authorizing the president to call up the militia to form an army for the prosecution of an offensive war against Mexico. But when the ambitious bill landed on his desk, Houston vetoed it. Not only had Congress provided no funding for the expedition, his militia was still a ragtag collection of rangers, misfits, hotheads, drunks, and adventurers, hardly the kind of army to launch a foreign invasion. Moreover, Texas’s arsenal was nearly empty, consisting of a couple of brass cannons, 395 muskets, 581 kegs of powder, and 837 pounds of lead. His only hope was that U.S. minister Waddy Thompson, who had recently been dispatched to Mexico and enjoyed good relations with Santa Anna, could negotiate an end to the attacks.




  By late summer, Houston’s self-imposed deadline for forming an army had come and gone and he was no better off—financially or militarily—than when Vásquez had sacked San Antonio. “My own purse would not sustain, even a single day, a force upon the frontier sufficient to give protection,” he lamented. “The appropriation made by the first session of the last Congress would not suffice to sustain a single company upon the border.”10 In early September, Houston concluded he could not raise even a defensive army let alone the disciplined invading army Texans were clamoring for. Only two small forces of 150 rangers protected the western frontier, one under Jack Hays near San Antonio and the other near Victoria under Ewen Cameron.




  It was precisely then, when Texas seemed at its most vulnerable, that time had run out for Houston. At dawn on September 11, under a heavy fog, General Adrien Woll, a Frenchman who had fought in the Mexican war of independence, attacked San Antonio for a second time with fifteen hundred men. As no invasion was expected, district court was in session at the time, and the town was taken completely by surprise. To defend the town, the court staff rushed to the house of Samuel A. Maverick, a member of the Texas Congress and signer of the Declaration of Independence. Although the tiny force put up a spirited defense, when the fog lifted the Texans realized they were surrounded and laid down their weapons. Woll proceeded to take fifty-two prisoners, including Judge Anderson Hutchison, several lawyers, Sam Maverick, and the court clerk, James Trueheart. As bugles sounded and soldiers cheered for General Santa Anna, the prisoners were marched off in chains and on foot to Perote Prison. Three of the men who had been Santa Fe prisoners and, as a condition of their release, had agreed never to participate in a Texas war against Mexico were brutally shot en route for their perfidy.




  The Woll invasion had been the proverbial last straw. On September 16, Houston issued a general call to arms of the militia—once again under Somervell’s command. As men began responding from all parts of the Republic, volunteers were already racing pell-mell to the frontier to confront Woll. Individually, in small groups, and entire companies they went, living off the generosity of farmers as they marched. Some came to avenge the death of loved ones or defend Texan honor, others to plunder rich Mexican farms, still others simply for the adventure of it all.




  Despite Houston’s concerns about discipline, this time he gave Somervell broad latitude in the mission: “If the enemy evacuates and falls back, the (Texan) troops are authorized and required to pursue them to any point in the Republic, or in Mexico, and chastise the marauders for their audacity.”11 Lest General Santa Anna “capture the legislature in session,” provisions were also made to move the government to Washington-on-the-Brazos.




  As Woll’s forces were advancing from San Antonio, the first wave of eighty volunteers formed a defensive line five miles east in the tree-studded bottoms of Salado Creek. In command was Colonel Mathew Caldwell, “Old Paint” (so called for the gray streaks in his dark hair), a prisoner of the ill-fated Santa Fe Expedition who had recently been released and was now bristling for revenge. Having lived at the hands of his captors for over a year, Caldwell paused to address his men, warning them to expect no mercy should they be captured and urging them to be true to him to the final hour. The men swore they would “stand by him to their death.”12




  In late morning Jack Hays conducted a feint with his scouts to draw the Mexicans into the open prairie in front of Caldwell’s line. As the Mexicans took the bait, Caldwell’s men, hidden behind the trees, began to pick them off mercilessly one by one. Over the next several hours wave after wave of cavalry advanced but were no match for Caldwell’s sharpshooters. As the battle raged, Captain Nicholas Mosby Dawson came rushing toward the scene with some fifty men from Fayette County when he suddenly found himself surrounded in the open prairie by five hundred of Woll’s men. Dawson attempted to attack Woll’s rear but when Woll rolled out two cannons his company began to suffer heavy casualties. Realizing his rifles were no match for Woll’s artillery, Dawson hoisted a white flag, but the Mexicans continued to fire through the thin mesquite. When it was over, thirty-six of Dawson’s men had been wantonly slaughtered, including Dawson. One of the slain was Zadock Woods, a mulatto servant of Sam Maverick who had been sent by his wife with one thousand gold dollars in his belt to secure the release of her husband.13 Fifteen of Dawson’s men were taken prisoner, stripped of their outer garments, and sent on the long march to Perote Prison.




