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AMERICAN COMMUNITIES: TEXANS AND TEJANOS “REMEMBER THE ALAMO!”  The legend surrounding the defeat of the rebellious Texans at the Alamo neglects the fact that the Texas uprising was an alliance between Americans and Tejanos. The Tejano elite initially welcomed American entrepreneurs and shared power with them. The Mexican State was unstable and many Tejanos favored local autonomy. Tejanos played key roles in the Texas Revolution, though once independence was secured they were excluded from positions of power. The vignette illustrates the typical American frontier pattern of dealing with native people by first blending with them, then occupying their land, and finally excluding or removing them.

EXPLORING THE WEST  American expansion was so rapid that, within 60 years of independence, more Americans lived west of the original 13 states than lived in them.

The fur trade was a great spur to exploration in North America. Not until the 1820s could American companies challenge the British. Trappers accommodated themselves to local peoples and often married Indian women. By the 1840s, however, the beaver was virtually trapped out.

The federal government promoted western expansion by sending out exploratory and scientific expeditions, which mapped the West and brought back artists’ re-creations.

Government policy looked upon the West as a refuge for eastern Indians who were removed. But encroachment on the new Indian Territory was not long in coming. The Santa Fe Trail and Overland Trails crossed Indian Territory. The government pushed for further land concessions from the western tribes, though the tribes in what is now Oklahoma held on to their lands until after the Civil War.

THE POLITICS OF EXPANSION  Americans perceived themselves as pioneers.

Newspaperman John O’Sullivan coined the phrase “manifest destiny” to imply that Americans had a God-given right to spread across the continent and conquer whomever stood in their way. Westward expansion would increase trade and enable whites to “civilize” the Indians. Expansion was tied to national politics. The Whigs feared expansion would bring up the slavery issue. Democrats saw expansion as the cure for national ills by providing new opportunities in the west.

The trip west via the Overland Trail was a long, expensive, and hazardous journey. Pioneers were attracted to the promise of economic opportunity, the chance for adventure, or the chance to build a new home. Pioneers traveled in groups and often hired a pilot who knew the terrain. Men were responsible for care of the wagons and animals. Women had their customary duties of preparing food and taking care of the children. The trip through the plains was relatively simple. But when the parties reached the Rocky Mountains, lack of food and difficult terrain caused countless problems. Though Indian attacks were few, throughout the journey disease plagued the pioneers. Still, by 1860, almost 300,000 people had traveled the Oregon and California Trails.

After 1818 the United States and Britain jointly controlled Oregon territory, though the British dominated the region. Fur trappers and missionaries were among the earliest white settlers. Conflicts with Indians resulted in periodic bloodbaths. Disease greatly reduced the Indian population. By the mid-1840s “Oregon Fever” broke out, spurred by the promise of free land. Joint occupation ended in 1846. After some bellicose threats by President James K. Polk, the Canadian border was drawn in its current location. White Oregonians built closely-knit communities in which they shared food and worked together.

Spain had resisted American penetration of New Mexico, but after Mexican independence New Mexico welcomed American trade along the Santa Fe Trail. Though the trail was hard, arduous, and dangerous, profits were high. American trappers and traders assimilated into the local population.

When Mexico became independent in 1821, the main inhabitants of Texas were Tejanos and nomadic Comanches. Mexican authorities sought American settlement as a way of providing a buffer between its heartland and the Comanches. Stephen F. Austin promoted American emigration. Americans viewed Texas as an extension of settlement in Mississippi and Louisiana. The American settlers came to grow cotton in their self-contained enclaves. They soon outnumbered the Tejanos. Briefly, Texas was big enough to hold all three communities: Tejanos maintained ranches and missions in the south; Americans farmed the eastern and south central sections; Comanches held their northwestern hunting grounds.

