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Foreword



The fall of the Alamo was arguably the greatest single traumatic episode in our country’s early culture until the assassination of Abraham Lincoln on April 14,1865. The assassination made Lincoln a martyr, and his martyrdom elevated him to iconic status. The massacre at the Alamo, nearly three decades earlier, engraved upon history an indelible memory in the collective American mind. That memory is as vivid now as it was at San Jacinto six weeks after the Alamo fell. The two buildings that remain, the Church (which defines the Alamo in photos) and the Long Barracks, stand today as silent reminders of those who lived and died there. The structures are inanimate but still very much alive.


We can’t talk with those who perished at the Alamo or with the non-combatants who survived the siege. But in this book by historian J. R. Edmondson they operatively speak to us, if not in the literal sense, then surely effectively.


Edmondson offers, from an independent perspective, historical views comparable to a conductor’s study of a composer’s masterwork: The embedded details are there to be newly discovered by those who seek them.


In a word, it’s readable. It is difficult to imagine a volume presented in a more professional manner than this one. It has a thesis-level substance yet it is clear enough to be accessible to anyone with an interest in history. There are volumes that can put you to sleep even after your morning coffee, but this one can keep you awake at night.


It seems no adobe brick was left unturned in the research for this book. Anyone can report facts, but Edmondson aims higher: His writing illuminates rather than decorates and shows, not the shadow but the substance of his subjects. He goes beyond simple documentation, pierces the armor, and enters the sanctum of personality and character.


The Alamo concepts and events are dramatic enough without the need of embellishment a la Hollywood. The author knows this and presents his material with extraordinary insight and a totally genuine perspective of Western history. The book is a virtual San Saba silver mine of information and fascinating details. It is riveting reading and at times assumes nearly cinematic, Hitchcock-like overtones. That it took Edmondson several years to finish this book is a testimony to his diligence and reverence for the subject matter.


This work takes its place with those of Walter Lord and others in the Alamo setting. There’s no other book quite like it, so its singularity gives it its specialty. The Alamo Story: From Early History to Current Conflicts covers the Alamo in all its incarnations—from the historical and iconic entity to its popular cultural image. By its very immediacy, this solid book seems to enlarge and strengthen the links in the chain that binds us to our own history.


Jeffrey Dane





Preface



In the publicity for his 1960 epic motion picture, John Wayne concisely summed up the history of the Alamo—“The mission that became a fortress; the fortress that became a shrine.”


This book describes the old Spanish mission San Antonio de Valero as it evolved through each of its three phases. The history of the Alamo is the story of fabulous people—Spanish, French, Mexican, Tejano, and Anglo-American.


Obviously special attention is given to the heroic 1836 battle that transformed the mission from a fortress to a shrine. In a very real sense that battle still rages today. It is a fluid story, dynamic, elusive, ever changing, always open to new interpretation.


But a book is static, concrete, locked in time and place. Thus neither this publication, nor any other, can ever hope to be the definitive work on the Alamo.


“When the facts become legend, print the legend,” stated a newspaper reporter in John Ford’s motion picture The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. Perhaps too many early books on the Alamo adhered to that newspaperman’s advice. Some more recent works, however, have leaned toward revisionism, challenging and occasionally taking cynical delight in debunking the traditional legends.


This book will prove harder to categorize. Sometimes the facts do overrule the legends. But often the facts and legends are more closely intertwined than is currently believed.


According to the most popular Alamo legend, late in the siege Colonel William Barret Travis drew a line in the dirt with his sword and challenged his tiny garrison to cross that line, to continue fighting—perhaps to the death—against overwhelming odds.


Some historians have disputed this story. But they can never disprove it. However, admittedly, the historical evidence supporting Travis’ line remains controversial. Thus, like so many of the stories of the Alamo, it must linger in the realm of legend rather than fact.


Yet those who address the story of the Alamo essentially draw their own lines in the sand, defend their own positions, view its history from their own perspectives.


It is a powerful story, because we will always marvel at the Texian garrison that deliberately put itself in harm’s way and fought to the death. Was it heroism? Or foolish, arrogant overconfidence?


We struggle to understand the Alamo defenders because in some ways they were like us, and in some ways they were not like us at all. To be sure, they were products of another time. Death was no stranger on the nineteenth-century frontier. Disease and violence were more prevalent then. Honor, ideals—and especially the fresh concept of liberty—were things for which men willingly would fight. And die.


Yet in many ways the men of the Alamo—and those who besieged it—shared basic human emotions that transcend all generations. They hoped and feared and despaired and loved. And even if they were willing to fight, they did not want to die.


It is only when we finally accept the heroes of the Alamo as mortal, flawed humans that we can truly appreciate their magnificent sacrifice.
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Introduction



The urgent staccato bugle call, borne on brisk spring winds, resounded across the three-acre compound of the mission-fortress known as the Alamo. The meager garrison dashed for their stacked muskets and scrambled to their posts. From the crumbling walls they watched the enemy army approaching from the south, a thousand strong in battle formation.


West of the mission, just across the shallow, winding river, the people within the city of San Fernando de Bexar scurried about frantically, their cries of confusion and panic carrying back to the Alamo garrison. Many of the civilians grabbed whatever possessions they could carry and hustled their families out onto the chaparral prairie to the north.


The defenders of the mission-fortress grimly prepared for the hopelessly uneven conflict. Soldiers primed their muskets and held them at the ready. Artillerymen rammed charges down the barrels of their cannons. Every man wondered if he was about to die.


On this day, however, no guns would be fired; no battle would be joined against overwhelming odds. This day the Alamo’s defenders would not be united in a defiant and desperate last-ditch stand.


Instead three men, holding aloft a white flag that flapped noisily in the breeze, marched out to meet the enemy. The trio had been sent by Governor Manuel Maria de Salcedo, commander of the Spanish forces defending San Fernando de Bexar, to discuss the terms for capitulation.


On this day—April 1, 1813—the Alamo would surrender. Without a shot being fired. To a rebel army fighting under a flag of freedom.


The humiliating defeat only added to the misfortune that had characterized the old mission, even before its conception more than a century earlier.


And bad luck would continue to plague the mission-fortress.


Only twenty-two years after Salcedo’s defeat, the Alamo would again witness the surrender of its garrison. On December 10, 1835, Mexican forces under General Martin Perfecto de Cos relinquished the position to yet another rebel force.


And two months later a mere two hundred fifty rebels would attempt to defend the Alamo against a Mexican army numbering more than two thousand. No Alamo garrison had ever faced such overwhelming odds.


This time the Alamo would not surrender.








	
Part One:


	
The Mission
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Chapter 1:


	Olivares








The historical record provides no birthplace or birth date for the man who would establish the most famous mission in Texas. Yet even before he marched into Texas, elderly Father Antonio de San Buenaventura y Olivares had earned a reputation as one of the most cantankerous priests in Mexico.


Olivares’ mentor was the legendary Father Antonio Margil de Jesus, the guardian of the missionary college Santa Cruz de Queretaro, who consistently referred to himself as “Nothingness Itself.” Despite his self-deprecating title, Margil had spent thirteen grueling years traipsing through the sweltering jungles of southern Mexico and Central America. He had established some twenty-five missions and baptized more than ten thousand Indians.


Initially Father Margil had assigned Olivares to the north central province of Zacatecas, just below Coahuila. The blistering sun had transformed Olivares’ skin to splotchy, wrinkled leather, and his advanced years had turned his thinning ring of hair to gray.


In 1699 Margil dispatched Olivares and Father Francisco Hidalgo, accompanied by a squad of soldados under Captain Diego Ramon, to northern Coahuila. They were instructed to establish missions for the primitive tribes, hunters and nut gatherers, that lived along the Rio Grande, the great river of the north. This new assignment exhilarated Hidalgo, a veteran of Mission San Francisco de los Tejas, the first mission established in the province to the northeast.


Gold, glory, and God, essentially in that order, had motivated the founding of the missions—indeed their whole New World empire—since the time of the conquistadores. In 1521 Hernán Cortez, commanding a handful of Spaniards, had captured the magnificent Aztec empire and claimed the vast wealth of Moctezuma. Mexico City, the center of Spain’s New World domain, rose upon the ruins of the Aztec capital Tenochtitlan.


A decade later Francisco Pizzaro, with an even smaller force, reaped more than twice as much treasure when he defeated the Incas of Peru.


Reveling in riches so easily plundered, the Spanish authorities cast their unsated gaze to the north. In 1540 Francisco Vazquez de Coronado, leading a massive expedition, rode across what would become the southwestern United States. But he found no Seven Cities of Cibola, no Gran Quivera, and returned the following year in disgrace.


About that same time, Hernando De Soto’s expedition trampled through the present-day southeastern United States. When De Soto succumbed to disease, exhaustion, and frustration, his men sank his weighted body into the Mississippi River. Ironically, his greatest discovery had become his grave.


Since the explorers had found no wealth, Spain virtually lost interest in her vast northern territory. Except for some settlements along the upper Rio Grande, there would be no major ventures into that region for almost a century and a half.


Until Rene Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La Salle, stepped onto Texas soil by mistake.


