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CHAPTER 1

POLK AND THE CAMPAIGN OF 1844

James K. Polk of Tennessee became the candidate for

president at the time when the expansionist policy known as

Manifest Destiny was rising high. The prevalent idea in

the United States in the presidential campaign of 1844 was

expansion, or the fulfillment of Manifest Destiny. It was

a movement that had been rising since 1819.

The ideas of expansion from 1819 to 1845 were based on

three principles, the first of which was natural boundaries.

In the Spanish treaty of 1819, the United States ceded to

Spain all claims to Texas and thereby abandoned claims to

the Rio Grande boundary, which was considered by many as a

more definite natural boundary than the Sabine. Many Ameri-

cans, especially in the West, still firmly believed that

Texas was part of the Louisiana Purchase.

Representative Trimble was one of those who denounced

the treaty. He stated that it never had run contrary to

Divine plan to fix the boundaries of nations without refer-

ence to their physical nature.
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It is physical barriers alone that check encroachment,
and give repose to feeble nations.

The Great Engineer of the Universe has fixed thenatural limits of our country, and man cannot change
them, that at least is above the treaty making power.
To that boundary we shall go, peaceably if we can,forcibly if we must; beyond it, all to us is worth-
less.1

After 1825 men from the United States began to push

their trade and quest for gain even beyond the natural

boundaries of the Southwest. The Santa Fe Trail was becom-

ing an important artery of trade by that time. In Santa Fe

the American traders met the Mexican traders from Chihuahua

and other Mexican towns. The American traders began to in-

fluence their government to take measures for their protec-

tion, which eventually it did.

At the beginning the best spirit of friendliness
existed between the Mexican and American traders, butit became evident to some that English merchants wereinterfering with trade relations, causing Mexico totake hostile attitudes towards American traders.2

During the debates in Congress on the annexation of

Texas, in 1843, western Democrats displayed the expansive

sentiment common to their section. Mr. Douglas of Illinois

in his speech declared: "I believe there is nothing to fear

from the acquisition of free men to the states of this

Union, or to the territories of this republic from the

1 Albert K. Weinberg, Manifest Destiny, p. 55.

2Archer B. Hulbert, Southwest on Turquoise Trail, p. 181,quoted from Wetmore's Diar, p. 125
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Atlantic to the Pacific."3

The second phase of Manifest Destiny was that of sec-

tional interests. It was apparent that even before the an-

nexation movement, there had developed in the United States

a strong sentiment for expansion peculiar to the sections.

The South desired to gain control of all lands suita-

ble for cotton. The commercial interests of the Northeast

wanted to establish a harbor on the Pacific coast. These

two sections could have been reconciled if the expansion-

ists had been able to satisfy their peculiar desires. So

it was Texas for the South and the cotton interests and a

harbor in California for the industrial Northeast.

The conditions were aptly described by Professor George

P. Garrison when he said:

With the progress of Sectionalism the pro-
slavery element became ever more anxious to secure
Texas, and the anti-slavery element to exclude it
from the Union; but neither of these was for a time
strong enough to control its own section, and when
the issue came, the instinct of expansion finally
cast the balance in favor of Texas. 4

The third phase of Manifest Destiny was that of ex-

tending the area of freedom. The United States feared

European powers that had political ideas foreign to its own.

The expansionists feared that these European powers might

3 ongpssional Globe, 28th Congress, p. 97.

4 George Pierce Garrison, Westward Extension, pp. 96-
97.
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enter outlying possessions and adjacent territories such as

Texas, California, and Oregon, and seek sovereignty over

them. That would limit the democratizing and liberalizing

influence of the United States and deprive it of an oppor-

tunity to expand.

The Tyler administration, in 1843, was convinced that

England was interfering in Texas affairs and would possibly

abolish slavery there. If slavery were abolished in Texas,

then the desires of the Southern element in the United

States were doomed.

We had reasons to believe that England was increasing

her position in California. This apprehension was not false,

as we learned later from United States Consul Thomas Larkin

at Monterey. The agent of the Hudson Bay Company had sup-

plied California with arms and arununition to use in revolt

against Mexico, and intended taking over if the revolt were

successful.

Therefore, the interference of England in California and
in the Texas affairs caused the Democratic party to take the

position it did in 1844. Thus was initiated a movement

that would result in the fulfillment of our desires to push

to the Pacific and eventually would lead to the elimination

of foreign influence in those provinces.

The candidates for the Democratic nomination at the

Baltimore convention were Van Buren, Cass, and President

- 7elni7.... . _ PI
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Tyler. Van Buren and Cass had never taken a definite stand

concerning the annexation of Texas. Mr. Tyler favored an-

nexation, yet he was not suitable to all elements of the

party.

James K. Polk, before the convention met, aspired to

the nomination of vice-presidency: "Ardently desiring this

office, Polk began as early as the fall of 1843 to ask his

friends to use their influence with politicians of other

states."3

Jackson approached Polk on the subject of the nomina-

tion when it became evident that the other three would not

be acceptable. In reply Polk said ttat he aspired to sec-

ond place only, but that his friends might use his name as

they saw fit, although in any event the party should unite

on some one candidate and that the candidate must be in

favor of annexation. 6

He was the first dark horse ever nominated for the
Presidency by a political party, but while his name
had not been previously associated with that office
it is not true that he was unknown or that his nomi-
nation was entirely accidental.7

Polks views were well known on the annexation move-

ment before the convention, for, on March 28, 1844, he was

5.gene McCormac, James K. Polk, p. 213, quoted from
Polk-Donelson Letters, p. 124.

6 &Cormac, James K. Polk, p. 232.