  Miraculously, two of Dawson’s men had managed to escape. Henry Gonsalvo Woods was bleeding from several saber wounds to the shoulder and head when he attempted to surrender to the commander, who turned out to be the former mayor of San Antonio, Juan N. Seguín. Seguín had gone over to the Mexican side in a fit of pique after Burleson’s wild volunteers had destroyed his hogs and property earlier that year. The moment Woods realized it was Seguín the traitor, Woods heard the snap of a gun misfiring and ran for his life. A Mexican soldier on horseback charged after him with a lance but missed. With incredible agility, Woods snatched the lance and jerked the horseman to the ground. As the stunned Mexican looked up, Woods ran the lance through him and made off on his horse to tell horrified Texans of what would come to be known as the “Dawson Massacre.” By this time, Woll had already begun his retreat toward the Rio Grande. Two hundred San Antonio families who were Mexican sympathizers accompanied Woll, fearing they would be slaughtered if they remained in Texas.




  By October, militia companies from all over the Republic were converging on San Antonio. This time they would not be denied their moment of vengeance. As they moved west their rage only increased when they came upon the grim remains of Dawson’s men. Although the bodies had already been buried in shallow graves, wolves had unearthed them so that arms and legs were now protruding ghoulishly from the ground or from brush laid over the graves. One member of the Cummings Creek Company, Henry A. Adams, came across a dismembered foot pierced with dozens of thorns, indicating the barefoot victim had frantically attempted to flee before being shot. Just beyond was Old Paint Caldwell’s battle site, where only skeletons remained, the flesh of the bodies having been eaten off by scavengers. Several skeletons found by the creek indicated the bleeding men had crawled in a desperate attempt to quench their thirst before dying.




  On the morning of October 8, it began to rain and continued well into the afternoon. “It was one of the heaviest rains that I have seen in Texas,” wrote Adams. “We were obliged to stand and take it without anything to shelter us from the fury of the storm except our blankets which were thin and scanty.”14 To make matters worse, the drenching was followed by a cold northerner sweeping across the plains. To protect themselves against the stinging artic chill, the men took shelter here and there in copses of spindly mesquite. Little did they know when they had set out in their summer garb that unseasonable rain and cold would be their constant companions on their long march to the western frontier.




  Once again Somervell was ordered to unite the motley mix of militia and volunteers as the Southwestern Army of Operations. Even though the general had full discretion to cross into Mexico, Houston continued to express concerns about the willingness of volunteers to behave with restraint if he did:






   You will . . . receive no troops into service but such as will be subordinate to your orders and the rules of war. You will receive no troops, but such as will march across the Rio Grande under your orders if required to do so. You will be controlled by the rules of the most civilized warfare, and you will find the advantage of exercising great humanity toward the common people.15







  To avoid enemy spies in town, Houston ordered Somervell to take a position on the Cibolo River several miles east of San Antonio. But by the time Somervell arrived, the militias were already in encampments scattered around the city. Disregarding the order, Somervell proceeded to set up headquarters in town.




  With supplies coming in at a trickle, Somervell seemed in no hurry to mold his motley crew into a cohesive army. Instead, he spent the next two weeks enjoying the hospitality of the same individuals who weeks earlier had entertained General Woll. In the evening the Texans frequented the town’s nightclubs where Somervell danced the fandango with raven-haired Latinas. The men had so much free time on their hands that some toured the old Spanish missions; others gathered and sold pecans in town for a dollar a bushel. On Sunday everyone attended church service followed by the weekly cockfight. Somervell’s relaxed attitude toward the campaign did little to endear him to the few not already ill-disposed toward his leadership. Fed up with the general’s dawdling, several hundred who had come to fight returned home disgusted.16




  Houston was none too pleased when he learned Somervell had disobeyed orders and set up camp in town. But he was even more disturbed to learn the men had chosen as their captains two of his longtime enemies: Thomas Jefferson Green and William S. Fisher. Of the two, Houston harbored a particular animus for Green. A West Point dropout, Green had come to Texas in 1836 to join the revolution. Although he enlisted as a volunteer, the pompous Green wasted little time in using his connections to get a brigadier general’s commission. He quickly acquired a reputation for flouting the authority of his superiors. During Santa Anna’s incarceration after San Jacinto, Green had audaciously attempted to kidnap and try the Mexican general for war crimes before his order was countermanded by Houston. Green’s subsequent schemes to invade and plunder Mexico caused him to clash repeatedly with Houston, whose inaction toward Mexico he publicly criticized. For this reason, Green had been one of the backers of Burleson when the latter arrived on the western frontier in September. His dislike of Houston was exceeded only by that of Somervell, who, expressing a lack of confidence in his leadership, had voted against his promotion as brigadier general. In joining the Somervell Expedition, Green expressed confidence that “a glorious triumph awaits us.” Private Joe McCutcheon was inclined to disagree writing he was “vain, bombastic, fond of praise, and withal, ambitious of military glory, he could well be called daring, even fearless; but he was unfit to command any army.”17