In 1682 La Salle had descended the Mississippi River in a birchbark canoe, claiming for France all the lands drained by the great river and its tributaries. He christened this vast expanse La Louisianne in honor of the French monarch Louis XIV Significantly, the southern extremity of this Louisiana Territory was wedged between Spanish Florida and Spain’s more extensive holdings to the west. Perhaps worse, Louisiana overlapped Spain’s western territory, creating a legacy of conflict that would be inherited by the United States more than a century later.
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Rene Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La Salle


Later La Salle returned to establish a colony at the mouth of the great river. But he overshot the delta and shipwrecked in Matagorda Bay. Retreating a few miles inland, he hoisted the fleur-de-lis over a hastily constructed stockade he named Fort St. Louis.


The Spanish had learned of La Salle’s incursion from captured French seamen. Don Alonso De Leon, the governor of Coahuila, led an overland entrada to locate the French stockade.


However the Spanish proved to be the least of La Salle’s problems. The coastal swamps were the domain of both malaria-bearing mosquitoes and cannibalistic Karankawas, both of whom preyed upon the French trespassers. When De Leon finally located the rotting, weed-encrusted stockade, only a few sun-bleached skeletons remained of the French garrison.


Father Damian Massanet, one of the founders of the College of Santa Cruz de Queretaro—the New World’s first school for missionaries—accompanied the De Leon expedition. During the search for the French fort, Massanet encountered an unusually advanced native tribe—the Hasinai Indians of the extensive Caddo Confederation. These agrarian people hailed each other with the word “tejas,” meaning friend or ally. Mistaking this general term of greeting for tribal nomenclature, Massanet described their domain as the “great kingdom of the Texas.”


Soon their name would apply to the entire province.


Massanet concluded that the Hasinai were ideal subjects for Christianization. But, as with most priests, the Spanish bureaucracy frustrated him. Though designed to become self-sufficient, the missions generally required a considerable expense to establish. So did the presidios, or forts, usually constructed to protect the missions. And the garrison of soldados that manned the presidio remained a continual drain on the treasury. Thus the officials of New Spain rarely authorized a mission unless they expected some kind of return from their investment. Even with the missions, gold and glory, or at least political advantage, ranked as more significant factors than God.


To be sure, converting and domesticating the red man had always proven more expedient than fighting him. But such measures only were warranted if the Spanish had financial or political reason to occupy lands on which Indians resided.


La Salle’s tragic incursion had created just such a situation. Returning to Mexico City, Father Massanet easily convinced the viceroy that missions and presidios would create a strategic Spanish presence to guard the disputed boundary with French Louisiana. In March 1690 De Leon and Massanet left Monclova, Coahuila, with over a hundred soldados and three other missionaries. They paused at Fort St. Louis long enough to incinerate the silent, rotting structures, then they continued eastward to the Neches River. There, in late May, amid the tall, fragrant pines, they established a wooden stockade mission that bore the name San Francisco de los Tejas.


Then disaster loomed. Along with God, the Spanish introduced European diseases for which the Indians had no natural immunity. When hundreds of the Hasinai fell ill, the Indians naively blamed the disease on the mission’s baptismal waters, and they avoided San Francisco de los Tejas. When hundreds—and then thousands—died, the Indians rose up against the mission.


In the predawn hours of October 25, 1693, Massanet and the other priests hastily buried the mission bell and cannon. Then they set fire to the wooden structure. Massanet could not linger to watch his mission reduced to smoldering ashes. Harassed by the hostile Hasinai, he and the other Spaniards fled back to Coahuila.


The viceroy of New Spain attempted to console Father Massanet. San Francisco de los Tejas failed primarily because of its great distance from Monclova. Perhaps the priest would help establish missions among the more docile and primitive tribes along the Rio Grande in northern Coahuila. Such missions could serve as way stations helping to supply the Spanish in east Texas.


But Massanet declined. He had endured enough politics and bureaucracy. He retired back to the College of Santa Cruz de Queretaro to spend his last years teaching other missionaries.


Father Hidalgo had protested Massanet’s decision to abandon the Tejas mission, and he yet longed to return to the Caddo tribes of the piney woods. Both Hidalgo and Olivares recognized that, politically, the Rio Grande missions would serve as a gateway into Texas.


They established the first mission, San Juan Bautista, on January 1, 1700, just five miles below the Rio Grande. Nearby, on March 1, they established Mission San Francisco Solano. Crusty old Father Olivares personally assumed authority over this second mission, and he promptly introduced his new Coahuiltecan charges to a celebration of Mass. Then, displaying an energy level that belied his many years, Olivares waded across the Rio Grande and hiked through the hills, seeking even more converts for his mission. Officially, however, this first intrusion did not place him in Texas. New Spain recognized a boundary line formed by the Medina and Nueces Rivers, roughly a hundred miles northeast of the Rio Grande, as the border between Coahuila and Texas.


From the outset, hostile tribes threatened the precarious existence of the two fledgling missions. Within the first year most of the Coahuiltecans abandoned San Francisco Solano, complaining that the few soldados could not protect them from the aggressive tribes. Olivares marched all the way down to Mexico City and demanded more troops. For once the authorities responded with uncharacteristic efficiency, dispatching a “flying company” to reinforce Captain Ramon’s command. By early 1703 Ramon had established a presidio adjacent to San Juan Bautista. A community of the same name soon sprouted around the missions and fortification.


Then, for a few months, Mission San Francisco Solano prospered. Daily the tireless Olivares conducted morning and evening Mass, and between the services he joined the Indians in the cornfields. His flock swelled to over three hundred, half of whom he baptized into the Catholic faith. But before the year had passed famine set in, and the numbers rapidly dwindled.


The settlement of San Juan Bautista had grown too large too quickly. The nearby stream and surrounding fields in that arid region could not support the increased population. The priests held a counsel and decided to relocate Mission San Francisco Solano to a new site sixteen leagues west.


Gamely Father Olivares trekked west, knowing that his former converts would not follow him that great distance to the new location. In essence, Mission San Francisco Solano had been sacrificed so that San Juan Bautista might survive. Yet, determinedly, Olivares gathered some four hundred new converts into the relocated mission’s new structures.


But again marauding Indians drove his new flock back to the safety of the surrounding hills. By 1706 the Indian population of San Francisco Solano had diminished to such insignificant numbers that the College of Santa Cruz de Queretaro removed Olivares from his mission.


In fact, Olivares was required back at Queretaro. To accommodate a growing Franciscan presence in New Spain, the College of Santa Cruz had authorized Olivares’ former mentor, the competent Father Margil, to establish and preside over a new missionary school at Zacatecas. While Margil was founding the College of Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe, Father Olivares would serve as guardian of Santa Cruz.


It would be a short tenure. The crotchety old priest came to regard the Zacatecan school as a competitor of Santa Cruz, and a bitter personal rivalry developed between Olivares and his former teacher. But Olivares lacked the prestige to contend with the legendary Father Margil. When Olivares left Santa Cruz two years later, his fierce loyalty to his college remained as strong as his enmity toward Margil.


Olivares returned to northern Coahuila in early 1709 to find San Juan Bautista flourishing. But his own hard luck mission, San Francisco Solano, had been relocated the previous year to yet a third site—five leagues north of Bautista on the Rio Grande. Here, again, few Indians responded to the tolling of its mission bell. Olivares sensed that San Francisco Solano was doomed.


Despite his age Father Olivares knew he possessed enough ornery determination to establish one more mission. He gazed across the big river and recalled his trek to the northeast. Tribes of Indians lived on that vast frontier who had never heard the word of God.


The viceroy of New Spain also had been focusing his attention on the lands above the Rio de la Norte. He had learned that the French had established a settlement at Mobile in lower Louisiana, and they were attempting to initiate trade with the Hasinai and other Caddo tribes. Simultaneously there were rumors that the Hasinai might now be disposed toward welcoming the Spanish back into east Texas. If the latter report were true, Spanish missions and presidios could again secure the border and prevent an uncomfortable alliance between the French and Caddos. Certainly the matter bore investigation.


Captain Pedro de Aguirre received the assignment to lead a small, investigatory entrada into Texas. Marching at the head of fourteen soldados, he arrived at Bautista shortly after Olivares’ return to northern Coahuila.


The old Franciscan must have perceived Captain Aguirre’s arrival as a blessing from God. Olivares quickly arranged to accompany the expedition as chaplain. A younger priest, Isidro Felix de Espinosa, would serve as chronicler.


The expedition departed Bautista on April 5, 1709, and forded the Rio Grande. Within a few days they crossed the Medina and entered Texas. A short distance above the Medina they came to a broad plain surrounded by low, wooded hills. To the east, a narrow, tree-lined river meandered gently across the prairie. Just to the west flowed the crystal stream of a spring-fed creek. The local Payaya Indians called the place Yanaguana, which the Spanish interpreted as “sparkling waters.”


The Spaniards named the creek “The Water of San Pedro,” Father Espinosa wrote in his diary. Though he did not say so, the name probably honored Captain Aguirre’s patron saint. Noting that the river had not been named by previous Spanish explorers, Espinosa added, “we called it the River of San Antonio de Padua.” Presumably the river honored Father Olivares’ patron saint.