A new Mexican government broke the balance when it sought to exercise firm control over Texas. It restricted immigration, outlawed slavery, and raised taxes. War broke out in 1835. The Mexican army overwhelmed Americans at the Alamo. But at the San Jacinto River, Sam Houston’s forces surprised their poorly prepared enemies and extracted a treaty from General Santa Anna granting independence to the Republic of Texas and fixing the southern boundary at the Rio Grande. Mexico repudiated the treaty and refused to recognize Texan independence; the United States rejected admission for fear of rekindling slave state/free state conflicts. Within the republic, conflicts between Anglos and Tejanos grew.

American politicians avoided the Texas question for some time. President John Tyler negotiated an annexation treaty, hoping to ensure his re-election, but Whigs denounced Tyler and ran Henry Clay. Clay avoided commitment on this issue. The Democrats ran James K. Polk on a manifest destiny platform. Polk’s narrow victory insured that Texas would come into the Union.

THE MEXICAN-AMERICAN WAR  James K. Polk was committed to expanding United States territory; during his presidency, United States territory increased by nearly 70 percent.

He settled the Oregon controversy peacefully, but did not hesitate to use force to settle the border dispute with Mexico. Polk wanted to extend U.S. territory to the Pacific. and encouraged a takeover of  California. When Mexico refused to receive the envoy who was bringing an offer to buy the disputed Texas territory, Polk ordered troops into that territory. A brief skirmish broke out, which Polk used to justify declaring war on Mexico.

The war was politically divisive, particularly among Whigs and Northerners. Polk sent troops into the northern provinces of Mexico, conquering New Mexico and California. Victories in Mexico came hard. The fierce Mexican resistance was met by American brutality against Mexican citizens.  When General Scott captured Mexico City, the war ended. Although Polk had ambitions of taking additional territory, he accepted the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which ceded California and New Mexico and accepted the Rio Grande as Mexico’s northern border.

The war was closely covered by the new mass-circulation newspapers and the recently invented telegraph. Popular war heroes like Zachary Taylor and Winfield Scott later became presidential candidates.

CALIFORNIA AND THE GOLD RUSH  Indians, Californios (descendants of Spanish Mexican pioneers), and Russian traders controlled California in the early 1840s. By the end of the decade, the gold rush changed everything.

Despite Spanish prohibitions on trade with outsiders, Russians and Americans had traded successfully with the Californios since the eighteenth century. After Mexican independence in 1821, trade was opened. Russians continued to receive favored treatment from the Californios until 1841 when they sold Fort Ross.

A Swiss immigrant who became a Mexican citizen, John Sutter, created an American community around his land grant in California’s Central Valley. Other 1840s immigrants declared independence from Mexico in 1846.

The discovery of gold in January 1848 triggered a massive gold rush, primarily of white Americans but also of Mexicans and Chinese. Cities like San Francisco sprang to life. Because it was the entry port and supply point, San Francisco grew from a village of 1,000 in 1848 to a city of 35,000 in 1850. California’s white population grew by nearly tenfold. California gained statehood in 1850.

Most of the mining camps were miserable places; most of the miners were young, unmarried, and unsuccessful. Mining camps were squalid, temporary communities where racism was widespread and violence were common. The gold quickly played out, and the mining camps were deserted. California was left with a relatively large, multicultural population, but also a legacy of racism.

THE POLITICS OF MANIFEST DESTINY  Between 1845 and 1848, the United States became a continental nation.

Controversy over the status of slavery in the new territories grew around the Wilmot Proviso, an amendment to an appropriations bill that would have kept slavery out of all territories obtained from Mexico. Bitter debate on the Proviso caused the first breakdown of the national party system.

Northern public opinion was shifting towards an antislavery position as witnessed by the growth of the Liberty Party. The Free-Soil Party offered a compromise for Northern voters by expressing a willingness to allow slavery where it existed but to stop its spread. The Free-Soilers appealed to Northern values of freedom and individualism, as well as racism, for they would ban all black people from the new territories.