  William S. Fisher was another well-known agitator against Mexico, though he, unlike Green, possessed extensive leadership experience in battle. Tall, educated, and distinguished, he had come to Texas in 1834 from Virginia. Soon after arriving he joined the army and saw action against both Indians and Mexicans. After serving for a time as port collector, he rejoined the army and raised a company of volunteers to serve under Houston. When the Mexicans surrendered at San Jacinto, Fisher was the first Texan to enter the enemy camp.18 Although Houston had made him acting secretary of war during his first tenure as president, the two had a falling out over some critical remarks Houston made about him. Fisher subsequently claimed to have challenged Houston to a duel, to which the latter declined to respond.19 Under President Mirabeau Lamar, Fisher was nominated to the rank of lieutenant colonel but resigned in 1840 to join the Federalists in the northern rebellion against the government of Mexico. When the rebellion failed, he plotted with Thomas J. Green and Albert Sidney Johnston to form a guerrilla band to plunder northern Mexico, but the movement failed to get off the ground.20 When the Somervell Expedition was organized, Fisher may have viewed it as just the opportunity for self-enrichment he had been looking for.




  As the weeks on the frontier passed with no action, more men began drifting home. “I know we came near to lying there long enough to wear out the patience of a Job,” Private Joseph McCutcheon groused.21 Another private expressed his frustration over the farce unfolding:






   Our march . . . was monotonous and unexciting in the extreme. Not a single instrument of military music accompanied the troops, neither trumpet, fife, nor drum to wake the echoes of the morn with the inspiring reveille, or salute the drowsy ear at the close of day with the animating strains of the tattoo. Even the stimulating presence of danger was lacking; our spies scouring the pathless waste far and near, without reporting the dimmest trails of a foe.22







  In some cases, entire companies disbanded, often without seeking permission. Some of those who remained, especially the Americans, became drunk and disorderly. Others were caught plundering homes on the Nueces.




  With November came heavy rain and bone-chilling cold. When they set out in September the men were still in their summer garb, and now they were shivering. With blankets and tents in short supply, they struggled to stay warm and dry, often taking shelter from the driving rain under a scrawny bush or in a mesquite thicket. Two weeks later more men deserted. Some went home with the intention of getting food and warmer clothing and never returned; others had grown fed up with inaction. By mid-month the Southwestern Army had been reduced from 1,200 to 760 men. Worse, most of what remained was in the words of one historian “a rabble of adventurers and self-willed men unable or unwilling to subordinate their impetuous desires to the general good.”23 Private Bigfoot Wallace, a volunteer, described his mates in the most uncharitable terms:






   A motley, mixed-up crowd we were, you may be certain—broken-down politicians from the “Old States,” that somehow got on the wrong side of the fence, and had been left out in the cold; renegades and refugees from justice, that had “left their country for their country’s good,” and adventurers of all sorts, ready for anything or any enterprise that afforded a reasonable prospect of excitement and plunder. Dare-devils they were all, and afraid of nothing under the sun (except a dollar bill or a bailiff), and if they had been managed with skill and judgement, they would undoubtedly have accomplished all that was expected from the expedition.24







  Clad in an odd assortment of clothing, the men looked more like vagabonds than a national army. Broad-brimmed sombreros and coonskin hats were more visible than military caps. Some wore buckskin breeches, others woolen pants, and many without boots wore moccasins instead. According to Noah Smithwick, a member of the expedition, it wasn’t just in dress that they differed:






   Here a big American horse loomed above the nimble Spanish pony ranged beside him; there a half-broke mustang pranced beside a sober, methodical mule. Here a bulky roll of bedquilts jostled a pair of “store” blankets; there the shaggy brown buffalo contrasted with the gaily checkered counterpane on which the manufacturer had lavished all the skill of dye and weave known to the art. . . . A fantastic military array to the casual observer, but the one great purpose animating every heart clothed us in a uniform more perfect in our eyes than was ever donned by regulars on dress parade.25







  Despite their odd appearance, the Texans were nevertheless in high spirits, eager to do battle with an enemy of long-standing. “We were willing to endure anything in life, and even Death itself were it necessary to Texian interests,” said McCutcheon.26




  In one respect the desertions had been a blessing in disguise, for it meant fewer mouths to feed. With all the rain, the Brazos, Colorado, and Blanco rivers were nearly at flood stage, hampering the delivery of what little beef, supplies, and ammunition the War Department could provide.27 Although some meat was obtained by hunting deer and cattle, by the end of the first week of November the men were, for all intents, near starvation. Out of desperation they began seizing private food stores. Some of the men eventually became so desperate that when they came upon a root that looked like an Irish potato they roasted and devoured it in huge quantities, only to become violently sick to their stomachs.