Espinosa was mistaken. Eighteen years earlier, en route to Mission San Francisco de los Tejas, Father Massanet and Governor Teran had visited this same region. And they already had bestowed a Spanish name to the river. They had arrived on June 13, 1691, the feast day of Saint Anthony of Padua, and—by incredible coincidence—they, too, had christened the area in honor of that revered Portuguese saint. Governor Teran had praised the area as “the most beautiful in New Spain.”


Little had changed in eighteen years. Father Olivares noted the “rich productiveness of the soil and the plentiful water supply.” More important to Olivares, near the springs stood a village of Payayas, yet another tribe of the primitive Coahuiltecan family. Father Olivares decided then that he would build his new mission among these nearly naked but generally amiable Indians at this place so emphatically destined to be called San Antonio.


The expedition needed only to proceed as far eastward as the Colorado River. There, to his disappointment, Aguirre learned from friendly Indians that the Caddo tribes remained fervently hostile toward any Spanish presence in east Texas.


The Aguirre expedition returned to Bautista on April 28. Scurrying on to Mexico City, Father Olivares approached the viceroy for the permission—and more important, the financing—for his new mission. Yet, ironically, Captain Aguirre’s report worked against the old Franciscan’s ambitions. Without an invitation from the Caddo, the viceroy displayed no interest in renewing any missionary work in Texas. Not even among friendly Coahuiltecan tribes along the San Antonio River.


Infuriated, Olivares resolved to take his plea to a higher authority. He made the lengthy voyage back across the Atlantic. For the next six years he pestered and pressured the Spanish government to expand the missionary program into Texas.
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Territory claimed by Spain, France, and England in 1700.


At San Juan Bautista, Father Francisco Hidalgo remained just as frustrated with bureaucracy—and just as determined to return to the east Texas mission he had last seen in flames. But Father Hidalgo resorted to a more radical scheme to achieve his dream. For a decade the government of New Spain had ignored his requests; now he defied the government’s laws. On January 11, 1711, Hidalgo dipped his quill into the inkwell and began scratching on a sheet of parchment. “Did the French Governor have any information about the spiritual and material condition of the people of the Tejas, among whom Father Hidalgo had begun to labor more than a score of years ago?” he wrote. Then he boldly inquired, “Would the Governor cooperate in establishing a mission among them?”


Hidalgo’s letter energized the governor of Louisiana, Antoine de la Mothe, Sieur de Cadillac, who perceived it as an invitation. It offered the potential of developing relations—and commerce—with New Spain. Or at least the northern provinces. But the matter would have to be initiated delicately.


Cadillac turned to a dashing, forty-year-old Canadian-born explorer. Louis Juchereau de St. Denis belonged to a rare breed. The lacy silk shirts and velvet long coats of a gentleman fit him as naturally as the buckskins he wore in the backwoods. Moreover he possessed a silver tongue that had mastered Spanish and several Indian languages. With the political tact of a diplomat, the persuasiveness of a salesman, and the winning charm of a natural born confidence man, St. Denis proved to be the perfect ambassador.


Leading a company of men and a pack train crammed with everything from beaver hides to delicate linens, St. Denis rode out of Mobile in September 1713. At the Red River they paused to trade among the Natchitoches Indian villages. St. Denis appraised the strategic importance of the site. New Spain claimed the Red River as the eastern boundary of Texas; France claimed the Sabine, overlapping forty-five miles to the west, as the boundary of Louisiana.


Shrewdly St. Denis left a contingent of men at the Red River to establish Fort St. Jean Baptiste. The fort would serve as his base of operations, a trading post, and a defensive position against Spanish encroachment. Soon it would evolve into the town of Natchitoches, the first permanent settlement within the modern boundaries of Louisiana.


With twenty-five men and the pack train, St. Denis continued into Texas. Along the way he befriended and traded with various Indian tribes. He finally reached San Juan Bautista in July 1714. Cognizant that he was violating Spanish law, St. Denis boldly rode into the settlement and asked for Father Hidalgo.


Unfortunately, Father Hidalgo was away visiting the college at Queretaro. Captain Diego Ramon, who still served as commandant of the presidio, immediately arrested the trespasser. However, Ramon found the eloquent French Canadian so compelling that he had St. Denis placed under house arrest—in the captain’s own residence. There, St. Denis dined off Ramon’s finest silver and savored his imported Cuban cigars as they spoke of the absurdity of the Spanish law that banned commerce between their nations. There, Ramon’s seventeen-year-old granddaughter, Manuela Sanchez, also fell under the spell of the cavalier adventurer. And for once, St. Denis apparently succumbed to someone else’s charms. He proposed, and she accepted.


When word reached Mexico City that a French trader had been captured at Bautista, the viceroy ordered the prisoner to be conveyed to the capital. Arriving in Mexico City, St. Denis was incarcerated in the prison. But again his persuasive eloquence won over the authorities. Assisted by Father Hidalgo, who had raced to the capital from Queretaro, St. Denis finally provided a compelling argument for the Spanish to reestablish missions and presidios in east Texas. He warned the viceroy that the French already had constructed a military post, Fort St. Jean Baptiste, on the Red River—at the very border of Texas.


Spain would not legalize trade with French Louisiana, St. Denis realized. But he also knew that he could seduce the isolated Spanish settlements in east Texas into a lucrative smuggling operation with his nearby fort at Natchitoches. The tremendous distance between Mexico City and east Texas would render it virtually impossible for Spanish authorities to interfere in the contraband trade. The nearest Spanish garrison lay nearly five hundred miles away—roughly halfway to Mexico City—and it was commanded by his future father-in-law. St. Denis envisioned extending his smuggling operation all the way across Texas to Bautista.


Even if Father Hidalgo had recognized St. Denis’ ulterior motives, the priest would not have cared. St. Denis, the glib adventurer from Louisiana, had reopened Texas to Spanish settlement.


St. Denis and Father Hidalgo returned to Bautista, where preparations began for the expedition to east Texas. Captain Ramon’s son, Domingo, would command the expedition. St. Denis would serve as commissary officer. And, of course, Father Hidalgo would lead the missionary contingency, which included the young chronicler Father Espinosa.


The legendary Father Margil announced that he, personally would assume authority over the east Texas missions, placing them under the jurisdiction of his new college at Zacatecas. Margil planned to accompany the expedition, but he had fallen ill and would travel to east Texas later.


Before the expedition left Bautista, St. Denis married Manuela. The wedding fiesta lasted three days. St. Denis assured his young bride he would return for her after the completion of the expedition.


Composed of twenty-five soldados, eleven missionaries, and herds of cattle and goats, the expedition left Bautista in April 1716. Two months later they arrived in the fragrant piney woods of east Texas. The Hasinai welcomed them with the peace pipe. On July 3 Father Hidalgo reestablished his San Francisco de los Tejas mission. Four days later Nuestra Señora de la Purisma Concepcion was established only twenty-five miles to the northeast. Meanwhile Captain Domingo Ramon began construction of a presidio, Nuestra Señora de los Dolores de los Tejas, on the east bank of the Neches River.


When Father Margil reached east Texas later that month, two more missions had already been founded. Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe de los Nacogdoches would evolve into the town of Nacogdoches. Margil personally supervised the establishment of two more missions. He located San Miguel de Linares de los Adaes east of the Sabine within the contested land claimed by both France and Spain. The last mission, Nuestra Señora de los Dolores de los Ais, would later become the town St. Augustine.


The following year St. Denis returned to Mexico to claim his bride. Not wanting to waste the trip, he escorted a caravan of contraband goods to Bautista. But the death of Louis XIV and the subsequent War of the Spanish Succession had further strained the relations between France and Spain. Despite his influential father-in-law, St. Denis again was arrested. It appeared his fabulous luck had finally played out. Spanish troops marched him south, sentenced to be forever locked away in a dark, damp dungeon in Guatemala.


But St. Denis managed a spectacular escape, stole a horse, and galloped back to Natchitoches, where he received the appointment of commandant of the post. St. Denis and Captain Ramon arranged to have Manuela sent to him at Natchitoches. There the gallant French Canadian and his young Mexican bride lived their remaining years in prosperity—one of history’s few “happy ever after” endings.


Crotchety old Father Olivares returned from Spain to Mexico City in 1716. Olivares knew his own time on earth was running short, but he remained driven by a compulsion to establish a mission on the San Antonio River. For four months he pled his case before the new viceroy, the Marques de Valero Baltazar de Zuniga. But now Father Olivares had learned to play the game.


Gold? The land near the San Antonio River contained fabulous mineral wealth, Olivares boldly lied.


Glory? The mission would be one of the largest and grandest in all New Spain, an invaluable way station on the Camino Real, the royal highway that extended all the way from Mexico City to the new missions in east Texas. Moreover, Olivares promised he would name the mission after the viceroy.


God? Olivares himself would provide religion for the thousands of Indian converts who gathered within his new mission’s walls.