7 Ibid., p. 251.

psxwl alike" aommom ,
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drawn out when an assembly of non-partisan anti-Texans pe-
titioned him. His reply in answer to the petition was:

I emphasize the point that our title to Texashas been valid beyond question and that the terri-tory had been unwisely ceded to Spain in 1819.I have no hesitation in declaring that I amin favor of the immediate "re-annexation" of Texas.I entertain no doubts as to the power or the ex-pediency of "reannexation. "8

Polk was nominated on the ninth ballot after it became cer-
tain the three aspirants would not be chosen.

Polk was considered a second-rate man accidentally
put into the office of the presidency. He was, as was later
proved, not second-rate but a man with strong will and de-
termination. Although shaping his policy in accordance
with the principle of the party which had been founded by
the leaders, he at times strayed away and did things not
in harmony with what had been agreed upon; but this was
seldom, for he was a party man.

He did not have out standing qualities for a great man,
and when he entered upon his task he never attempted to cul-
tivate qualities that were characteristic of one. His charac-
ter and fitness are best told in a statement in the Spec-

tator, a Democratic organ, after his nomination:
The great mass of people wanted a man pure in morals,sound in political principles, and in favor of theimmediate annexation of Texas, and such they have in

8Ibi. ,pp. 226-227, quoted from Polk Papers, 1844.

0-
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James K. Polk. He is a consistent and sound poli-
tician of the Jeffersonian school, talentedfirm
and discreet. 9

The Democratic party adopted for its slogans "54-40

or Fight , " the "re-occupation of Oregon, the reannexation

of Texas, " and "Polk and Texas, Clay and no Texas. " T hese

became a battle cry. The Whigs, who had begun the campaign

with a derisive question, "Who is James K. Polk?" were be-

fore long frightened by his gains. A considerable majority

of Americans seemed to think as Polk did. The battle was

waged and the Democrats won with an electoral majority of

175 to 105. This was a challenge to Polk and to his admin-

istration. He regarded it his duty to bring the commit-

ments of the campaign to a successful conclusion.

The campaign was bitterly waged with Clay, the Whig

nominee. The paramount issue was the Texas question, but

it was not the chief factor in winning the election. If

Polk owed his success to the Texas issue, it came as a re-

sult of the support of President Tyler. Clay was opposed

to the annexation of Texas, for he feared war with Mexico.

His defeat was unquestionably due to the position he took

on the Texas question.

Ibid. , p. 258, quoted from the Washington S ator
May 297fl44.

WASNOWW ow , - M-



CHAPTER II

EFFORTS AT ADJUSTMENT OF THE BOUNDARY

James K. Polk's inauguration as tenth president on

March 4, 1845, was long to be remembered. In his inaugural

address he stressed the principles of Thomas Jefferson.

He feared the schemes of those whose ideas were of a sec-

tional nature. He would see that the constitution was en-

forced. He congratulated the people on the resolution to

annex Texas. He had hoped, however, that the annexation

would be completed before his inaugural. No man in American

history had been inaugurated under more critical conditions.

Polk was conscious of his great responsibilities. He chose

for his Secretary of State James Buchanan of Pennsylvania.

On February 28, 1845, a joint resolution of Congress au-

thorized the annexation of Texas by either of two methods.

Under the first -- the House resolution -- Congress con-

sented to admit Texas as a state as soon as the government

and people of that republic had agreed to annexation and had

conformed to certain requirements specified in the resolu-

tion. A supplementary resolution authorized the president,

if he saw fit, to withhold the proposal made by the joint

8
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resolution and negotiate with Texas by another treaty of

annexation.

Three days before leaving office Tyler signed the

joint resolution proposed by the House, and when Polk took

the reins of government, he sanctioned the move of Tyler.

The joint resolution did not specify any territorial

limits, but left that matter subject to the adjustment by

the United States of all questions of boundary that might

arise with other governments.1

Polk, commenting on the annexation, asserted that

Texas had once been a part of the United States; that the

region had been unwisely ceded to Spain in 1819; that Texas

had been independent since 1836; and that she had complete

right to dispose of her territory, and to merge her sover-

eignty with that of the United States.

I regard the question of annexation as belonging
exclusively to the United States and Texas. They
are independent powers complete to contract, and
foreign nations have no right to interfere with
them or make exception to their Union.

While the Texas delegation in convention at Austin was

completing its requirements for annexation, a request was

made that the United States send an army to that Republic.

In response to this request General Zachary Taylor was

ordered from Ft. Jessup, Louisiana, to Corpus Christi, at

Niles Register, p. 336.

2 James D. Richardson, Messages of the Presidents, IV,
p. 380.

w as::... .1 :_ :nw ......... ,..... . -:5m _:. ,...emu. ,.. M.,. ..... ,. .i-n.d :.,. -_
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the mouth of the Nueces River. Taylor was to limit his ac-
tivities to the defense of Texas unless attacked. In that
case he was to drive the Mexicans beyond the Rio Grande.

Conner, the American Naval commander in the Gulf of
Mexico, was directed to protect Texas as well as other

parts of the United States. The President stated that it
was his desire to avoid bloodshed. He said:

That you may precisely understand what is meantby aggression you are instructed to avoid, I willadd, that while the annexation of Texas extends ourboundary to the Del Norte, the president reserves thevindication of our boundary, if possible, to methods
of peace.3

Polk made it clear that he would insist upon the Rio Grande

as the boundary between Texas and Mexico. He said:

Texas constituted a portion of the ancient prov-ince of Louisiana and the United States in Jeffer-
son's time had vigorously asserted territorial rightsextending as far as the Rio Grande, and claims ofMexico that the Nueces formed the western boundaryhad never been heard of then. The Texas which wasceded to Spain by the Florida treaty of 1819, em-braced all country now claimed by the state of Texasbetween the Nueces and the Rio Grande. 4

When the Mexican minister, Almonte, at Washington,

learned of the joint resolution to annex Texas, he wrote to

the Secretary of State protesting the resolution:

The United States had committed the most un-just act of aggression against a friendly statethat could be found in the annals of modern history.

