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To the memory of those heroes who fell at the Alamo, with the reminder that
they were both Texians and Tejanos.
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Preface


The Alamo.


The very name conjures visions of blood, sweat, and tears. Smells, sights, and sounds: the acrid stink of gunpowder, the gleaming steel of bayonets, the screams of frightened horses, the shouts of soldiers as they move to attack, the booming of cannon, and the popping of rifles and muskets. The cries of the wounded, and the awful silence of the dead.


It was not a big battle or even a very important one. When it was over and the last defender had fallen, General Santa Anna, the victor, felt great relief that one obstacle to rebellion’s elimination had been removed.


But within hours, the news of the Battle of the Alamo had begun to spread across Texas, and men by the hundreds rallied to the rebel cause.


“Remember the Alamo!” was their war cry, and it shook the world.




Texas People






	Texan


	Person who lives in Texas; more specifically, person born in Texas







	Texian


	Texas colonist, usually but not exclusively from the United States







	Tejano


	Person of Mexican origin who lives in Texas







	Norteamericano


	Spanish term for an American colonist in Texas
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The Alamo


The orders were clear. (Later, Col. James Bowie would say they were discretionary.) He was to take a detachment of more than thirty men to San Antonio de Béxar. There he would meet Lt. Col. James Clinton Neill, commander of the Texian garrison, and decide what was to be done with the Alamo, the old mission that had been turned into a fortress. The Texian War of Independence had broken out in the autumn of 1835 and the Texians had captured San Antonio in December. After that easy victory the volunteers of the victorious army had decided that the war was won, and their army had disintegrated. Now in January 1836, Colonel Neill had only eighty men to defend San Antonio against the attack he soon expected to be launched by the Mexican Army.


On January 17, 1836, Gen. Sam Houston wrote Gov. Henry Smith from Goliad:


Colonel Bowie will leave here within a few hours for Bexar, with a detachment of from thirty to fifty men. . . . I have ordered the fortifications in the town of Bexar to be demolished, and if you should think well of it, I will remove all the cannon and other munitions of war to Gonzales and Copano, blow up the Alamo, and abandon the place, as it will be impossible to keep up the Station with volunteers. The sooner I can be authorized the better it will be for the country.


[image: image]


THIS MAP OF TEXAS PRIOR TO THE TEXAS WAR OF INDEPENDENCE SHOWS LAND GRANTS IN POSSESSION OF THE COLORADO AND RED LAND COMPANY. IN ADDITION TO TEXAS, LOUISIANA, THE ARKANSAS TERRITORY, AND PARTS OF THE MISSOURI TERRITORY, IT DESCRIBES THE MEXICAN STATES OF COAHUILA AND TAMAULIPAS.


TEXAS STATE LIBRARY & ARCHIVES COMMISSION


He called Colonel Bowie in and explained his strategy for the war against the Mexicans: The Mexican Army was modeled on Napoleonic lines and the Texians could not hope to equal their cavalry, which could sweep through level ground like a scythe. But Mexico’s center of government was south and west, a long way from Texas, and as the campaign continued, their supply lines would grow longer and more brittle. General Houston’s plan was to wear down the enemy by raids and forays, avoiding confrontation, and finally to draw them into battle in the forest country of East Texas, where the rifles of the Texians would be at best advantage.


“For the moment,” General Houston said, “we have to fight a defensive war.” He told him what he had written to Col. James Fannin earlier. Houston knew that everything that had happened—Gonzales, Goliad, Concepción, San Antonio—was just good luck. The Mexicans had just begun to fight. Gov. Henry Smith called the ragtag Texian army “a mob nicknamed an army”—and he was about right. They desperately needed artillery, but it wouldn’t arrive from New Orleans until March. They had no tents, arms, ammunition, or food to keep any kind of real force in the field. Houston’s idea was to keep only enough troops to man the defenses at Goliad and Gonzales and to furlough all the others.
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IN THE YEARS PRIOR TO THE CIVIL WAR, THE ALAMO WAS RESTORED AND USED BY THE U.S. ARMY QUARTERMASTER CORPS AS A SUPPLY DEPOT.