The Franciscan’s tenacity and persuasiveness finally triumphed. In December 1716 the Marques de Valero agreed to provide the permission and the funding for the new mission. Olivares would relocate his failed mission, San Francisco Solano, from below the Rio Grande to the San Antonio River. Don Martin de Alarcon, the newly appointed governor-general of the combined provinces, Coahuila y Texas, would lead the expedition and establish a protective presidio.


However, Governor Alarcon infuriated the impatient priest by taking more than a year to prepare for the journey. The cantankerous priest also squabbled with the governor about the quality of the soldados who would man the presidio. Olivares insisted that they be married men of pure Spanish blood. He did not want them molesting his Indian women.


Alarcon snorted his reply. Unlike the Franciscans, he could not recruit from missionary colleges. “In Coahuila,” he announced, “there are only mulattos, lobos, coyotes, and mestizos.”


Finally, in February 1718, Alarcon mounted his expedition: seventy-two people—soldiers and settlers—and large herds of horses and cattle. Indignant, Olivares refused to travel with the governor-general’s party.


With a bodyguard of eight soldiers, the old Franciscan made a final visit to Mission San Francisco Solano. He gathered the only two remaining Indians, construction tools, farming implements, and—very important—crop seed. And he took the registry book. San Franciso Solano, which had always been plagued by misfortune, would be the forerunner of Olivares’ new mission.


Governor Alarcon reached San Antonio in late April. Father Olivares arrived on May 1 and promptly selected a site for his mission on the west bank of San Pedro Creek. True to his promise to the viceroy he christened it San Antonio de Valero. Immediately construction began on temporary log structures.


Four days later Alarcon located his presidio three-quarters of a league up the creek at the springs. The governor could be political, too. He named it San Antonio de Bexar after the viceroy’s brother, the Duke of Bexar, who had died heroically defending Budapest from the Turks. The settlement that grew up around the presidio became known as the Villa de Bexar.


Within the first year Father Olivares began to suspect that misfortune had attached itself to his new mission. While Olivares was riding across a timber bridge, his mount’s hoof wedged in a gap. The animal stumbled, tossing the elderly Franciscan from its back. The fall broke Olivares’ leg. Infection set in, and the old father became so gravely ill that he sent for a confessor from Bautista. But it was not yet Father Olivares’ time. Miraculously he recovered, though his leg never fully healed and continued to bother him for his remaining years.


While recuperating, Father Olivares came to realize that the original site of his new mission was unsuitable. In 1719 he relocated the temporary structures to the more fertile fields on the east side of the San Antonio River.


In Europe, the War of the Quadruple Alliance had pitted Spain against France. At Natchitoches in June 1719, Lieutenant Philippe Blondel took it upon himself to attack his nearest Spanish adversaries at the nearby Los Adaes mission.


With only seven men, Blondel galloped up to the mission and captured its only occupants, a lay brother and a single soldado. The French soldiers began looting the buildings. When one of them entered the henhouse, a flock of clucking chickens fluttered out into the mission yard. Spooked, Blondel’s horse reared and its rider fell to the ground. Blondel’s injured pride would be the only casualty of what became known as the Chicken War, but the aftershocks stretched across Texas.


In the ensuing confusion the lay brother escaped into the woods. He swam the Sabine and stumbled into Mission Nuestra Señora de los Dolores. Gasping for breath, he warned Father Margil that a large French force was marching toward east Texas.


The lay brother was mistaken; the French had no intention of invading Texas. But Margil could not know that. He ordered all the missions to be evacuated.


At the presidio, Captain Domingo Ramon also chose the better part of valor. The entire Spanish presence in east Texas withdrew to San Antonio to await reinforcements. One more time Father Hidalgo retreated from his Tejas mission. This time he would not return.


Arriving in San Antonio, the priests found that Mission San Antonio de Valero consisted of thatch-roofed huts clustered around a two-story stone tower. The lower floor of the tower provided a temporary chapel, and the upper floor housed the priests. The whole structure could serve as a blockhouse if hostile Indians attacked.


Young Father Espinosa continued on to Bautista to hurry on the Spanish force. But a year and a half would lapse before the new governor of Coahuila y Texas, Jose de Azlor, Marques de San Miguel de Aguayo, could mount an expedition. With five hundred men and six brass cannon he set out to reconquer east Texas. By then, the European war already had ended. And there had never been any Frenchmen in east Texas to defeat. Passing through San Antonio, Governor Aguayo relocated the Villa de Bexar and the presidio to the west bank of the river opposite the mission.


In 1722 Aguayo also began construction of another presidio, Nuestra Señora de Loreta, to protect Matagorda Bay. The presidio supposedly stood on the site of La Salle’s ill-fated Fort St. Louis. Captain Domingo Ramon assumed command of the fortification. Nearby Franciscan priests from the Aguayo expedition established Mission Nuestra Señora del Espiritu Santo de Zuniga. The mission would serve the coastal tribes, including the notorious Karankawas. (In 1749 both the mission and presidio were relocated some thirty-five miles inland, but because of their original location, the community that developed around them continued to be known as La Bahia—“the bay.”)


During their exile in San Antonio, Father Margil, Father Hidalgo, and the other Franciscans took up residence at Mission Valero. It could not have been a comfortable situation; Father Olivares still resented his former mentor. Their already strained relationship further deteriorated the following year when Margil declared his intent to establish a second mission on the river below Valero.


Father Olivares quickly petitioned Juan Valdez, lieutenant general and alcalde of the presidio and villa of Bexar, to deny Margil and his Zacatecan missionaries permission to establish a new mission. Olivares noted that Margil’s intended converts—the Pampopas, Pastias, and Suliajames—were traditional enemies of Olivares’ flock.


But Margil already had circumvented Olivares. He had announced his plans in a letter to Governor Aguayo, and Aguayo had sent written orders to Valdez to allow the new mission.


Father Olivares could only fume as Margil then compounded the insult.


Spanish law stipulated that missions must be located at least three and a half leagues (seven and a half miles) apart. However, Margil measured that distance by walking along the winding river, selecting a site for his new mission on the east bank less than four miles below Mission Valero. (Later it would be relocated to a hill above the west bank, adding another mile between the two missions.) Margil established his new mission on February 23, 1720. As politically astute as Olivares and Alarcon, Margil named it Mission San Jose y San Miguel de Aguayo.


Perhaps it was the poor health brought on by his many years. Perhaps it was the throbbing pain in his broken leg. Or perhaps it was merely the distressing sight of Mission San Jose being erected to the south. In September 1720 Father Antonio de San Buenaventura y Olivares retired from Mission San Antonio de Valero. Then the cantankerous old man who had established the most famous mission in Texas history slipped back into the obscurity from which he had come.


In 1722 Father Antonio Margil de Jesus returned to Zacatecas to assume guardianship of the college he had founded. He died four years later. He is now under consideration by the Vatican for sainthood.


Although Governor Aguayo’s army had restored the east Texas missions in 1719, Father Francisco Hidalgo remained in Mission Valero’s two-story stone blockhouse and assumed authority of Olivares’ hard luck mission.


Misfortune struck again in 1724. A hurricane leveled all the buildings, including the stone structure.


Father Hidalgo chose a new site a short distance to the north, and the construction of San Antonio de Valero began once more. This third site, just northeast of a large bend in the river, would be the mission’s final location.


There it would acquire its greatest fame—and suffer its greatest defeat.








	
Chapter 2:


	Valero








Father Hidalgo never returned to his beloved San Francisco de los Tejas in east Texas. Ironically the mission followed him to San Antonio.


By 1730 the east Texas missions had failed. They had never fully recovered from the Chicken War fiasco. However the viceroy in New Spain did not grieve the loss of the missions. Their political purpose, at least, had been served. The border with French Louisiana had been secured, and France no longer was deemed a threat.


Three of the missions were relocated to the San Antonio region, where the missions Valero and San Jose seemed to be enjoying some success among the local tribes. Two hundred seventy-three Payaya, Pamaya, and Jarame Indians had taken up residence at Valero.


Again ignoring the regulations governing the distance between missions, Nuestra Señora de la Purisma Concepcion was constructed in 1731 on the east side of the river between Valero and San Jose.


The other two missions arrived the following year. Mission San Juan Capistrano was established on the east side of the river below San Jose. Just below San Juan, on the west bank, Mission San Francisco de la Espada became the southernmost of the five missions that flanked the San Antonio River.


Espada was the reincarnation of Mission San Francisco de los Tejas. But Father Hidalgo had not been there to greet it. He had resigned from Mission Valero in 1725. He died at Bautista the following year.


About the same time the new missions were being transplanted from east Texas, three hundred settlers from the Canary Islands arrived at San Antonio. They transformed the Villa de Bexar into a town named San Fernando de Bexar, honoring the heir to the Spanish throne destined to become Ferdinand VI.


With the arrival of the aristocratic Canary Islanders, the soldiers in the presidio moved their families across the river. A small community of huts, later called La Villita, emerged just south of Mission Valero.


At this time, in the early 1730s, the mission still consisted of temporary structures. However the first permanent buildings soon appeared. An even row of perhaps five rectangular adobe buildings, extending north to south, formed the west side of the mission complex. Here were quartered the Indian converts. These simple buildings each contained several unconnected cell-like rooms that opened eastward into arched porches providing some relief from the blistering summer sun.