  Compounding the lack of provisions was the problem of insubordination. When Somervell ordered Captain Samuel Bogart’s company to fall into the regiment, his men refused to comply. Bogart churlishly insisted he had been promised that, being the first volunteers to arrive on the front, his men could act as an independent spy company. At Somervell’s insistence, Bogart finally agreed to march under Jack Hays on the condition that both companies share in the spoils of war.




  On November 13 Somervell ordered the men to advance to the nearest point on the Medina River while he waited in San Antonio for artillery to come up. When several days later one cannon came up, he left it behind—much to the annoyance of the men. By this time the lack of forward progress was causing the War Department to express doubts whether Somervell could conduct the campaign and urged him to move. In a message to the commander on November 19, the acting secretary of war, M. C. Hamilton, instructed Somervell: “It was expected that those who were anxious to enter the enemies’ territory would be prepared to march immediately upon their organization, which should have been completed the moment they reported themselves.”28 Two days later Hamilton complained to Houston, “They have now been on the frontier six weeks, and are seemingly as little prepared for the march as when they first arrived.”29




  The original plan was to attack the headquarters of General Isidro Reyes at San Fernando de Rosas, about two hundred miles southwest of San Antonio where Mexican spies had reported roughly eight hundred of Woll’s men were garrisoned. Now that his army had been reduced by nearly half, Somervell convened a war council to discuss strategy. The target was altered in favor of Laredo to the south. A town of two thousand inhabitants, Laredo had been decimated in recent years by Comanche and Apache raids. In addition to being smaller and less well-guarded than San Fernando, a passing Mexican assured Somervell he could ford the Rio Grande there with ease. After distributing one hundred rounds of ammunition to the men, Somervell set out over rolling tableland of oak and mesquite. Four days later he arrived at the Medina River and turned down the Presidio road. Hays and Bogart were out in front with their scouts. Three days later Hays’s guide took the wrong path and led them straight into a post-oak marsh known as “the Devil’s Eight Leagues.” As the horses and pack mules stepped into the boggy ground they became mired to their chests in mud. The men, too, sank to their knees, blaming Somervell with each laborious step for having gotten them lost in the first place. Thomas J. Green described the nightmarish scene:






   The whole seven hundred sixty men, horses, and packs were scattered over the prairie as far as the eye could reach, some floundering and plunging forth; some with their bodies down upon the grass, their legs entirely out of sight, and their noses upon the ground in perfect quietude . . . some [horses] would be lying upon their sides afraid to trust their legs under them; while the poor pack-mules, with their little feet stood the worst kind of chance. The coffee-pots and frying-pans would go one way and the aparajos and other camp appurtenances the other.30







  Mules, horses, and cattle that could not be extricated from the mud were shot. After slogging through the mud for five miles the first day they halted and made camp. Though the men were exhausted, no one could sleep due to the shrill chorus of bullfrogs, screech owls, and other nocturnal denizens of the boggy nether world. When they finally emerged from the swamp the next day, twenty more men packed up and returned home, fed up with an expedition that saw only hardship and no fighting. A few days later an argument broke out between Captain Bogart and Second Lieutenant Ephraim McLean of Hays’s company, who refused to take an order from Bogart. When Somervell sided with McLean, the testy Bogart requested permission to be sent home, which Somervell denied.




  On December 3 the discordant army reached the Nueces River so flooded by recent rains that, according to Green, “had it not been for the timber rising from it, we might well have believed that we had struck an arm of the Gulf of Mexico. Instead of the narrow stream confined with perpendicular banks, we found a broad Ocean like body of water extending from hill to hill.”31 Finding a shallow stretch, the men proceeded to fell some trees across the river over which they made a bridge of brush.