3 tCormac, James K. Polk, p. 375.

4Allan Nevins, James K. Polk, Diary of a President,p. 325.

- . .w r".. r ,.
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The United States had despoiled Mexico of a largepart of her territory by admitting into the unionTexas, an integral portion of the Mexican territory. 5

And he demanded his passports.

The Mexican government was willing to recognize the in-

dependence of Texas provided it would not be annexed to the

United States. But to tolerate her annexation to the United

States might endanger the existence of Mexico herself. On

March 28, Cuevas, the Minister of Foreign Relations, wrote

to the American Minister that diplomatic relations could not

continue between the two countries. He added that Mexico

would oppose the annexation of Texas "with all the earnest-

ness which becomes its honor and sovereignty."U 6

The Mexican Congress met on July 21, 1845. Cuevas

proposed the following resolutions:

As soon as the government ascertains that thedepartment of Texas has united itself to the American
Union, or that the troops of the latter have invadedit, it shall declare that the nation is at war withthe United States of North America. This war shallbe conducted for the purpose of saving the integrity
of the Mexican territory within its ancient limits
-- recognized by the United States in the treaties
from the year 1828 to 1836 -- and for the purpose
of assuring the threatened independence of the na-
tion. 7

Some had attempted to prove that the Rio Grande had

5 Charles E. Hill, Leadin American Treaties, p. 194,quoted from Sen. Document I, 29th Congress, I Se s, p. 38.
6 George Lockhart Rives, The United States and Mexico,

I, 697-701.

7lbid., p. 59.
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been the boundary between Texas and other Mexican provinces

before 1836. This claim could not be sustained. One of the

first acts of the Republic of Texas was to declare its

western boundary to be at the Rio Grande from its mouth to

its source. The Republic attempted to establish its sov-

ereignty over the region to that river by establishing post

offices, post roads, and other sovereign acts, as well as

the launching of the Santa Fe Expedition of Lamar'rs time.

The object of the expedition was, to endeavor to
prevail upon the people of New Mexico, residing withinthe statutory limits of Texas, to submit quietly and
peaceably to an incorporation with the other citizens
of the republic, and to acknowledge the right of Texas
to complete jurisdiction over them. 8

When Almonte, the Mexican Minister to Washington, pro-

tested against the joint resolution in 1845, it was not

over the boundary, but over the annexation of Texas.

The President had selected Parrott as his confidential

agent to Mexico soon after Almonte had demanded his pass-

port on April 3, 1845. Because of Parrott',s temperament,

he was not able to bring about amicable relations between

the two countries. In one of Polk's Cabinet meetings, a

dispatch was read from him.

He gave as his views that there will be no declara-
tion of war against the United States and no in-vas ion of Texas. He is also of the opinion that

8 H. Yoakum, History of Texas, II, 321.
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the government is desirous to re-establish diplomatic
relations with the United States and that a minister
from the United States would be received.9

The President, in a meeting with the Cabinet on Sep-

tember 16, 1845, came to an agreement that a minister

should be sent to Mexico in an effort to re-establish amica-

ble relations and adjust the boundary. John Slidell of

Louisiana on November 10, 1845, was chosen to lead the mis-

sion. He had command of the Spanish language and was a

southern man.

The instructions given Slidell were:

To adjust a permanent boundary between Mexico
and the United States and in doing this the min-
ister would be instructed to purchase for a pe-
cuniary consideration Upper California and New
Mexico. A better boundary would be the Del Norte
from its mouth to the Passo, in latitude 320 north,
and thence west to the Pacific ocean, Mexico ced-
ing to the United States all country east and north
of these lines. 1 0

Polk believed that such a boundary as stated to Sli-

dell might be had for fifteen or twenty millions of dollars,

but he would be willing to pay forty. It is clearly shown

that Polk, however anxious to acquire California and New

Mexico, did not intend to force Mexico to make the cession.

Slidell was informed that California was a subject of vast

importance to the United States, and would demand his

9Nevins, James K. Polk, Diary of a President, p. 9.

10 "d., pp. 10-11.
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particular attention. 1 1

The second subject of Slidell's mission would be to dis-

cuss the claims of American citizens against Mexico. Mexico

had made fair promises, but evaded all compliance with them.

On April 11, 1839, an agreement had been reached to arbi-

trate the claims. By 1841, the commission had awarded to

the United States on behalf of American claimants $2,O26,139;

and had not then disposed of all the claims. Mexico found

it inconvenient to comply with the award. Again the United

States agreed to a convention, January 30, 1843, by which

the interests on the sum awarded should be paid annually

and the principal by instalments. Mexico paid these instal-

ments up to April 30, 1843, but after that time she had paid

neither. Still another convention was entered into in re-

gard to American claims; but Mexico had interposed the same

evasions, difficulties, and delays.12

In the treaty that Slidell hoped to make relative to

claims, the United States would assume all claims, even

though Mexico should confine her cession to territory on

the east of the Rio Grande.

The President made a mistake in diplomacy when he sent

Slidell not in accordance with the Mexican request for a

commission. His rejection was due to having been sent as

llCongressional Globe, 30th Congress, p. 250.

1 2 Hill, Leading American Treaties, p. 197.
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an envoy extraordinary and minister plenipotentiary, and

not simply as a commissioner to settle disputes incident

to claims and to the annexation of Texas.