An acequia, or water ditch, flowed just in front of these huts on its vital journey to irrigate the fields north and east of the mission.


Across the plaza to the east stood the two-story convento, or friary, the heart of the mission. Constructed of thick stone walls, it formed a large square of double-tiered archways enclosing a serene open yard with a well. The upper floor housed the priests. The lower floor contained the offices, the kitchen and dining area, and guestrooms for visiting missionaries. The main entrance to the convent faced the Indian quarters to the west.


Extending north on a line from the west side of the convent, the granary, too, opened west into the plaza. In the angle behind the granary and north of the convent, enclosed within a picket fence, were the workshops: a blacksmith shop, a carpentry shop, and a textile shop with twenty spinning wheels. Here, also, Indians molded adobe bricks and skilled masons chiseled the stones used in the mission’s construction.


According to tradition, a permanent church, the centerpiece of every mission, was always the last major undertaking. Until then the priests and Indians worshipped in a temporary adobe chapel. On May 8, 1744, the cornerstone of the church was laid just south of the convento. It, too, faced west, as all mission churches were required to do. The stone walls of the church rose quickly—perhaps too quickly—for it collapsed into a pile of rubble within the year.


Again misfortune had struck Mission Valero.


Yet the 1740s and ’50s reigned as Mission Valero’s most successful period. During those decades more than three hundred Indians consistently resided at the mission.


Despite the fears expressed earlier by Father Olivares, no serious conflicts developed between his Indians and the tribes at San Jose or at any of the other missions. Their peaceful coexistence may have been imposed by a mutual enemy from the prairies to the north.


For centuries the primitive, nomadic Apaches had plodded wearily behind the migratory bison herds. But in recent decades Spanish horses had been dispersed among the tribes. The horse mobilized the Apaches, allowing them to range farther and faster and to become more proficient at both hunting and warfare. Mounted on horseback, they became masters of hit-and-run commando tactics, striking the missions, killing and burning and stealing more precious horses, and then disappearing into the vast expanses of prairies to the north and west, a land that came to be known as Apacheria. Sometimes Spanish troops pursued the raiders. Most often they never found the Indians.
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Espada, the most remote mission, almost eight miles below the town, suffered most from Indian raids. However the Apaches also had killed several residents of Mission Valero who had been surprised away from its protective buildings. Because of the ever-present threat, such menial tasks as tilling the fields or rounding up stray cattle had become hazardous undertakings. In 1731 the Apache raiders became even more brazen, galloping inside the mission compound and driving away fifty burros.


Usually the Apaches attacked in small raiding parties. But they broke all the rules on the night of June 30,1745, when some three hundred mounted warriors thundered into the town. Their war cries shattered the darkness, and their flaming arrows, launched into thatched roofs, transformed the town into an inferno. Panicked Bexarenos—men, women, and children—raced through a blinding hell of choking smoke and searing flame, pounding hooves and flying arrows, chilling war cries and the bloodcurdling screams of the dying. Those Bexarenos who made it inside the walled presidio prayed that the Indians would take what they wanted and then dissolve back into the prairie. Or they prayed for a quick death. Few in number and with few weapons among them, the Bexarenos could not repel a determined assault.


And this time the Apaches were determined. No longer content with hit-and-run raids, they now sought to annihilate their Spanish enemy and reclaim the Texas plains. With uncharacteristic organization, they struck the presidio from three sides, driving the desperate Spanish back from the walls.


The battle ended quickly, but not as the Apaches had anticipated. Suddenly a hundred Christianized Coahuiltecans, wielding only primitive weapons and farming implements, charged out of Mission Valero. Tramping over the wooden bridge that spanned the river, they struck the Apaches from the rear. Taken by surprise, the raiders abruptly abandoned their assault and fled into the darkness. The mission Indians had saved the town.


It would be the only time the inhabitants of Mission San Antonio de Valero ever would triumph in a military engagement.


The Apache assault on San Fernando de Bexar proved to be the tribe’s high water mark. Curiously, within a few years the Apaches themselves initiated a truce. The exhilarated authorities did not probe for the ulterior motive behind the tribe’s abrupt quest for peace.


On August 16, 1749, Apaches chiefs feasted in the main plaza of San Fernando with city leaders, presidio soldados, and mission priests. The celebration lasted three days. On the third day the Apaches lowered an indignantly protesting white horse into a deep pit dug in the center of the plaza. The braves dropped a lance, a tomahawk, and six arrows into the pit beside the trapped animal. Then, after dancing around the pit, the Apaches shoveled dirt back into the hole until the piteous whinnies had finally, permanently been muffled. If this brutal ritual offended the mission priests, they stifled their repulsion in the interest of peace. They joined the city leaders, soldados, and Apaches in the revelry and dancing around the grave.


The symbolism of the horse entombed with the other weapons did not elude the Spanish. The horse had served as the Apache’s greatest weapon, rendering the tribe the master of the plains. The bitter irony resulted from the fact that all Indian ponies descended from the mounts brought to the New World by Cortez and the other conquistadores.


After that celebration, the Apaches came to Bexar not to fight but to trade. Sometimes they offered chunks of silver for the supplies they desired.


When a band of Apaches requested that a mission be established in their lands to the northwest, the Spanish officials readily concurred. A mission in Apacheria could be politically advantageous. The once fearsome tribe could be further pacified through Christianity, and the Spanish domain finally would extend northward towards its professed boundaries.


There was, of course, an even greater incentive. The Spanish had never lost their dream of finding great wealth in Texas. There had been tantalizing rumors of rich silver deposits along the San Saba River, but the Apaches had discouraged any serious efforts to locate the precious ore. Now Spanish soldados and prospectors could take advantage of the invitation and enter the region with the missionaries.


The soldados, prospectors, priests, and converted Indians arrived at the San Saba River in April 1757. On the south bank they hastily erected Mission San Saba de la Santa Cruz—a stockade enclosing a wooden chapel and a few crude huts. Several miles upstream, on the north bank of the river, they constructed another stockade, Presidio San Luis de las Amarillas—garrisoned with more than a hundred Spanish troops to protect both the mission and the prospectors. Because of concern about the distance between the mission and the presidio, eight soldados and two small cannon remained at the mission.


The Apaches gave excuses and promises, and they eagerly accepted gifts from the Franciscans, but they never moved into the mission. Unknown to the priests, a new enemy, descending from the north, threatened the Apaches more than the Spanish army ever had.


In the distant Rocky Mountains of Colorado and Wyoming, a primitive Shoshone subtribe that subsisted on nuts and roots and insects and an occasional feast of jackrabbit had learned of the wondrous, fleet-footed horses to the south. During the early eighteenth century, bands of these Indians began migrating into Texas, stealing or bartering for mounts. The horse transformed this tribe—even more than the Apaches—from an insignificant race to the greatest and most feared light cavalry in the Americas—the “Cossacks of the Plains.” They pushed on southward, challenging the Apaches at their own type of warfare with a savagery Texas never before had witnessed. This new tribe came to be known by the Ute word for “enemy,” Komantcia, or Comanche.


Apaches could be political, too. Crushed between the Spanish settlements to the south and the descending Comanche juggernaut from the north, the Apaches simply sidestepped and waited for the inevitable clash between their two mortal enemies.


The confrontation occurred just after morning Mass on March 16, 1758. Two thousand mounted Comanches, wearing animal skin headdresses, their faces painted in black and red, descended on the mission, killed some of the inhabitants, and burned the log structures.


The San Saba massacre enraged the Spanish officials more than any previous Indian atrocity. Every available Spanish soldier who could be spared from the existing missions and presidios was mustered into a punitive expedition. More than a hundred Indian scouts were recruited, mostly Apaches who eagerly volunteered to guide one foe against another. Numbering almost six hundred men and equipped with two cannon, the largest Spanish force ever assembled in Texas trailed the hostile Comanches as far north as the Red River. Then the Comanches took the offensive. The Spanish limped back into Bexar, minus their cannon and their pride.


The soldados rebuilt the presido out of stone and renamed it the Real Presidio de San Saba. It had become the strongest outpost on the Spanish frontier, virtually impregnable to any assault.


However the Comanches did not need to storm the presidio. As the Apaches had done at Bexar, the Comanches effectively utilized hit-and-run tactics. They burned crops and drove away horses and cattle from the outlying fields. They preyed upon soldados who ventured outside the gates to hunt wild game or gather wood. Worse, the Comanches ambushed the desperately needed supply trains from Bexar. With most of the garrison sick or starving, the Spanish finally abandoned the presidio. It had endured only eleven years.


Spain’s misadventure on the San Saba left legends and legacies. Remnants of the smelting operation found among the presidio ruins fostered tales of mineral wealth such as Father Olivares had once promised the Marques de Valero. Spanish mines, their locations quickly forgotten after the Spaniards’ hasty departure, still contained wide veins of rich silver. Underground chambers concealed great stacks of processed ingots that the soldados could not carry in their retreat. Or so the stories went.
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Ruins of San Saba presidio


In fact no historical evidence ever surfaced that the Spanish had found any mineral wealth on the San Saba. But the legends would endure and tantalize, long after the Spanish or the Indians.