THE SAN ANTONIO LIGHT COLLECTION, UT INSTITUTE OF TEXAN CULTURES AT SAN ANTONIO


Houston had recently received a letter from Green Jameson, chief engineer of the Alamo, describing the fortress. That description had convinced the general that the Alamo was not defensible. The dilapidated Spanish mission was not the place to make a stand.
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SAM HOUSTON AS HE APPEARED IN THE LATE 1830S.


CENTER FOR AMERICAN HISTORY, UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT AUSTIN
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JAMES BOWIE APPEARS IN THIS HENRY A. MCARDLE COPY OF GEORGE P. A. HEALY’S PORTRAIT.


TEXAS STATE LIBRARY & ARCHIVES COMMISSION


The man he was sending to the Alamo was no stranger to San Antonio. In fact San Antonio was Colonel Bowie’s home. He had come to Texas in 1828 at the age of thirty-three, a tall, handsome man who was already a living legend, known as the greatest fighter in the West. He met and captivated the governor, Don Juan Martín Veramendi, and married his eldest daughter, Ursula. He arrived in San Antonio famous for the knife that was his brother’s invention, the big blade with which he had fought many duels. He had taken a house in the Calle Soledad, a few doors from the governor’s palace, and gone into business with the governor. He had become a Mexican citizen and converted to the Church of Rome. He had also become active in local affairs, and had raised a military company of young aristocrats who elected him colonel.


It had been an idyllic existence, one distanced from his previous life as slave trader and land speculator by time and Texas. He had settled down and become an ideal citizen. In 1832 he had played a prominent role in the Nacogdoches Incident, in which the norteamericanos declared their support for General Santa Anna and the Constitution of 1824 against Presidente Anastasio Bustamante, who controlled the local authorities.


That had marked Bowie’s entrance into the struggle for Texian rights. Then, in 1833, Bowie went east on a business trip. While he was gone, his entire family, including Ursula and the governor, were carried off in a cholera epidemic. From that point on, the grieving Bowie devoted his life to the cause of Texas. Now he was a colonel with the Texas Volunteers, and the one man General Houston trusted above all others to carry out his orders.


It was not just that they were the same kind of people, although that was certainly true. Both Bowie and Houston were hard-drinking, fearless fighting men who had tilted a jug together innumerable times when the Texian Council was meeting in San Felipe de Austin to decide the fate of Texas.


Houston had come to trust Jim Bowie. The Louisiana brawler was cool under fire, and always did what he was ordered to do. In this land of individuals, that was a rare quality. Sam Houston had been let down half a dozen times by men he had trusted, but never by Jim Bowie. He expected Bowie to follow his orders.


On January 17, Colonel Bowie led his company of volunteers out of Goliad. In his jacket was a letter from Houston to Neill urging him to demolish the Alamo and pull back to Gonzales and Copano. He was accompanied by Col. James Bonham, commander of the Mobile Greys, a force raised in the American state of Alabama to fight the Texians’ war. After they left Goliad, General Houston then turned his attention to another pressing matter, an incipient rebellion against his authority.


Dr. James Grant, a doctor turned speculator who had interests in Mexico, proposed to lead an expedition to attack Matamoros, a city of 12,000 on the other side of the Rio Grande. General Houston had first favored the idea, but then turned against it as too risky. A few hundred men were not enough for the job, and Dr. Grant had begun to challenge Houston’s authority.


Clothed with the authority of the Texas Legislative Council, early in January 1836 Dr. Grant had stripped the Alamo and the Goliad garrisons of ammunition and supplies, and was taking his men twenty-five miles southeast to the town of Refugio. There they would jump off for Matamoros. Half the New Orleans Greys had joined the Matamoros Expedition. Grant was calling himself commander in chief of the expedition. Houston was too wise to challenge just then, but he rode along with the column and joked and chatted with the men like the Tennessee politician he had been in the past. Casually he let it be known to the soldiers that this was a fool’s expedition. His manner was so casual that it was convincing. The men began to have their doubts.