While Slidell waited at Jalapa, the Mexican foreign

minister told him that the annexation of Texas had always

been regarded, by Mexico, as a casus bell, and that Sli-

dell could not be accepted as an envoy. Mexico had agreed

to receive an American commission, but instead the United

Stated had sent a minister plenipotentiary who was expected

to take up his residence. 1 3

On the fourth of February, 1846, General Taylor re-

ceived orders from Mr. Marcy, Secretary of War, directing

him to march to the Rio Grande. General Taylor was lo-

cated at Corpus Christi when he received the orders, hav-

ing been sent there as a measure of precaution when Slidell

was sent to Mexico.

Polk directed Marcy to instruct Taylor as follows:

You are to move your troops to the Del Norte and
abstain from all aggressive acts toward Mexico. You
are to regard the relations between that republic
and the United States as peaceful, unless she should
declare war or commit acts of hostilities.14

On March 8, the United States cavalry, with one light

battery, began its march as commanded. On March 28, Taylor

1 3 Nevins, James K Polk, 2L fl.of a President, p. 70.
1 4 Richardson, Messages of the Presidents, pp. 290-291,

Im im,i i 0
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reached his designation opposite Matamoros. The President

knew that Slidell had been rejected when he ordered Taylor

to the Rio Grande.

Taylor having taken position opposite Matamoros, be-

gan to prepare for the impending struggle. He establith ed

a battery of eighteen pounders commanding the town. Nothing

happened between the American and Mexican troops for four

weeks.

The Mexicans also made preparation by erecting earth-

works. On the eleventh of April General Ampudia, who was

in command, arrived at Matamoros and addressed a note to

General Taylor, stating, "If you insist on remaining upon

the soil of the department of Tamaulipas it will clearly

result that arms and arms alone must decide the question." 15

Taylor replied that he was not entering into a decis-

ion of international questions, and that an envoy had al-

ready been sent to Mexico by the United States to settle

the boundary dispute by negotiation. : Taylor arranged with

the naval force to blockade the Rio Grande.

On April 24, some of Taylor's troops clashed with

Mexican soldiers who had crossed the Rio Grande near present

Brownville. A victory at Palo Alto on May 8 was encourag-

ing to the American forces, but the news of these skirmishes

had not yet reached Washington.

15Rives, United States and Mexico, II, 140.
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Since the Mexican government had refused to receive

Slidell and had issued his passports in March, 1846, Polk

decided to proceed to extreme measures. It was known that

the army had advanced southward, when, on May 9, 1846,

there was held a Cabinet meeting at which Polk urged upon

his ministers a war policy. All the Cabinet agreed with

him except Bancroft, the Secretary of the Navy, who said

he would feel better satisfied in his course if the -Mexican
forces had, or should, commit any act of hostility.

On the evening of May 9, 1846, a dispatch was received

from General Taylor announcing a skirmish with the Mexicans

on April 24, 1846, on the east side of the Rio Grande, in

which several Americans were killed. With the full approval

of the Cabinet on Sunday, May 10, 1846, Polk labored on his

war message to suit his own plans. 1 6

On Monday, May 3l, 1846, the President delivered to

Congress the following message:

The cup of forbearance has been exhausted even
before the recent information from the frontier of
the Del Norte. Mexico has passed the boundary of
the United States, has invaded our territory, and
has shed American blood upon our soil. As war
exists and not withstanding all our efforts to
avoid it, exists by the act of Mexico herself,
we are called upon by every consideration of duty
and patriotism, to vindicate, with decision, the
honor, the rights, and the interests of our coun-
try. I invoke the prompt action of congress to
recognize the existence of the war, and to place
at the disposition of the executive, the means of
prosecuting the war with vigor, and thus hastening
the restoration of peace. 1 7

1 6 Nathaniel W. Stephenson, Texas and the Mexican War,
p. 221.

1 Nevins, James K, Polk, p. 221.
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While Slidell was waiting to be received in Mexico,

Herrera'ts government had begun to totter under the impact

of a revolution, instigated by Paredes. On February 13,

1845, Polk was approached by Mr. Atocha, a nationalized

American of Spanish extraction. He asked that the conver-

sation with the President be regarded as confidential.

Atocha represented that Santa Anna was in constant communi-

cation with his friaids in Mexico. He stated that the revo-

lution led by Paredes met with Santa Anna' s approval, and

Santa Anna might soon be in power in Mexico again, and 'that

Santa Anna was desirous of a treaty with the United States;

and that in adjusting a boundary, the Del Norte should be

the western Texas line and the Colorado of the West drawn

through the Bay of San Francisco to the sea should be the

Mexican line on the north, and that Mexico should cede all

east and north of these natural boundaries to the United

States for a pecuniary consideration. He mentioned thirty

millions of dollars as the sum. This sum he said Santa

Anna believed would pay the most pressing debts of Mexico,

support the army until the conditions of finance could be

improved. He stated that Santa Anna was surprised that the

United States naval force had been withdrawn from Vera Cruz

and General Taylor's army kept at Corpus Christi instead of

the Del Norte; and that the United States would not be able

to treat with the Mexicans without an imposing force by

-
"
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land.18

At the time of the interview between Atocha and Presi-

dent Polk, Santa Anna was an exile at Havana, Cuba. Polk

appeared to believe Atocha's story and that there was a

chance to bring about peace. He realized that the man who

could control the army in Mexico would eventually control

the government. Santa Anna was popular in Mexico. Also,

the Mexican government was bankrupt and would not be able

to pay either claims or war indemnity in cash, so there was

a possibility of the United States getting an indemnity in

land.

In June of 1846, President Polk decided to send a

special messenger to Havana, Cuba. Alexander Mackenzie was
selected for the mission. t. Buchanan gave him a letter

to forward to our consul at Havana, and he was also given

a copy of Bancroft's confidential orders to Conner, and

verbal instructions from the President. The substance of

Polk's verbal instructions was:

The United States had taken up arms to redress
its grievances and was determined to prosecute the
war with vigor, but that the President was desirous
of ending the conflict speedily if an honorable
peace could be made. Believing Santa Anna to be
able and willing to make such peace, the President
of the United States would see with pleasure his
restoration to power in Mexico.19

18Ibid., p. 51.