The legacy of San Saba perpetuated another bitter irony. The Spanish, who had easily conquered the most advanced tribes in the Americas, never achieved more than a foothold in the Texas domain of the primitive, nomadic plains Indians. With the collapse of the San Saba presidio, San Fernando de Bexar again became the northern point of Spanish occupation in Texas, a city virtually besieged by the primitive Comanches.


The Comanche hostilities accelerated construction at all the missions. At San Antonio de Valero, adobe bricks joined the Indian huts to form a western wall. Another adobe wall stretched eastward from the northernmost Indian quarters and then angled south to the granary. At the opposite end of the compound a fortified gate of stone, crowned with a cannon turret, was built into the southern wall that extended east from the lower Indian hut. This wall then turned north to join the front of the convento, enclosing the great rectangle.


It seems entirely feasible that the first church had been built on this line from the south wall to the convent, directly on the plaza. Indeed this southern extremity of the east wall below the convent actually may have utilized the front of the original church’s foundation. However when a new church was begun in 1758—the date remains even now carved into the stone over the door—it was set back from the plaza and connected to the rear of the convent’s south wall. Perhaps its builders simply chose to erect the new church behind the rubble that remained from the collapse of the first church. Why else would the new church stand so awkwardly and asymmetrically disjoined from the rectangular compound, its entrance exposed and vulnerable outside the mission’s protective walls?


Later that same year, 1758, Jacinto de Barrios y Jauregui, then governor of Coahuila y Texas, visited the five missions along the San Antonio River. He reported that Concepcion, Espada, and San Juan Capistrano had completed construction of their stone churches. Concepcion had the largest and most imposing church, with two tall bell towers and a domed roof over the cross-shaped nave.
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Mission Concepcion
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Mission San Jose


The governor noted that Mission Valero had begun construction on a permanent church, but the Indians at San Jose, the mission that Father Margil had founded over Father Olivares’ protests, still worshipped in a temporary adobe chapel.


Construction of the church at San Jose began in 1768 and continued for fourteen years. Skilled artisans decorated its facade with spectacular stone carvings. Its renaissance architectural style displayed a melding of Gothic, Moorish, and Romanesque influences. Upon its completion in 1782 it would be deemed the most beautiful church in Texas, the “Queen of the Missions.”
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Mission San Juan Capistrano
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Speculative drawing of how Mission Valero’s church would have looked upon completion.


It would be Margil’s final victory over Olivares, though neither had lived to see it.


At that time, Mission Valero’s church remained uncompleted. The Tuscan facade around the doorway had been decorated with exquisitely delicate stone carvings, more elaborate than the austere geometric design at Concepcion but not so ornate as San Jose. On either side of the large doorway, chiseled columns framed tall niches that held the statues of Saint Francis and Saint Dominic.


An elaborately carved shelf supported by the columns served as the foundation for the facade’s second tier. A tall, rectangular window centered over the doorway opened into the church’s choir loft. At either side of this window, Saint Clare and Saint Margaret of Cortona would have stood in niches directly above their male counterparts. However the columns flanking these niches did not yet extend to the second level.


A proposed third tier, not yet begun, was to feature a single niche aligned above the window. From this height, Our Lady of the Immaculate Concepcion would be able to survey all that went on in the mission below.


The overall church plans generally followed the architectural design of Concepcion, with twin bell towers and a vaulted nave. These, also, had not yet been added. The four-foot thick stone walls rose only two-thirds of the church’s intended elevation. Four rooms inside—the baptistry and confessional on either side of the entrance, both with windows looking out the front wall, and the sacristy and anteroom midway back on the left—featured vaulted roofs. However the arches that spanned the nave and the gallery supported only the sky.


That was essentially as complete as the church ever would be. Epidemics struck the hard luck mission, depleting the Indian population and preventing further construction. The priests tried to struggle on, holding services in the sacristy. But by 1793 only fifty-two Indians remained at Valero. That same year Spanish authorities delivered the mission’s coup de grace. San Antonio de Valero became the first of the five missions to be secularized, its surrounding lands doled out to the few lingering Indians who dwelled there. Some of these Indians continued to reside within the mission structures; others erected new jacales alongside the cluster of huts just south of Valero.


Yet despite its long history of misfortune, Father Olivares’ mission hardly qualified as a failure. The first and largest of the San Antonio missions, it had been the seed from which Bexar, the first and largest civil settlement in Texas, had developed. And although the Indian population had rarely exceeded three hundred at any one time, during Valero’s three-quarters of a century existence, the priests had baptized well over a thousand Indians into the Catholic faith.


Indirectly at least, external factors had influenced the closing of the missions. For more than a century Spain and France had maintained a tense, adversarial relationship along the Texas-Louisiana border. French traders had supplied weapons to the plains Indians that preyed on Spanish settlements. On the grander scale, however, King Charles IV of Spain and Louis XV of France were distant cousins, and when the Seven Years War erupted between France and Great Britain, Charles determined that France was the lesser of two enemies. That conflict spanned the Atlantic, becoming known as the French and Indian War in North America. When Britain triumphed, Spain was compelled to forfeit Florida to the British empire. However Spain gained a much larger prize. In the secret Treaty of Fountainbleu, the French king ceded the Louisiana Territory to his Spanish cousin rather than surrender it to Britain.


Spain’s North American empire now extended east to the Mississippi, even crossing the great river’s lower extremity to include the Isle of Orleans, a small but vitally significant bit of real estate, which encompassed the French stronghold of New Orleans.


France, if not French influence, had been expelled from the New World, and Spain’s new neighbor and former adversary, Great Britain, proved less contentious. The thirteen colonies lay east of the Appalachian Mountains. Woodland tribes occupied the wilderness west of the Appalachians. Most were former allies of the French, and they remained hostile to the British settlers to their east.


British authorities had not been impressed by the insubordinate and undisciplined colonial troops during the French and Indian War. General James Wolfe, the posthumous hero of Quebec, had described his four American companies as “the worst soldiers in the Universe.” After all, the colonies had been settled essentially by dissidents, religious refugees, convicts, and fiercely independent Scotch-Irish immigrants. For the very protection of this discordant rabble, King George III issued a proclamation restricting them to the lands east of the Appalachians, away from the hostile tribes. At best this proclamation merely slowed westward expansion. Simultaneously, it added one more aggravation to a long, festering list of colonial grievances against the crown.


From the Spanish perspective, the wilderness between the Appalachians and the Mississippi served as a comfortable buffer, reducing the strategic importance of the missions and presidios in distant Texas. Aside from designating San Fernando the new capital of Texas, Spanish authorities largely ignored that province and focused their attention on New Orleans, a city founded in 1718, the same year as Bexar.


For almost a decade after secularization, the old mission remained abandoned except for the handful of Indians who still resided within its rooms. Weeds grew tall outside and inside the sun-bleached, roofless church. The adobe walls, especially the long stretch across the north end of the compound, crumbled from the rain and wind and neglect.


The town across the river fared little better. By the late eighteenth century the population of San Fernando had reached two thousand—two-thirds of the entire Spanish population of Texas. These Bexarenos were crammed into one hundred thirty-eight houses, seventy-nine of which were simple wooden huts. Even the houses of adobe or stone generally possessed only one low, musty room with dirt floors and few comforts. The Baron de Ripperda, then governor, chose to live in the town jail, presumably the most pleasant structure in the town. His wife transformed one of the cells into her birthing chamber. All the buildings stood along irregularly winding dirt streets that degenerated into bogs whenever it rained, so that a man wishing to preserve his boots had to mount his horse from his doorway.


The old presidio barracks had become uninhabitable, not even suitable for stables, according to a visiting dignitary. The outer wooden stockade had rotted away, but it was still delineated by houses that had been built against its walls on the north, west, and south sides. When the barracks finally deteriorated, the area became a military plaza. Separating it from the main plaza to the east stood the San Fernando Church, whose single bell tower rose to the highest point in the town. Though deemed modern, the church already showed signs of dilapidation.


Thus, in the waning years of the eighteenth century, San Fernando de Bexar and the abandoned mission across the river together slipped into a silent, degenerative coma under the withering south Texas sun.
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The Alamo church in ruins. Drawing by Craig Covner.








	
Chapter 3:


	The Head of Hidalgo








The thunder of hoofbeats roused Bexar from its slumber. On December 29, 1802, a hundred cavalrymen from southern Coahuila galloped into the town, reinforcements for the underpaid and overworked soldados still stationed there. Behind them straggled another hundred civilians, wives and children of the soldados.


This new unit wore the traditional uniforms of Spanish colonial presidio troops: blue coats with red facings and black, flat-crowned, flat-brimmed hats with wide white bands. They carried traditional cavalry weapons: lances, sabres, and smooth bore muskets. And, traditionally, they bore an elongated Spanish name—the Second Flying Company of San Carlos de Alamo de Parras—which, also traditionally, was generally abbreviated in common usage. They would bequeath their name to the mission.