  Two days later Somervell ordered the remaining cattle barbecued in preparation for a forced march to Laredo thirty-five miles away. That night yet another miserable cold rain pelted the camp accompanied by huge bolts of lightning. Just before daybreak on December 7 they reached the outskirts of Laredo and made camp near a Carrizo Indian village opposite the mouth of the Rio Salado. Anticipating problems with his men, Somervell paused to read from the government’s articles of war, reminding them of the consequences of insubordination and failure to obey orders. Scouting reports from Hays’s men who had captured two Mexican herders indicated that the bulk of Woll’s forces were north at Presidio and that only eighty of his soldiers under Colonel Antonio Canales were garrisoned in a small fort at Laredo on the west bank of the river. Here at last was the opportunity Somervell had been looking for: an easy victory that would satisfy the men and allow him to terminate the mission successfully. In the hopes of taking prisoners to exchange for Texans taken at San Antonio, Somervell sent Hays’s and Bogart’s companies across the river to cut off any retreat by the garrison.




  In the meantime, one of the shepherds captured by Hays had escaped and fled to Laredo to warn the Mexicans. When Col. Canales heard of the approach of Somervell’s army, he hastily withdrew his tiny force from the town. Now, as the advance company of Texans entered, it found no soldiers to fight and nothing to plunder, only a dusty hamlet of ram-shackle buildings, mangy dogs, and cackling chickens. At the sight of the Texans, women, children, and old men rushed into the streets crying out, “Buenas dias! Nosotros son amigos de los Americanos!” Having traveled three hundred miles to fight Mexicans, enduring cold and hunger nearly the entire way, the scene was pathetically anticlimactic. One expedition member expressed the sense of futility among the men: “Here was the glory! A town, without protection, without soldiers, and of no importance, either to the Texians or the Mexicans, had surrendered without loss of blood—without the fire of a gun—to the Redoubtable commander of the Texian South Western Army of opperations! (sic)”32




  In due course the alcalde, Don Florencio Villareal, came out and surrendered the town to Somervell. As the men were hungry and many had no warm clothing or blankets, Somervell requisitioned an ample supply of provisions. That night he made camp on a sandbar a few miles below town to await the supplies. On the way to camp, one of Cameron’s men was killed by a mate’s gun that had misfired. Ironically, it was the first casualty of the three-month-long campaign in which not a single shot had been fired at the enemy.




  The next day, the provisions arrived such as they were: six scrawny cattle and a few sacks of flour. The failure of the Mexicans to deliver was yet another disappointment for which, once again, the men blamed poor Somervell. The Texans were convinced the Mexicans were holding out on them, unaware that Indian depredations and a recent flood had exhausted what little they had.33 Cold, hungry, and out of patience, a large group of Texans stormed back into town without orders and began plundering homes and stores. In the evening, Thomas J. Green went into town and after planting the Texas banner before several confused onlookers, he shook down the frightened alcalde for five mules.




  When Somervell became apprised of the behavior of his men, he issued explicit orders that no one leave camp without authorization from a commanding officer. The very next morning two hundred men ignored the order and returned to Laredo. Finding the stores locked, they battered down the doors with cypress beams and proceeded to seize everything that wasn’t nailed down, including livestock, cooking utensils, women’s undergarments, even little girls’ dresses. One drunken group freed all the prisoners in the town’s jail in return for giving three cheers for Texas. When Villareal appeared, several men tied a noose around his neck and, holding a gun to his head, threatened to shoot him unless he divulged where he had hidden the silver. At that moment Major Henry Davis happened on the scene and demanded they release the terrified alcalde. Davis was so disgusted with the deplorable behavior of the men that he resigned and returned to Texas.




  When Somervell learned of the extent of the booty being carried off by the men, he was furious. He ordered that it be restored to the owners immediately, save for some needed essentials. After it was collected and thrown in a pile, the stolen goods were said to be the size of “a good large house, and no doubt everything that could be concealed was taken care of by these men whose conduct was indeed, most infamous.”34 In the late afternoon Somervell sent a letter of apology to Villareal while the town residents were collecting their belongings. His reaction only deepened the rift between him and the men, who felt perfectly entitled to retaliate for the plunder of San Antonio by Vásquez and Woll.




  At dusk Somervell moved the army a few miles from town in the direction of the San Antonio road. The eastward direction of his march gave rise to angry whispers among the rank and file that the “pusillanimous General” was heading home.35 When the grumbling got back to Somervell, he seemed unsure about what to do or which direction to head.




  It was easy to see why. With Woll having retreated across the Rio Grande, there was no longer any justification for the expedition. Winter was fast approaching, and the army was low on provisions and horses. To continue to wander about in such a fashion, Somervell knew, was to court disaster. Adding to the danger was the atrocious behavior in Laredo of men who were becoming increasingly uncontrollable. On the other hand, he had led them three hundred miles on a journey that had thus far seen only cold, hunger, and other privations. Now that they were within striking distance of the enemy, he could hardly turn back without allowing them some gratification in the form of either spoils or battle. That night the general of the Southwestern Army of Operations tossed and turned in his sleep, unable to resolve the quandary he was in.