19 cCormac, James K. Polk, p. 439, quoted from
Meade's Life and Letters, 1, 116.
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It was made clear that Polk would insist on the Rio

Grande as the boundary of Texas and that he must at least

have enough of California to include the port of San Fran-

cisco Bay. For the latter concession he would pay liberally,

and his present intention was to demand no indemnity for

the expenses of the war.

Mackenzie on August 3, 1846, reported to Polk that

he had had the interview with Santa Anna. Polk thought it

would be well to lay the matter before Congress so that he

might be able to get the desired appropriation. Polk in

his request asked that two million dollars be appropriated

to carry on the negotiations with Santa Anna.

He reported to Congress that:

He had been anxious to avoid war; he deemed it
his duty once more to extend the olive branch to
Mexico; the chief difficulty to be anticipated in
any negotiation would be in the adjustment of a
boundary; and if Mexico was willing to cede part
of her territory, the United States ought to be
willing to pay a fair price for it. But Mexico
might not be willing tp wait for payment of the
whole purchase money till the treaty was ratified.
. . . And as appropriations were made by Congress,
it might therefore be necessary to advance a part
of the consideration at once, the disbursement if
made, to be accounted for at the treasury not as a
secret service money, but like other expenditures.
Two precedents existed, the Acts of Congress of
February 26, 1803, and February 13, 1806, passed
during Jefferson's administration, one to enable the
President to obtain Louisiana, the other to obtain
Florida.20

20Rives, United States and Mexico, 1. 236-238.
r
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The President said nothing in regard to his interview

with Mackenzie and his conversation with Mr. Atocha.

The day that war was declared, the following private

and confidential order from Secretary of the Navy Bancroft

was sent to Commodore Conner, who commanded the naval

forces before Vera Cruz: "If Santa Anna endeavors to enter

the Mexican ports you will allow him to enter freely. t21

Everything was then in readiness for Santa Anna's re-

turn to Mexico. On Sunday morning, August 16, 1846, the

British war vessel Arab passed by the American vessels off

Vera Cruz into the port. The senior British officer had

informed Commodore Conner that the vessel carried no cargo

and if permitted to go into port would take none on her

return. Thus Santa Anna secretly entered Mexico without

knowledge of the Mexican authorities.

When Santa Anna returned, he took command of the army

and soon became President. One of the first diplomatic

papers called to his attention was a peace proposal signed

by Buchanan dated July 27, 1846, offering to send a minister

with full powers to conclude a treaty of peace. In reply

to Buchanan, he felt himself unable to negotiate on such

terms offered, and besides he was obliged to postpone a

definite answer until the Mexican Congress had met on

December 6, 1846.

2 1Jessie Reeves, American Dplomacy under ler and
Polk, p. 298.
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This snub was what the President of the United States

received as a reward for helping that schemer to be rein-

stated in Mexico. There was nothing further for Polk to do

but to prosecute the war. Polk was desirous of peace and

thought it best to deal with this schemer. He became very

antagonistic toward Congress over the failure to appropriate.

He told Congress:

I am confident, if the desired appropriation had been
made, I would have made an honorable peace by whichwe should have acquired California, and such other
territory as we desired, before the end of October.
Should the war be protracted, the responsibility
will fall more heavily upon the head of Senator
Davis than upon any other man, and he will deserve
the execration of the country. 2 2

2 2Nevins, James K Polk, p. 76.

0



CHAPTER III

THE MEXICAN WAR PLANS AID POLICIES

The plans and operations for the war were originated

by the President himself, but they were concurred in by

General Scott art Secretary of War Marcy. New Mexico and

California, which the President intended to claim by way

of indemnity,were to be occupied and held. Polk attached

great importance to getting possession of California. The

United States forces were to be pushed toward the heart of

Mexico in order to force the Mexicans to terms, and the

naval forces in the Gulf of Mexico and the Pacific were as-

signed certain duties in connection with the plans.

The President on May 14, 1846, stated in a speech con-

cerning the prosecution of the war:

Congress had by its act of May 13 declared that
by the act of the Mexican Republic, a state of war ex-
ists between that government and the United States;
and for the purpose of enabling the government of the
United States to prosecute the war to a speedy and
successful conclusion, the authority was vested in
the President to employ the naval and military forces
of the United States. It has been my unalterable
policy, since the commencement of hostilities by
Mexico and the declaration of war by Congress, to
prosecute the war in which the country was unavoidably
involved with the utmost energy, with a view to its

23
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speedy and successful termination by an honorable
peace.I

On Iviy 11, 1846, the House of Representatives, after a

two-hour debate, responded to Polk's message by passing a

bill authorizing the President to prosecute the war, by

raising a military force not to exceed 50,000, and to take

other military and naval steps. Greateropposition was en-

countered in the Senate. Polk was fearful that Thomas H.

Benton and John C. Calhoun, who had been critical of him,

would join the Whigs and defeat the House bill. However,

after a day's debate, the bill passed the Senate with a

few minor amendment s. Mr. Benton voted for the bill, while

Calhoun, who voted against the declaration of war, remained

silent.

Calhoun showed great courage in stemming the fever for

war, which he thought might easily have been avoided. He

was ready to vote men and munitions at once but objected

vehemently to the preamble fastening the blame for the war

upon Mexico. "It was just as impossible for him," he said,

"to vote for that preamble as it was for him to plunge a

dagger into his own heart, and more so."2 A motion to

strike out the preamble was lost twenty-eight to eighteen.