Since the presidio barracks no longer existed, commander Francisco Amangual ordered his Alamo Company to be quartered in the abandoned Mission Valero across the river. Single men like Sergeant Vicente Tarin, a widower in his mid-thirties, moved into the lower floor of the abandoned convent. Soldados with families took up residence in the rooms built along the western wall or in the jacales of La Villita south of the mission.


Valero’s large courtyard would serve as a corral. The sacristy, one of the few enclosed rooms in the otherwise roofless church, was transformed into a small chapel where the soldados and their families could worship.


The Alamo Company had been reassigned to Bexar to help protect Spanish Texas from a new adversary that loomed to the east. Even the vast Texas prairies could not insulate Bexar from cataclysmic events that abruptly had reshaped the world.


The successful revolt of the thirteen British colonies had produced modern history’s first great experiment in independent self-government. Certainly British authorities had gained a new respect for “the worst army in the Universe,” although the intervention of European allies had actually assured the colonial victory. By recapturing Florida, Spain had made a modest contribution to the American cause, creating a second front against the British. The French had provided more enduring and vital support, their fleet compelling the final British surrender at Yorktown. Appropriately, France soon caught the contagious fever of revolution. From this Reign of Terror emerged a diminutive figure who would cast a long shadow.


Napoleon Bonaparte sought to extend his growing empire back into North America. In 1800, through the Treaty of San Ildefonso, he bullied Spain into returning the Louisiana Territory to France.


The defeat of the British had ended the restriction on western migration. Many Americans, especially the fiercely independent Scotch-Irish, remained as distrustful of their own new federal government as they had been of the British crown. The trans-Appalachian frontier offered free land and at least temporary isolation from federal authorities. Following in the footprints of Daniel Boone, they flooded through the Cumberland Gap and down the Wilderness Road into Kentucky and Tennessee.


The Mississippi River, which served as the nation’s western boundary, quickly became a primary avenue of commerce for these western settlers. Its relentless current carried flatboats laden with goods and produce from as far away as the upper Ohio River. Below Natchez, however, the Mississippi flowed into foreign domain. Spain had previously granted the U.S. permission to use the vital port city of New Orleans. Upon learning that the fleur-de-lis again flapped above the Isle of Orleans, President Thomas Jefferson feared that Napoleon might close the city to American commerce.


Jefferson instructed the United States minister at Paris, Robert Livingston, to present an offer for the purchase of the Isle of Orleans, and in January 1803 Jefferson dispatched James Monroe to assist Livingston. The timing proved advantageous for the American agents. Internal problems had depleted Napoleon’s treasury, and yet another war with England seemed imminent. Instead of selling New Orleans, the French emperor stunned Livingston and Monroe by placing the entire Louisiana Territory on the block. For the price of fifteen million dollars the young nation gained some 828,000 square miles between the Mississippi and the Rocky Mountains, virtually doubling its size.


However the Louisiana Purchase aggravated the tension between the United States and Spain. Napoleon had cited the Rio Grande as the southwest boundary of Louisiana, thus including Texas in the transaction. Spanish authorities argued vehemently that Napoleon could not sell what he had never possessed, and they sent battle-ready troops into east Texas to guard the border.


Then a second controversy erupted. Spain and France had never resolved the issue of the border between Louisiana and Texas. The United States adopted the old French claim to the Sabine River; Spain still insisted that the boundary followed the Red River into present-day Louisiana. General James Wilkinson, commander of the U.S. Army in Louisiana, proposed a peaceful resolution. The land between the Sabine and the Arroyo Hondo, seven miles to the east, would be a Neutral Ground over which neither Spanish nor United States forces would have jurisdiction. Acting for Spain, Governor Simon de Herrera, commandant of the Louisiana frontier, readily acceded. Even though the boundary had not been established, the agreement at least served as an unofficial acknowledgement by the United States of Spain’s claim to Texas.


For his part in the arrangement, General Wilkinson would receive a handsome reward in Spanish gold or silver. Wilkinson was a fabulously Machiavellian figure who operated as a triple agent. Even as he commanded the United States forces in Louisiana, he provided information—or misinformation, if it paid more—to both Spain and Great Britain, ultimately playing all three nations against each other. His web of deceit has never been fully unraveled.


In fact Wilkinson had no federal authority to tender such an offer. But President Jefferson also acquiesced to the arrangement. Still under pressure from Great Britain, he did not wish to subject his infant country to a war with Spain. Yet many frontier Americans felt bitterly cheated, and they kept hungry eyes turned west toward Texas.


And so, too, did General James Wilkinson.


The Second Flying Company of San Carlos de Alamo de Parras had arrived in Bexar four months before the consummation of the Louisiana Purchase. Already there had been trouble with Americans trespassing into Texas.
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Map of English and Spanish possessions in 1803.


Irish-born rogue Philip Nolan ranks as the first filibuster in Texas history. In the 1790s he made several trips into Texas to round up wild mustangs for sale back in Natchez. He also produced a detailed map of Texas, the first ever transcribed in English. Spanish authorities began to suspect that Nolan had ulterior motives, especially after the mustanger’s 1799 audience with President Thomas Jefferson. Nolan’s real sponsor, however, was General James Wilkinson, for whom Nolan had once worked as a bookkeeper.


In December 1800 Nolan led a party of twenty men on another foray into Texas. It would be his last. Several months later Spanish troops marched into Bexar displaying Nolan’s severed ears and eleven manacled prisoners, including a resourceful eighteen-year-old-Tennessean named Peter Ellis Bean. Bean and the other captured Americans were briefly incarcerated in the Alamo before they, and Nolan’s ears, were escorted on to Mexico City.


Wilkinson’s machinations continued. In 1806 he dispatched Lieutenant Zebulon Pike’s expedition, ostensibly to explore the headwaters of the Arkansas and Red Rivers in the southern region of the Louisiana Territory. Secretly Pike was to spy on Spanish settlements in New Mexico.


Pike achieved an immortality of sorts near the headwaters of the Arkansas when he discovered the “Great Mountain.” Failing in an attempt to reach its summit, Pike guessed its altitude at 18,500 feet—an overestimate of more than 4,000 feet—and predicted that no one would ever be able to climb it.


Pike enjoyed no more success on his covert operation. Spanish troops discovered his expedition in New Mexico and arrested him for trespassing. After being detained in Santa Fe, the expedition was escorted back toward the United States. On June 7, 1807, they arrived—ragged, haggard, and hungry—at San Fernando de Bexar for a week of rest. Rather than being incarcerated, Pike’s men received cordial treatment. Local authorities donated food and money. Colonel Don Antonio Cordero, then governor of the combined provinces of Texas and Coahuila, even insisted that Pike stay in the governor’s residence. Apparently it had been renovated since the days when Cordero’s predecessor, Baron de Ripperda, had slept in the jail.


Cordero had made other improvements as well. In 1805 he had established a military infirmary—the first hospital in Texas—in the “secularized Mission of Valero.” The original infirmary beds were “made of reeds in order to avoid the dampness of the ground/’ but in 1807 they were replaced by thirty wooden beds. The hospital initially occupied the lower floor of the old convent building. Later it expanded to the second story after repairs to the floor and roof were completed in 1810.


Ironically the doctor serving the troops at the Alamo infirmary was a renegade American named Zervan, who had jumped a $40,000 bail in Natchez and fled to Texas. Pike described “Dr. Zerbin” in his report of the expedition: “. . . he had recently committed some very great indiscretions, by which he had nearly lost the favor of Colonel Cordero, though whilst we were there, he was treated with attention.”


Pike’s report also noted the station of troops across the river where the hospital was located. Pike seemed unaware that the military post had once been home to priests and Indian converts. Mission Valero had evolved into a fort. Already it was sometimes referred to as the Alamo.


The intrusions by Nolan, Pike, and others—by 1813 there were seventeen Anglo-Americans incarcerated in the Alamo’s guardhouse—justified Spain’s concern about its border with the United States. However a greater threat originated below the Rio Grande. The contagious fervor of independence—born in the thirteen colonies, thwarted in France—had rebounded back to the New World. In 1810 the father of Mexican independence emerged on the stage of history. Stoop-shouldered at fifty-seven years of age, his head rimmed with flowing gray hair, Father Miguel Hidalgo y Costillo seemed an unlikely champion. His passion for gambling was surpassed only by his sincere compassion for his Indian parishioners in the impoverished village of Dolores.


In the early morning of September 16, Hidalgo made his most dangerous gamble. He rang the church bells to assemble his flock, delivered a rousing speech—his immortal “Cry of Dolores”—and mustered a meager force of three hundred Indians and mestizos to challenge the royalist armies of Spanish Mexico. Bare feet and tattered rags served as their uniforms, and machetes and clubs as their weapons. Yet the old priest’s mob quickly captured several small villages, sometimes without resistance, and then marched on the larger cities.


Hidalgo’s noble rebellion, like the French Revolution before it, masked an internal class war. Mexico had a rigid caste system that denied social mobility. True Spaniards born in Spain, called peninsulares, comprised the elite upper class. The middle class was composed of Creoles, those born in Mexico of Spanish parentage. Indians made up the labor class. At the very bottom were the socially shunned mestizos of mixed Spanish and Indian blood.