  George Lord, an Englishman in Cameron’s company, claimed that a few days earlier, Somervell had received a communication from Houston ordering him to abandon the expedition “at every hazard.” When Somervell was informed of the order, Lord said he heard Col. Cook protest, “Gen, we cannot break up this expedition, the men will mutinize, they are determined to cross the Rio Grande and fight the enemy, but my advice is to fling every impediment in its way and let it break itself up.”36 [That no such letter was ever found in the state archives does not mean it never existed, as a fire in 1855 destroyed many public records.37]* With winter beginning and no means to provision an army, Houston certainly did not want Somervell to invade Mexico; nor could he trust the unpredictable rabble to behave anything like a professional army if it did. That Houston had not wavered from his original defensive strategy was evidenced from his annual address to Congress given just days earlier on December 1:






   Although we have an enemy upon our frontier and are not in a situation to retaliate in such a manner as our disposition would urge us to do and carry war into their territory; yet, if our resources are carefully employed and economized we can render their predatory warfare harmless. Instead of permitting ourselves to be excited and irritated so as to vanquish ourselves by disorderly rallies to the frontier, we have it in our power to maintain a force sufficient, under regular discipline, to secure us against serious aggression and deter the enemy from repeated incursions.38







  But Somervell was not addressing august politicians sitting passively behind their desks in the nation’s capital. He was far-flung on the Mexican frontier trying to find some way to placate his ragtag army of irregulars. To return home at this juncture would surely incite mutiny; to march into Mexico could invite disaster. And with each passing day the men were becoming more disorderly and harder to control. If only he could find some way to quench their desire for battle and booty, he could return honorably and without incident to the expedition or Texas.




  On the evening of December 9, Somervell broke camp and set out toward San Antonio, still in a quandary as to what to do. The next morning he called together his officers for a war council. Of the fourteen captains all but three voted in favor of pursuing the enemy into Mexico and engaging in battle. Somervell then mustered the rank and file on a prairie hill. In an attempt to win their favor, he proceeded to give a long-winded and self-deprecating speech, mocking the meager results that had thus far been achieved in the expedition.39 He then stepped out into an open space and planted a flag. After chastising them for plundering Laredo, he proposed marching on the town of Guerrero on the condition they pledge to abide by the Republic’s articles of war. All those who pledged obedience to orders could rally around the flag; those who could not were free to return home under Colonel John Bennett. Of the 715 men, 528 agreed to continue under Somervell’s command. Believing nothing useful could be accomplished by the expedition, the rest returned home, many likely discouraged by Somervell’s ban on plundering.




  On December 11 the two parties separated and a much-reduced Southwestern Army advanced toward Guerrero fifty-four miles south. To avoid enemy spies, Somervell took a meandering course along the east bank of the river, adding frustrating days to the march and exposing the men to dense thickets of mesquite and prickly pear. “This tardy and zigzag march of General Somervell completely bewildered the enemy, and they took for a cunning military maneuver what the tattered pantaloons and sore shins of our men plainly told them was an unpardonable piece of stupidity and a cruel waste of time,” Green complained.40 Adding to the frustration was the near total lack of food and water for most of the journey. Worst of all it failed to fool the Mexicans, whose scouts had been watching them the entire time with bemusement.




  On the evening of the 13th they made camp and Somervell sent hunters out who returned with a healthy supply of venison and turkey. Things continued to improve the next night when they camped in a beautiful valley with grass and “tolerable water.” The next day when they were within ten miles of Guerrero, the army turned sharply west toward the Rio Grande and then south across land scarred by deep gullies and sharp ravines. At noon on the 15th they halted on the east bank of the river opposite the town. There they found a half dozen flatboats, each capable of carrying eight to ten horses. The army began crossing while Green and Bogart rode off to scout the area—without authorization. Two miles down the road they encountered Canales’s defensores, who gave chase. As they were fleeing back to camp, Green, on the slower horse, began to fall behind. With his rifle in one hand, he pulled a red silk handkerchief from his hat and unfurled it, hoping the enemy would interpret it as a signal for an ambush, shouting “God damn you!” as he rode. Green’s ploy worked—a half-mile from the river, the cavalry suddenly curtailed its pursuit.




  At the sight of their comrades racing toward the river the few Texans who had crossed over rushed to form a defensive battle line in preparation for a Mexican assault. Since most of the men were still on the east side, Hays took some of his men and had them ascend a hill and peer over the top so that Canales’s men might see them before moving to another hill to do the same. By this he intended to create the impression the entire army had crossed the river. Fooled by the feint, Canales turned and galloped off.