Calhoun remained out of sympathy with the war, fearing, for

1Cngressional Globe, 29th Congress, 2nd Session, Vol.
XVI (Februiyj1771847 , 417.

2 Nevins, James K. Polk, p. 89.
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one reason, that a war of conquest would result in centraliz-

ing and consolidating tendencies in the government, and in-

terfere with states' rights. He also foresaw a sectional

struggle over the conquered territory. Other members of

that body did not vote for lack of information as to what

had happened on the Rio Grande. Some denounced the Presi-

dent for having invaded territory which they said did not

belong to the United States, thereby causing war.

Polk maintained that the United States had had ample

grounds for war long before the Mexican army crossed the

Rio Grande. He asserted that

Hostilities had not been precipitated by Taylor's
advance to the western frontier, for Mexico herself
had never placed the war which she has waged upon
the ground that our army occupied the intermediate ter-
ritory between the Nueces and the Rio Grande. It
would be difficult to justify the Executive, whose
duty it is to see that the laws be faithfully executed,
if he had assumed the responsibility of yielding up
the territory west of the Nueces. 3

The anti-slavery element in Congress was opposed to

the war. They were fearful that the territory acquired

would be opened to slavery, and its extension would be

greatly increased.

Abraham Lincol4, Congressman from Illinois, arose in

the House and presented his "spot" resolutions. In these

resolutions, he said: "Let the President point out the

spot on American soil where the first American blood was

3 McCormac, James K. Polk, p. 458.

.
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shed."r

Mr. Calhoun had stated that the President was responsi-

ble for the war when he ordered General Taylor to the Rio

Grande. Senator Benton of Missouri came to the defense of

the President, declaring:

The Senator from South Carolina has boldly made the
issue as to the authorship of this war, and has
boldly thrown the blame of it upon the present ad-
ministration. On the contrary, I believe himself to
be the author of it, and I will give a part of my
reasons for believing so. In saying this, I do not
consider the march to the Rio Grande to have been
the cause of the war, any more than I consider the
British march upon Concord and Lexington to have been
the cause for the American Revolution. The cause of
the war was pre-existing, and the march was only
the effect of this cause. I consider the march upon
the Rio Grande as being unfortunate, and certainly
should have advised against it if I had been con-
sulted.

But the march on the Rio Grande was not the
cause of the war; but the causes of this event, like
the causes of the American Revolution, were in prog-
ress long before hostilities broke out. The causes
of this Mexican War were long anterior to this march;
and, in fact, every circumstance of war then existed,
except the actual collision of arms. Diplomatic in-
tercourse had ceased: commerce was destroyed.
Fleets and armies confronted each other: treaties
were declared to be broken: the contingency had oc-
curred in which Mexico had denounced the existence
of war: the incorporation of Texas, with a Mexican
war on her hands, had produced in legal contempla-
tion, the status belli between the two countries:
all had occurred before the march upon the Rio
Grande, and before the commencement of this admin-
istration. The march to the Rio Grande brought on the
collision of arms; but so far from being the cause
of the war, it was itself the effect of those causes.
The war was prepared by the Secretary of State, Mr.
Calhoun, in 1837. And now he sits up as a man of
peace and throws the blame of the war upon Mr. Polk
to whom he bequeathed it. 4

4 Niles National Register, LXXII (March 13, 1847), 24.
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Garrett Davis of Kentucky denied the charge made by

some that the President began the war by sending General

Taylor to the Rio Grande. The Washington Union, one of the

leading newspapers, also came to the defense of the Presi-

dent, when it stated: "Mexico had always claimed Texas to

the Sabine, and there was no reason to believe that her in-

vading armies would stop at the Nueces River. "

Mr. Buchanan, on May 13, 1846, in a Cabinet meeting,

presented a dispatch which he intended to send to the

American ministers in foreign countries. In this he would

notify those governments of the declaration of war and

would further declare that America had no intention of dis-

membering Mexico and making conquest, and that there was no

intention of taking California and New Mexico.

Polk vetoed the proposed dispatch and told his secre-

tary that the United States had not gone to war with Mexico

for the purpose of conquest; yet it was clear that in mak-

ing the peace the United States government would, if prac-

ticable, obtain California and such other portions of the

Mexican territory as would be sufficient to indemnify our

claimants on Mexico, and to defray the expenses of the war

with that power which, by her long continued wrongs and in-

juries, she had forced us to wage.5 Polk said that the war

did not concern Europe, and that he would not tolerate

5 Polk's Dial, 1, 396-399.
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meddling from any European power.

About one o'clock on May 13, 1846, a committee of

Congress waited on the President to present to him the war

bill. The President approved and signed the bill.

General Scott, the highest ranking officer in the army,

called at the request of the President. A conference was

held between the two in relation to the execution of the

act in declaring war against Mexico. General Scott pre-

sented to the President a project of the number and dis-

position among the states of troops required. After all

preliminaries, Polk verbally offered the command to General

Scott.

President Polk thought that Scott was not a suitable

commander; yet since at that time Scott was the highest

ranking officer in the army, his position entitled him to

the command, if he desired it. Polk stated that Scott was

visionary and his advice of no great value. The two dif-

fered radically in their views of the war. Polk believed

that it would be short and easy, and as a civilian, did

not fully appreciate the time required to outfit an army

for field service. Scott took the war with the utmost

seriousness, and wished to make elaborate and imposing prep-

arations.

Without consulting the War Department, Scott announced

that he probably would not be ready to set out for the seat
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of war until the first of September. When Polk heard of the

announcement, he said:

I told the Secretary of War that I had under-
stood that General Scott had given out that he would
not probably go to the seat of war on the Del Norte
to take command until about the first of September.
I remarked to the Secretary of War that any such de-
lay was not to be permitted, and that General Scott
must proceed very soon to his post, or that I would
supersede him in the command. The Secretary of War
informed me that General Scott was embarrassing him
by his schemes, that he was constantly talking and
not acting. I told the Secretary to take the matter
into his own hands- to issue his orders and cause
them to be obeyed.