The elite peninsulares were derogatorily called gachupines, or spurs, because of their relentless prodding of the lower classes. When Hidalgo attacked the wealthy mining town of Guanajuato, the gachupines collected their personal treasures and retreated into a fortress-like grain warehouse called the alhondiga. Hidalgo’s vengeful mob burned through the heavy wooden doors and brutally massacred the Spaniards. “The building presented the most horrible spectacle,” recalled an eyewitness. “Naked bodies lay half buried in maize, or in money, and everything was spotted in blood.”


With each victory Hidalgo’s popularity soared. His rabble increased to one hundred thousand men, including some two thousand trained soldados who had defected from the Spanish army. Many were Creoles, and there were even a few gachupines. The ideals of independence had begun to supplant the class conflict.


The revolutionary fever spread faster than Hidalgo’s army. It possessed Jose Bernardo Gutierrez de Lara, a wealthy landowner at Nuevo Santander on the Rio Grande. Himself the brother of a priest, Gutierrez once gained an audience with Hidalgo and later pledged “my services, my hacienda, my life” to the cause.


At San Fernando de Bexar, a retired army captain named Juan Bautista de las Casas declared his support for Hidalgo and assumed control of the Alamo garrison. On January 11, 1811, he led the soldados in an overthrow of Governor Manuel Maria de Salcedo. The deposed governor was removed to Coahuila, where he was placed in the custody of Lt. Colonel Ygnacio Elizondo, a former Spanish officer who had switched his allegiance to the rebel cause. However, from his Coahuila prison, Salcedo managed to persuade the fickle Elizondo to rejoin the Spanish fold.


The Casas rebellion lasted a mere six weeks. It had divided the population of Bexar. Some retained loyalties to Spain. Others, like Juan Jose Maria Erasmo Seguin, the postmaster of Bexar, and Second Lieutenant Vicente Tarin, commandant of the Alamo Company, supported the cause of independence but doubted Casas’ true motives. Those opposed to Casas fell in behind Lieutenant Colonel Juan Jose Manuel Vicente Zambrano, the sub-deacon of San Fernando de Bexar. Their subsequent counterrevolution reinstated Salcedo at Bexar. Casas was arrested, tried for treason, and executed. As a gruesome warning to future revolutionaries, his head was impaled on a stake and mounted in the main plaza of San Fernando.


In less than six months the tide turned against Hidalgo. At Guadalajara his rabble force collapsed before the superior training and weaponry of a numerically inferior Spanish army. With only a thousand men, the old priest attempted to flee across the northern deserts. He hoped to recapture San Fernando de Bexar—already known for its anti-royalist sentiments—entrench himself within the Alamo, and reorganize his revolution within its ancient walls.


Hidalgo never made it to Texas. The fickle Colonel Ygnacio Elizondo led the royalist force that ambushed the retreating rebels in Coahuila. Captured alive, Hidalgo was executed on July 30, 1811. As with Casas, his body was decapitated. Spanish authorities sent Hidalgo’s head back to Guanajuato to be impaled on a pole atop the bloodstained alhondiga. There the skin dried and blackened in the sun, and the long, gray hair fell away with the rotting flakes of flesh.


But Hidalgo’s followers kept the revolutionary movement alive. Bernardo Gutierrez, whose land and wealth had been confiscated by the Spanish royalists, escaped across Texas to the United States. In Washington, D.C., he pled his case before Secretary of State James Monroe and President James Madison. Essentially Gutierrez espoused Hidalgo’s final strategy—use Texas as a base of operations from which to revitalize the independence movement in Mexico. Gutierrez only needed a little help liberating Texas and establishing a republican government there.


Despite its great size, the United States remained a young nation standing on wobbly legs and uncertain of each step. Napoleon’s war raged through Europe, and dark ominous clouds of conflict already drifted toward American shores, just ahead of an invading British fleet. With the War of 1812 imminent, could the United States risk antagonizing its western neighbor Spain, already allied with Britain against Napoleon?


On the other hand, many in the United States remained bitter that their government had not exercised its Louisiana claim on Texas. If that province were wrested away from Spain, they asserted, it would deter a British invasion from Mexico.


Gutierrez sailed to New Orleans with a promise of unofficial support. Since neither the United States nor Spain had jurisdiction over the nearby Neutral Ground, the strip had become a haven for outlaws, renegades, filibusters, mercenaries, and adventurers. Just the sort of men Gutierrez would need for an army to retake Texas.


Equally important, in Louisiana there were men—like General Wilkinson and Governor William Claiborne and U.S. Special Agent William Shaler—with influence and money and their own designs on Texas. Augustus Magee, a tall, ambitious twenty-four-year-old West Pointer from Boston who had served under Wilkinson, resigned his commission as lieutenant to become colonel of the new Republican Army of the North.


Samuel Kemper became a captain. With his brothers, Reuben and Nathan, he had instigated the Kemper Insurrection of 1804, capturing Baton Rouge in a failed attempt to wrest West Florida from the Spanish. And six years later the brothers had participated in the more successful Rebellion of 1810, which finally accomplished their purpose.


Bernardo Martin Despallier, a Frenchman from Natchitoches, also enlisted. Despallier personally issued propaganda material that was forwarded into Texas ahead of the invasion army.


Other men joined up, some in support of the idealism of liberty, some for personal gain, some merely for the adventure, most for a combination of these reasons. In forty short days the Republican Army of the North, one hundred thirty strong, came into existence. Its overall composition probably did not differ much from the colonial forces half a century earlier that Wolfe had lamented as “the worst army in the Universe.” Gutierrez served as the nominal head of this motley band of liberators, but they took their orders—when they took orders—from Magee.


Marching under a green flag, the Republican Army of the North crossed the Sabine on August 8, 1812, “determined to besiege Inferno itself.” Four days later the Spanish stronghold at Nacogdoches fell without a fight. Tejano and Indian reinforcements flocked to the army, more than doubling its size.


Learning that governors Salcedo and Herrera were advancing from Bexar with eight hundred royalists, Magee swung south, deftly circumventing his enemy. He led his force to La Bahia, which capitulated on November 7, again without bloodshed. The republicans entrenched themselves in the old stone presidio.


A week later the Spanish army surrounded the presidio. Confident of their numerical superiority, the Spanish governors submitted terms of surrender. The Anglos would be paroled back to the United States. But the Tejano revolutionaries must be delivered over to the Spanish.


Facing two-to-one odds, Magee apparently agreed to the offer. Gutierrez, visualizing his own head on a pole, felt bitter betrayal for himself, his people, and their cause. To his relief, however, the Republican Army of the North ignored their commander and refused to lay down their arms. Salcedo and Herrera’s royalist force settled in for a siege that would last three months.


Magee died on February 8, 1813. The cause of his death remains an enduring mystery. Reports later circulated that he had been poisoned, or that he had committed suicide. In fact he probably died from consumption aggravated by the severe winter. However the Spanish, encamped on the open prairie, suffered far more from the icy north winds than did the fortified rebels. Enough soldados defected to the republican army—either for warmth or for liberty—to shift the numerical advantage away from the royalists.


Samuel Kemper assumed command. On February 19, 1813, he broke the royalist siege. Salcedo and Herrera fell back to Bexar. It was the last Spanish stronghold in Texas.


The last obstacle to the republicans’ victory.








	
Chapter 4:


	The Medina








On March 25, 1813, Colonel Samuel Kemper led his revolutionaries, roughly six hundred in number, out of La Bahia toward San Fernando de Bexar. By then governors Salcedo and Herrera had regained the numerical advantage. Frantically drafting every available male into his Spanish army, they had assembled a force perhaps twelve hundred strong. But too many of these new soldados lacked experience, and too many sympathized with their enemy’s cause.


Perhaps unwisely, Salcedo and Herrera did not entrench their men in the Alamo or behind the barricades that guarded the city. Not wishing to subject San Fernando to a withering siege or devastating battle, they marched the army out to the woodlands near Mission Espada and waited in ambush for the republicans.


In the late morning of March 29, republican scouts detected the royalist army’s location, negating the Spanish element of surprise. The battle of Rosillo, as it came to be known, lasted less than an hour before the royalist line collapsed. Abandoning their weapons, the Spanish soldados fled back into Bexar.

OEBPS/images/f0025-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0025-02.jpg





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/f0004-01.jpg









OEBPS/images/f0009-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0031-01.jpg
v &

Territory of the
United States

‘The shaded tarrtory was claimed by
both the United Siates 3ad Spaio.
A part of $his bucame the  Neusra Groand'






OEBPS/images/f0001-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0024-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0024-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0028-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f000x-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0022-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f00ii-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f00iv-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780585241067.jpg
THE

STORY

Erom Early History to
Curtent Contflicts

Y

1':'
by N DelT Uz ) T
. [N . L U T
LA - ME Bl ... e . 8 -
fooc =7 5 0 . -
- 33 7 |
~ =N 4 5 o - "
20, F 1 3 - 4l 1 0
5t - : -
>
" vt a y -
7 PN
o F ~ * g
. %Y 3 SN






OEBPS/images/f0019-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
REPUBLIC OF TEXAS PRESS
Lanham e Boulder  New York  Toronto ® Oxford