By the time they reached Refugio those doubts had become serious. But at Refugio, Houston encountered another crisis, one which showed how close to disintegration the Texians’ bid for freedom had come.


At Refugio, Dr. Grant’s column was joined by Col. Francis W. Johnson, who also laid claim to leadership of the Matamoros Expedition, and some more men.


Johnson had stunning news: The Texas Council had ousted Gov. Henry Smith, deposed General Houston as commander in chief of the army, and authorized still another man, Col. James Fannin, to lead the Matamoros Expedition.


Houston decided he must go immediately to Washington-on-the-Brazos, the temporary capital of Texas, to learn the news at first hand. But before he left Refugio, Houston called the men together and gave them a speech. One source recounts his words like this:


Before you set out on this expedition I just want to remind you of a few facts. How do you think a handful of men who have marched twenty-two days without breadstuffs are going to capture a town of 12,000 people?


And remember that the Mexicans will regard you as mercenaries and treat you accordingly. In war when spoil is the object, friends and enemies share one common destiny.


Then Houston rode off, leaving a growing number of bewildered soldiers behind him.


General Houston arrived at the capital to report to Governor Smith, who assured him that he, Smith, was still governor, and Houston was still commander in chief. Houston wanted to resign, but Smith talked him out of it. He persuaded Houston to visit the Cherokees and prevent an uprising while the Texians were fighting the Mexicans. Houston had lived with the Cherokees, and was an honorary member of the Cherokee nation. With the governor’s blessing, he prepared to set off for the camp of his old friend Chief Bowles, to work out a new treaty.


By the time he got back, the governor said, things should have settled down.


Colonel Bowie and his company arrived at San Antonio on January 19 and were greeted by Colonel Neill. Bowie handed Neill the orders from General Houston and Neill told him his woes. The garrison was decreasing just about every day. The soldiers had not been paid for months—who could blame them for wandering off? There were no horses for scouting, no powder or balls for the cannon, no medical supplies. The crowd bound for Matamoros had even stripped the garrison of their clothing. There had been some reinforcements. The New Orleans Greys had come in their neat gray uniforms, but half of them had left with Dr. Grant and the rest were not real soldiers. They refused to drill, they had taken up residence in the ruins of the Alamo chapel and did as they pleased.


Still, when Neill showed Bowie around the Alamo, Bowie was impressed with the improvements the colonel had made since taking over. He had brought nineteen of the cannon captured from the Mexicans into the fort, including an eighteen-pounder. Green Jameson, the lawyer turned garrison engineer, had sited them on the fort walls. The place was beginning to look like a real fort. Maybe it could be successfully defended after all. Colonel Neill thought it could and his enthusiasm was infectious. Within days, Bowie decided against destroying the Alamo. Using his web of local contacts, he found food and horses. He visited Tejano friends and returned with intelligence about the Mexican Army. Gen. Antonio López de Santa Anna, the president of Mexico, had been reported marching from the west with 4,600 men.


Supplies began to arrive from Bowie’s friends: beeves, corn, ammunition for the cannon. On January 26, Bowie attended a mass meeting which ended with a declaration from the soldiers that they could and would hold the Alamo. Bowie wrote a letter to Governor Smith saying that in spite of General Houston’s orders to destroy the Alamo, he and Colonel Neill had decided that it would be defended: “Col. Neill and I are agreed that we will die in these ditches rather than surrender this place.”
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SKETCH OF WILLIAM BARRET TRAVIS BY WILEY MARTIN, DECEMBER 1835. THIS APPEARS IN THE BOOK, MARGARET BALLENTINE.


DEGOLYER LIBRARY, SOUTHERN METHODIST UNIVERSITY


The governor was impressed. Neill had manned the first cannon the Texians had ever had, at Gonzales, and he was an experienced artillery officer. Bowie had won the Battle of Concepción. In Houston’s absence the governor decided to send Lt. Col. William Barret Travis to raise a company and reinforce the San Antonio garrison.