The President wrote in his Diary of a Cabinet meeting

held on May 16, 1846:

At eight o'clock P. M. the Secretary of War and
General Scott of the United States Army called. The
plan of the campaign against Mexico was considered and
particularly against the northern provinces. I pre-
pared my views to the Cabinet and they were approved.
My plan was to march an army of 2,000 men on Santa Fe
and near 4,000 on Chihuahua and at once conquer the
northern provinces, leaving General Scott to occupy
the country on the lower Del Norte and in the interior.

During the sitting of the Cabinet I submitted
to them the distribution among the states of the
50,000 volunteers authorized to be raised. A por-
tion of this force was assigned to each state and
territory in the Union, so as to make each feel an
interest in the war. The 20,000 to be called into
service immediately were to be taken from the Western
and Southwestern States, and the remaining 30,000 to
be organized in the other States and Territories.7

Although Polk had verbally tendered Scott the command

of the Mexican expedition, the General now complained because

he had not received a written order assigning him to the

6 Nevins, James K. Polk, p. 86.

7 bid., pp. 93-95.
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command. Scott feared the Secretary of War and the Presi-

dent were not supporting him as they should. He wrote

Marcy:

ly explicit meaning is, that I do not desire to
place myself in the most perilous of all posi-
tions, a fire upon my rear from Washington, and the
fire in front from the Mexicans. 8

Marcy received Scott's statement and notified him that

instead of heading the Mexican expedition, he was to remain

in Washington. After calling attention to the importance

of the position to which Scott had been assigned by the

President, Marcy said:

How could you, under these circumstances, arrest
your labors of preparation, and suffer your ener-
gies to be crippled, for the purpose of indulging
in illiberal imputations against the man who has
just bestowed on you the highest mark of his con-
fidence? 9

Marcy's letter was able and dignified and was, of

course, a heavy blow to General Scott's pride. The General

complained later that as if to add insult to injury, it

was handed to him "as I sat down to a hasty plate of soup."

In his reply Scott explained that he had feared a rear-fire

from Congress and not from the President, but he sneered

at Polk's magnanimity in not having him court-martialled. 1 0

Polk wrote in his Diary on Tuesday, May 26, 1846:

The Cabinet held a regular meeting today; all
members were present. The Secretary of War produced

8 Ibid., p. 102.

9 McCormac, James K. Polk, p. 420. 1 0 Ibid., p. 104.
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a letter from General Scott in reply to the Secre-
tary's letter to him yesterday. In his letter the
General disavows that he meant to impute to the
President the unworthy motives mentioned in his
letter of the 21st instant, but says he referred
to the Secretary of War and members of Congress
who were raising a clamour and creating a prejudice
against him. There is nothing in his answer which
changes my determination to order General Scott to
remain in Washington instead of taking command of
the army on the Del Norte. General Scott 's last
letter is in a subdued tone and even passes a
high compliment on me. He now sees his error, no
doubt but it is too late to recall what he has
done. l

President Polk was interested primarily in the acquisi-

tion of California and New Mexico. He desired to procure,

if possible, a much larger area, the extent of which he

stated very definitely in his record of a Cabinet meeting

held on June 30, 1846. At this meeting a heated discussion

arose between Buchanan and Secretary of Treatury Walker re-

garding the objects to be attained as a result of the war.

Buchanan said that he was in favor of making the Rio Grande

the boundary up to El Paso, in latitude 320; from this

point a line to run due west to the Pacific Ocean. Walker

proposed that the boundary should begin at the mouth of the

Rio Grande, in latitude about 260 and extend directly west-

ward to the Pacific. Polk agreed with the Walker proposal.

The President wrote in his Diary

I remarked that I preferred the 260 to any
boundary north of it, but that if it was found that
that boundary could not be obtained I was willing to

1lNevins , James K. Polk, Diariof a President, p. 105.
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take 320, but that in any event, we must obtain Upper
California, and New Mexico in any Treaty of Peace we
would make.12

General Taylor, who had been successful at Palo Alto

and Resac& de la Palma, was promoted to major general on

May 26, 1846. This promotion was made on the grounds of

his distinguished service upon the battlefield. On May 30,

1846, he was given the chief command of the armies in the

field and on the same day, President Polk in a letter to

the General, praised him for his gallant conduct and dis-

tinguished services. Polk said "that the battles of Palo

Alto and Resaca de la Palma rank among our most brilliant

victories. 1113

Taylor was slow in following up those victories that

had rade him famous, and it was not long until the President

began to rebuke him for his inactitity. The President told

Marcy to communicate with Taylor to find the cause for his

delay. A dispatch was sent Taylor on June 8, 1846, stating

that although nothing had been heard from him since his vic-

tories at Palo Alto and Resaca de Ia Palma, it was hoped

that he had taken Matamoros, and that in the near future

he would take places along the Rio Grande and eventually

take Ibnterrey. The measures to be taken would be left up

1 2 McCormac, James K. Polk, quoted from Polks Diary,
1, 495-496

1 3 Holman Hamilton, Zachary Taylor, p. 198, quoted from
Doc. 60, 30 Cong., 1st Session7, pp.282-283.
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to his judgment and discretion. Secretary Marcy stated

that the President desired vigorously to prosecute
the war, and wanted to know whether the General in-
tended to take Mexico City or to continue the cam-
paign for northern Mexico. The President desired
Taylor's views about the transportation, the prob-
ability of obtaining sufficient supplies, and the
number of troops to be employed. 1 4

Taylor's early victories were met with rejoicing in

the Whig stronghold of the North. His popularity was rapidly

rising. He was then a potential presidental nominee of

the Whig party.