In the election of 1848 candidates had to discuss their views on the expansion of slavery. Lewis Cass, the Democrat, favored popular sovereignty. His proposal was deliberately vague since he did not specify when the status would be settled. The Whig war hero, Zachary Taylor refused to take a position on the Wilmot Proviso. The Free-Soil Party ran Martin Van Buren as a spoiler. By taking Democratic votes from Cass, Van Buren helped Taylor win the election. Unfortunately, Taylor died in office.

CONCLUSION  Belief in manifest destiny facilitated United States expansion, but this growth was more a force for division than unity.

Lecture Suggestions
1.
A lecture on manifest destiny and expansionism should illuminate how Americans saw themselves and the rest of the world. Start out by looking at the notions of American distinctiveness. Make the connection with John Winthrop’s characterization of the Puritan colony as a “city on a hill” (a phrase which recurs in American history, for example in Ronald Reagan’s acceptance speech at the 1980 Republican convention). Make the connection with Jefferson’s notions of American agrarianism. How does the frontier help to preserve American distinctiveness in Jefferson’s view? Compare that with Frederick Jackson Turner’s views. Americans have long seen themselves as a distinctive people, and the frontier has often been seen as a way to maintain the American character.

2.
A lecture on the conflict engendered by Polk’s foreign policy should enlighten students as to the division that existed in American society. Point out how northern Democrats felt betrayed when Polk broke his promise: “54-40 or fight” and compromised on Oregon. In contrast, he fought for slave territory. The point is that Polk’s foreign policy helped to lay the groundwork for future sectional conflict.

3.
A lecture on the frontier societies should give students a greater sense of the kinds of communities that were springing up. The text examines communities in Texas, Spanish-California, Oregon, and in gold rush California. Look at how each one operated and compare and contrast them.

Discussion Questions
1.
What was the nature of the community that gathered in Texas? How did the Anglos and Tejanos get along? What happened to that relationship?

2.
What made expansion so attractive to Americans? Why were Americans so land-hungry?

3.
Why did Americans in Texas revolt against the Mexican authorities? Why was the United States initially reluctant to admit Texas as a state?

4.
What was President Polk’s explanation for the Mexican-American War? Do you buy it?

5.
How did the communities in Texas, Spanish-California, Oregon, and gold rush California differ? How were they similar? (Try to get students to focus on the multi-racial character of each.)

6.
In what ways did the Mexican-American War lay the groundwork for sectional conflict?

Out of Class Activity
There are numerous accounts of pioneer experiences. John Mack Faragher, Women and Men on the Overland Trail (Yale, 1979) discusses them and provides ample bibliographic references to published accounts. Students could each select an account and present the author’s experiences to the class. Students might also be asked to compare men’s and women’s experiences along the trail.

If You’re Going to Read One Book on the Subject
An excellent introduction to the “new” western history is Patricia Nelson Limerick, The Legacy of Conquest (Norton, 1987). Organized thematically, it provides a wealth of material that could be used as the basis for several lectures. See also Richard White, “It’s Your Misfortune and None of My Own”: A History of the American West (Oklahoma, 1991).

Audio Visual Aids

“Gone West” Narrated by Alistair Cooke. Reviews events from Lewis and Clark, through the Trail of Tears and Gold Rush. Shows the difficulties of a wagon train going west.

Images in the Chapter

Bourgeois Walker and His Wife (1837) by Alfred Jacob Miller shows a mountain man and his Indian wife.

Crossing the Platte River on the Overland Trail.

View of Fort Vancouver on the Columbia River.

The Interior of Fort Laramie (1858–60) by Alfred Jacob Miller.

Commanche Village Life (ca. 1834) by George Catlin shows the Comanche’s dependence on buffalo.

General Winfield Scott riding victoriously into Mexico City’s central square in 1847.

War News from Mexico (1848) by Richard Caton Woodville shows the immediacy of reporting during the war.

Drawing of an 1855 San Francisco gambling saloon.

Photograph of California gold miners with Chinese laborers.

Zachary Taylor campaign poster.
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