  By midnight many were still on the east bank, so Somervell gave orders to halt and resume crossing at dawn. Those on the west bank now urged him to attack that very night with the tiny force available, but Somervell refused to move in the darkness in an unfamiliar place without his entire army.




  Shortly after daybreak, the alcalde and an interpreter came out to Somervell’s camp to officially surrender the town. Putting on a cheerful face, the alcalde begged them not to enter, as residents feared they would burn down the town. Realizing news of the behavior of his men at Laredo had preceded him, Somervell complied, equally concerned his men might again run amok. He then made a requisition for provisions and supplies for twelve hundred men, hoping to deceive the alcalde into thinking he had a much larger force. In the evening Somervell moved a mile up the creek to await delivery at a site designated by the alcalde. When they arrived some of the men found the area too exposed and lacking firewood. Somervell was also suspicious of the location and moved the camp to a more protected area farther up the creek. As light snow fell, the men went to sleep hungry and disgruntled. According to McCutcheon:






   We had no shelter, no fires, and but little to eat; our arms were wet; not one gun of the army perhaps would have fired clear; and one twelve Pounder, on the opposite side of the river [Salado Creek] well managed, would have created dreadful execution among the men ’ere they could have retired! Indeed our position was miserable, dreadful, and perilous!41







  To avert the problems he had in Laredo, Somervell ordered that no man leave camp without written authorization from a captain or field officer.42 But during the night the officers slipped into town and shook down residents for food, articles of clothing, and several “richly caparisoned” mules.43




  In the morning the provisions arrived: a few pounds of flour, some sugar and coffee, several tattered hats, a few filthy blankets and worn-out saddles, and a little corn for the horses. Furious, the Texans told the alcalde to dump the clothing in the river and return to town and tell his people they would have to do better or there would be hell to pay. That night, as a cold rain fell, the troops went without dinner. “Why did the General not go into the city instead of exposing his men to such cold rain?” was asked throughout a camp growing increasingly restive.44




  In the morning, just as the men were bracing to sack Guerrero, Somervell gave the order to return to the east side of the river. Once again, the maneuver consumed an entire day and left those waiting on the west bank to spend another night in the sleet and cold without food or blankets. While the men were crossing, Hays and Bogart waited on the west bank for a requisition of horses they had made for the men now on foot.




  In the morning several men rode back into Guerrero—led probably by Hays and Bogart, who told the alcalde that since he had shown no willingness to comply with the requisition, he should produce $5,000 in cash, failing which they would ransack the town.45 The alcalde attempted to explain that the town supplies had been exhausted by the Mexican forces and that the wealthy residents had long since absconded with their money and jewelry. Nevertheless, he rang the bells of the cathedral to summon the residents to the town square. About four hundred men and women appeared, “gathered about in groups like sheep, expecting to be slaughtered.”46 While the alcalde took a collection, the local men “with daggers in their eyes” fed the Texans’ horses with corn. Somewhat friendlier were the women, who offered tortillas and cigars to placate the men. After ninety minutes, the collection was completed. The alcalde had managed to scrounge up $381. So infuriated was Hays that he took the alcalde into custody and returned to camp so he could explain to the general why he had not fulfilled the requisition. When they arrived Somervell ordered Hays to release the official and return the money. The raid on Guerrero had been yet another fiasco. There had been no Mexican soldiers to fight or little in the way of food, horses, or booty.




  Concerned that General Pedro de Ampudia’s forces were gathering in the area, Somervell concluded that to linger any longer in the area with his small army would be imprudent. On the morning of the 19th, he ordered the boats to be destroyed and issued the following order:






   The troops belonging to the Southwestern Army will march at 10 o’clock this morning for the junction of the Rio Frio and the Nueces, thence to Gonzales, where they will be disbanded.47*







  Upon hearing the order the men became “perfectly wild.” “It looked as though there would be a general revolt,” said Lewis Harris.48 Some cursed the general to his face for having betrayed them. Others thought the retreat cowardly. “He could see if we stayed thare much longer, we would have to fight—and that would have been far from congenial with his nice sense of feeling,” said McCutcheon.49 Green facitiously asked Somervell if there was any glory that accrued a French general for marching up a hill and then turning and descending it. While protests flew fast and furious at Somervell, Green stepped aside and quietly instructed one of his men to take the boats downriver and hide them.50