Travis did not want to go. He wrote a letter to the governor:
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ALONG WITH JIM BOWIE AND WILLIAM TRAVIS, DAVY CROCKETT WAS ONE OF THE MOST FAMOUS OF THE ALAMO DEFENDERS. THIS PAINTING IS BY CHARLES B. NORMANN.


TEXAS STATE LIBRARY & ARCHIVES COMMISSION


I am willing, nay anxious, to go to the defense of Bexar, and I have done everything in my power to equip the enlisted men and get them off. But sir, I am unwilling to risk my reputation . . . by going off into the enemy’s country with such little means. . . .


But orders were orders, and in the end he decided to go to San Antonio. Soon, Bowie had word that Travis was coming with thirty more men to swell the garrison.


On January 27, a messenger galloped into the Alamo with word about the Mexicans. Gen. Joaquin Ramírez y Sesma was on the Rio Grande, heading toward San Antonio. Three days later another courier came with word that behind Sesma were five thousand more Mexican troops led by General Santa Anna. The president of Mexico had decided to take personal control of the suppression of this norteamericano rebellion, the courier said. That day another messenger was sent galloping to San Felipe with a new plea for reinforcement.


The 150 men of the Alamo waited. They were eager to take on all comers.




Timeline










	1500s


	Spanish come to Texas.







	1693


	Franciscans in Nacogdoches.







	1741


	First chapel in San Antonio.







	1803


	Louisiana Purchase.







	1820


	Moses Austin receives land grant to settle American families in Texas.







	1821


	Stephen Austin begins bringing in settlers.







	1824


	Mexican Republic Constitution of 1824.







	1828


	James Bowie moves to Texas.







	1829


	First Mexican revolution.







	1830


	Anti-American immigration law.







	1831


	William Barret Travis comes to Texas.







	1832


	June, first confrontation between American settlers and Mexican authority at Anahuac. August, Nacogdoches Incident. Santa Anna triumphs over Bustamante, plans to become dictator.







	1833


	Convention at San Felipe petitions for Texas statehood. Stephen Austin carries petition to Mexico City. Austin is jailed for a year and a half.







	1835


	 







	September


	Stephen Austin returns to Texas embittered. Consultation assembly meets, declares war. As the committee is meeting, Gen. Martín Perfecto de Cós with 500 troops lands at Copano and begins the march to San Antonio. Citizens of Gonzales refuse to give up cannon given them earlier for protection against Indians. On September 30 the commander of San Antonio sends troops to get it.







	October 1


	The Gonzales men fire on the Mexican troops, who retreat. The Battle of Gonzales is the first action of the Texas War of Independence.







	October 3


	In Mexico City the Congress strips the states of authority, thus creating Santa Anna’s Centralist dictatorship.







	October 9


	General Cós arrives at San Antonio and takes command of garrison. He begins fortifying the Alamo mission.







	October 10


	Rebels capture Goliad.







	October 28


	The Battle of Concepción.







	October 30


	The Mexican National Congress authorizes war against the Texas rebels.







	November


	The Siege of San Antonio.







	November 3


	Delegates convene the Consultation and decide to declare independence and establish a provisional government.







	November 12


	Sam Houston is chosen commander in chief but without authority over San Antonio army.







	November 15


	Capt. William Barret Travis captures a herd of horses and mules.







	November 26


	The Grass Fight. Col. James Bowie leads a detachment in an attack on a Mexican pack train south of San Antonio. The Mexicans send troops. Bowie triumphs but finds the pack train is carrying fodder.







	November 28


	Santa Anna leaves Mexico City to direct the Mexican Army against the Texians.







	December 5


	Ben Milam leads volunteers in attack on San Antonio. On the third day Milam is killed.







	December 9


	The capture of San Antonio.







	December 12


	James Butler Bonham’s Mobile Greys arrive in San Antonio.







	December 31


	Santa Anna assembles his army at San Luis Potosí.







	1836


	 







	January 7


	Santa Anna’s army arrives at Saltillo.







	January 19


	Jim Bowie arrives at the Alamo and decides to defend it.







	January


	Davy Crockett arrives at Nacogdoches, joins militia.







	February 3


	Travis arrives at the Alamo.







	February 4


	Fannin lands at Copano, marches to Refugio.







	February 8


	Crockett and twelve riflemen arrive at the Alamo.







	February 11


	Colonel Neill leaves the Alamo on leave; command is split between Bowie and Travis.







	February 21


	The siege of the Alamo begins.







	February 23


	Santa Anna arrives at San Antonio.







	February 24


	Sick Jim Bowie takes to his bed, leaving Travis in sole command of the Alamo garrison.







	February 28


	The Battle of San Patricio.







	March 2


	The Battle of Agua Dulce.







	March 6


	The fall of the Alamo.







	March 19–20


	The Battle of Coleto Creek.







	March 27


	The Goliad Massacre.







	March–April


	The “Runaway Scrape.”







	April 21


	The Battle of San Jacinto.
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Texas


GTT—Gone to Texas.


Scrawled on the door of an abandoned cabin anywhere in the southeast United States in 1830, this meant that the occupants had succumbed to “Texas fever” and gone west.


They were lured by the promise of a paradise, for that is how Texas was painted. “No sturdy forest here for months defies the axe,” said the newspaper advertisements, guidebooks, and handbills, “but smiling prairies invite the plough. Here no humble prices reduce the stimulus to labor, but the reward of industry is so ample as to furnish the greatest incentive.”


By the thousands, families moved to Texas in 1830 and the years after that. In Tennessee, blacksmith Almeron Dickinson read an advertisement and told his wife to start packing. They were going to Texas. In New York City, Dr. Amos Pollard awoke one morning in 1834 and picked up his morning newspaper. There was an advertisement for land in Columbia, Texas. Dr. Pollard, whose New York practice was not doing very well, decided to go to Texas on the spur of the moment.


The wave of immigration had its beginnings in the first quarter of the nineteenth century, when Spain relaxed its restrictions and began inviting norteamericanos to settle in this part of their Mexican colony. Over the previous 300 years, Spain had not been very successful in colonizing this area.
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“PLANO DEL PRESIDIO DE SAN ANTONIO DE BÉXAR DE LA PROVINCIA DE TEXAS” DESCRIBES THE FORTIFICATIONS AND BRIDGES AT THE PRESIDO OF BÉXAR AS MAPPED OUT BY THE MARQUÉS DE SAN MIGEL DE AGUAYO.


TEXAS STATE LIBRARY & ARCHIVES COMMISSION


The first Spanish people came to Texas in the sixteenth century, bringing Christianity and Castilian civilization across the Atlantic in a pattern typical of Latin America. But in Texas the pattern did not work. When the Franciscans appeared in 1693 at Nacogdoches to establish a mission, the mission never took hold. A quarter of a century later they tried again, this time on the San Antonio River. The presidio (garrison) established in this remote place was named after the duke of Béxar—San Antonio de Béxar. In spite of these inauspicious beginnings, enough Spanish settlers appeared for a town to grow up around the presidio. Several villages in Spain’s Canary Islands off the coast of Africa were co-opted into settling in San Antonio.


By 1741, the first chapel was being built. In all, five missions would be built in San Antonio. It became the hub of Spanish civilization in Texas. But the mission did not become the center of local life as it did, for example, in California. The reason given by the authorities for failure—trouble with the French along the border—masked the reality: The Indians in this section of Mexico were mostly Apache and Comanche, both fiercely independent nations. By the end of the eighteenth century, there were fewer than 5,000 people living in the three Spanish centers of La Bahía, San Antonio, and Nacogdoches, with more than half of them in San Antonio.
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IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY, THE SPANISH GOVERNMENT CO-OPTED A NUMBER OF CANARY ISLAND VILLAGES TO SETTLE IN SAN ANTONIO DE BÉXAR. THIS DRAWING, MADE BY JOSÉ CISNEROS, SHOWS A YOUNG CANARY ISLAND GIRL WITH A SOLDIER OF THE ERA IN FRONT OF THE ALAMO.