  Several of the men pleaded with Somervell to remain on the frontier another week so that they could go down to Mier and plunder horses and sheep. When Somervell rejected the request, a few men asked permission to separate from the army, cross to the other side, and “rake down” the Mexican settlements for as many horses and cattle as they could find. Somervell again refused. By way of compromise a member of Fisher’s company suggested the army continue downriver in Mexico a day or two longer to obtain horses for the men now on foot. Somervell balked at this too. Seeing they were getting nowhere with the general, Fisher asked if the men could vote on the commander of the expedition—Somervell refused. At this point Fisher requested permission to separate from the army and march downriver with as many men as were willing to join him. Once again Somervell refused. All attempts at obtaining official authorization having failed, Fisher finally stepped boldly to one side and announced he would march on Mier “to give the tawny sons of Montezuma undeniable proofs of what they might expect to receive at the hands of Texans.”51 With that, three of the captains broke from Somervell’s command and aligned with Fisher: William Eastland (a cousin of Dawson), Ewen Cameron, and John Goodloe Pierson. Thomas J. Green now joined the three mutineers. The men under them became confused, not knowing whether to obey their commanding officer or Somervell. “I would have been rather glad to go back with Somervell,” Private George Erath confessed, “but had not the courage to express myself.”52 Equally conflicted was volunteer John Fenn, who asked Lt. John Shipman what he should do. Shipman advised him to obey Somervell, though he, Shipman, ended up joining Fisher. When Fenn blindly attempted to follow, a messmate took hold of his bridle and persuaded him to return with the general.




  One of the captains later explained their reasons for breaking from Somervell:






   Promoted by disgust and mortification at the fact that the frontier of our country had been three times invaded, and our habitations as repeatedly desolated, and yet no blow of vengeance or retaliation had been struck by Texas . . . we were not supplied with a sufficiency of provisions to take us home from Guerrero, and this fact operated upon many of the men willing, had the case been otherwise to have returned. It was stamped at the time as unofficer-like conduct in Gen. S to presume to march the command home without adequate supplies and horses—many of the men being on foot and others with weak horses, utterly unable to perform the trip—when, too, we were surrounded by an abundant commissariat department [Mexico].53







  But the sad truth was that each Texan had become his own general in the snake-bitten expedition, each with his own reason for breaking from Somervell. Fisher intended only to go downriver and obtain enough horses and supplies with which to return to Texas. Many of the volunteers, however, were keen to exchange shots with the enemy. According to private Thomas W. Bell, they sought to “avenge in some manner the cruelties practiced upon her citizens—also to capture citizens of Mexico, to give in exchange for those taken by Woll at San Antonio.”54 Cameron, too, intended to capture some of Ampudia’s forces and exchange them for the San Antonio prisoners.55 Others were unwilling to return without some booty for all their troubles. Then there were those who, according to Willis Copeland, had simply gotten tired of the disappointments and monotony and wanted to cross the Rio Grande in search of adventure.56




  Shortly after noon on December 19 a beleaguered Somervell and 189 men, hungry and exhausted, turned and headed home. Somervell planned to lead his army as far as Gonzalez, where he would disband his army. On the return journey disagreement arose on the proper route to follow. At one point, some of the men, fed up with Somervell’s leadership, refused to recognize him as their commander any longer, whereupon the army split into two groups: one following Somervell and the other Captain Bogart.




  Fifteen miles on, Somervell halted for two days to allow his starving men to hunt some of the Mexican cattle roaming the woods east of the Rio Grande. A few days later his party again became lost and struggled to find some semblance of a path amid the dense mesquite and prickly pear. After several days floundering about in the chaparral, they emerged exhausted and completely out of provisions. According to one member of the expedition, some of the men were so hungry they resorted to cooking their large leather knapsacks called aparejos.57 On Christmas Day, Somervell’s men were startled by the booming of cannon fire from Cuidad Mier, a Mexican village eighty miles away.*




  Houston’s foreboding had come to pass.




  Footnotes


  

  * Nearly forty years later, George Lord would sign an affidavit in Bexar County testifying to the conversation he overheard that day.




  * Years later, in a lengthy speech before the Senate to refute Thomas J. Green’s charges that he [Houston] was responsible for sending the men into Mexico, Houston stated that he had ordered Somervell to return after he had taken Guerrero (Writings of Sam Houston VI, 74–94). That Houston had given the order then was also corroborated by a private in the expedition, Lewis Birdsall Harris (“The Journal of Lewis Birdsall Harris,” Southwestern Historical Quarterly 25, no. 3 [January 1922]: 190).




  * Somervell would eventually arrive safely in Gonzales, Texas, on New Year’s Day. As a reward for his service Houston appointed him collector of customs. He died mysteriously in 1854 when his body was found lashed to the timbers of a boat floating upside down that had been carrying a substantial amount of money.
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