UT INSTITUTE OF TEXAN CULTURES AT SAN ANTONIO
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MOSES AUSTIN, PLANNER OF THE AUSTIN COLONY IN TEXAS, WHICH HIS SON, STEPHEN F. AUSTIN, SETTLED.


TEXAS STATE LIBRARY & ARCHIVES COMMISSION


In 1803, America bought the entire Louisiana Territory from France. The land extended to the Canadian border, and American eyes turned westward. Spanish resistance to foreign exploitation began to weaken. The real breakthrough came in 1820, the year that Moses Austin, a Missouri mining man, had the idea of settling Americans in Mexico. Austin traveled to San Antonio to see the governor. His request was at first refused, but ultimately granted by Gen. Joaquín de Arrendondo, commander for Spain in Mexico. Moses Austin secured permission to settle 300 North American families on a tract of 200,000 acres, but before he could undertake the enterprise, he died. His heir, Stephen F. Austin, managed to get the grant turned over to himself, and proceeded to become an empresario (a contractor hired to settle a colony). Each head of a family could buy 640 acres, plus 320 acres for each family member and 80 acres for each slave. The price was low: 12.5 cents per acre. The catch was that the settlers had to defend themselves—Austin had to raise his own militia. The government would not supply troops to protect the new colonists.




Stephen F. Austin
1793=1836


“WAR IS OUR ONLY RECOURSE”


A slender, curly-haired bachelor, Stephen Austin was the first of the empresarios who brought Americans to the Mexican state of Coahuila y Texas, where he ultimately settled over 1,500 families. In America he had been a newspaper editor, businessman, and judge before he became a land speculator. His father, Moses Austin, was a Spanish citizen, and Stephen became a Mexican citizen with the establishment of the Republic after the Revolution of 1820.


Austin wanted his people to be good Mexican citizens and in the early years he was the ideal immigrant, moderate and law-abiding. As an empresario in 1823 he organized the first company of Texas Rangers to protect his settlers from Indian raids. He served in the Coahuila y Texas legislature and was the leading force in the Peace Party, which opposed radical efforts to break Texas away from Mexico. Although he held strong prejudices against Mexicans, he concealed his feelings well. Genial and soft-spoken, Austin had many friends among the farmers and Tejanos, but he found hard-drinking men like Jim Bowie and Sam Houston objectionable, preferring more genteel company.


When William Barret Travis and other firebrands challenged central authority in Anahuac in 1831, Austin opposed their movement until he saw the Turtle Bayou Resolutions, which proved that the colonists were merely resisting oppression. Austin became the leader of the American support for General Santa Anna, who declared adherence to the Constitution of 1824.


The leading force in the movement for a separate state for Texas, Austin carried the 1833 petition for statehood to Mexico City, hoping that President Santa Anna would intercede to grant it. Instead, Santa Anna assigned his case to the vice president, Goméz Farias. Austin quarreled with the vice president and then wrote an inflammatory letter, which caused his arrest and imprisonment. He remained a prisoner for nearly two years.


Imprisonment and injustice caused Austin to become an anti-Mexican revolutionary, and he came home to Texas in 1835 to declare that Santa Anna had betrayed the Constitution. If Texas people wanted freedom, they would have to fight for it. He was instrumental in securing the Declaration of War against Mexico, and he was chosen unanimously as the first commander of the Texas Army, a post for which he was ill-suited by temperament and experience. Within a few weeks, he left the army to become chief commissioner to the United States. After the revolution, he was appointed Secretary of State in the cabinet of President Houston, but his health had been ruined by his years in prison and he died of pneumonia a few months later.
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THIS PORTRAIT OF A YOUNG STEPHEN FULLER AUSTIN IS ATTRIBUTED TO GEORGE CATLIN. DAUGHTERS OF THE REPUBLIC OF TEXAS LIBRARY
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