Polk did not relish Taylor's popularity. He did not

care to be succeeded by a Whig. Polk had one time said that

he would not be a candidate to succeed himself.

Nothing further came from Taylor until he began his

move toward Monterrey. He had sufficient troops, but the

quartermaster had failed to furnish him with adequate sup-

plies. After Taylor had entered Monterrey, he agreed with

the Mexican General Ampudia upon a truce of eight weeks or

until further orders had been received from the respective

governments. The truce did not meet with Polk 's approval.

Polk later stated:

In agreeing to the armist ice, Gen. Taylor violated
his expressed.orders and I regret that I cannot approve
of his course. He had the enemy in his power, and
should have taken them prisoners, depriving them of
their parole of honor, and preserved the advantage

14Hamilton, Zachary Taylor, p. 198.
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which he had obtained by pushing on without delay
farther into the country. The Mexican army will re-
organize and make another stand. 1 5

General Taylor was a hardy, frontier soldier, though

he had never before commanded a real army nor seen a real

battle. He had fine qualities and was loved by his troops.

The term, Old Rough and Ready, was conferred upon him by his

men because of his sturdy qualities. He had courage, self-

confidence, resolution, shrewdness, common sense, but lacked

the higher traits of generalship.

He was illiterate, uncouth, and obstinate.
He was frequently grossly negligent and lacking in
foresight, inclined to exceed his orders, and ex-
cessively deliberate in his movements. He was
scornful of the West Pointers and of book strategy. 1 6

The Cabinet agreed to send Taylor a message terminat-

ing the armistice. Polk thought that Taylor should be more

aggressive, and take more territory, thus bringing the war

to a speedy end. In criticism of Taylor, Polk stated:

"Taylor was not the man for the command of the army; he

is brave, but does not seem to have resource of mind to

conduct such a campaign." 1 7

The Whigs, who had already thought of Taylor as their

next presidential nominee, reported that Polk was taking

1 5 McCormac, James Polk, quoted from Polk's Diary, IV,
p. 181.

1 6 Nevins, James L. Polk, iar of a:2resident, pp. 144-145.

17Ibid. , p. 146.

.. ,R* MANN



35

that jealous attitude to hinder VN. Taylor's chances. They

asserted that the Democrats regarded the war as a private

affair. The Whigs claimed also that Taylor was not aggres-

sive enough to fulfill Polk's plan of Manifest Destiny.

Polk became impatient with Taylor because of his slow

procedure in pushing into Mexico and his rising popularity

as a possible presidential nominee. In 1846, he instructed

Taylor to remain at Monterrey. He was then undecided as

to the best plan of pushing the war against Mexico. He

soon decided on a campaign against Vera Cruz. The selec-

tion of a general for the campaign caused him great an-

iety. He would gladly have chosen Senator Benton; but

the Missouri Senator would-not accept a rank lower than

that of lieutenant-general, and there was no reason for be-

lieving that Congress would create such an office.

A question arose in the Cabinet as to the creation of

a new lieutenant-generalship. Benton said that it required

a man of talent and resources as well as a military man for

such a command, and that with a view to obtain peace, more

depended upon the talents and energy of the -officer than

upon mere bravery.

Polk suggested Scott, but Benton said that he did not

have any confidence in him. Benton then said that if such

an office were created that he would take it himself. Polk

.. .,,, a+:.:..:.,_, ,:
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was willing to appoint Mr. Benton, because he was a Demo-

crat. Polk did not wish the Whigs and their two heroes,

Scott and Taylor, to win more glory from the war than he

could help. Moreover, he held that the importance of the

operations pending in Mexico required a chief of higher

grade than a major-general, and he believed that this com-

mander, who might be required to negotiate a peace, should

be in full harmony with the President. Benton was in no

way as well qualified as Scott for so important a military

station. Both his headstrong and domineering qualities,

and his comparative ignorance of troops and warfare, made

him an unsuitable choice. But Polk liked and respected

Benton and was willing to take a chance with him.

Scott was unaware that Polk planned to have Benton

appointed a lieutenant-general, and that he meant if pos-

sible to place the latter over his head. In fact, he did

not learn this until he was in the very act of embarking

at New Orleans for Vera Cruz. When the news reached him,

his indignation was intense. He said, "A grosser abuse of

human confidence is no where recorded. f18

General Scott, on September 15, 1846, had requested

that he be sent to Mexico, but had then been refused. Polk

on November 19, 1846, wrote in his 2iz:

18Nevins, James K. Polk, Diaryof a President, p. 172.
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General Scott called this morning. I held a
long conversation with him as to the plan of prosecut-
ing the Mexican war. I finally said to him that the
capture of Vera Cruz was very important to secure
peace. To this he assented. I then told him that
it was important that the officer intrusted to com-
mand that expedition should have confidence in the
government , and that the government should have confi-
dence in him, and that without a cordial cooperation
success could scarcely be expected. To this he agreed.
I then intimated to him that if I was satisfied that
he had proper confidence in the administration and
that he would cordially cooperate with it, that I was
disposed to assign him to the command. He appeared to
be much affected and said at once that he had the ut-
most confidence in the administration and in myself,
and that he would cordially cooperate with me in carry-
ing out my views in the prosecution of the war. He
said that he surrendered his whole confidence in me.
I then told him that I had at the commencement of the
war given him my confidence and had tendered him the
command, but that circumstances had occurred to change
my determination. I was willing that bygones should
be bygones and that he should take command. He ex-
pressed himself as being deeply grateful to me and
said he would show me his gratitude by his conduct
when he got to the field. He was so grateful and so
much affected that he almost shed tears. He then
said he would take with him any of the volunteer gen-
erals whom I might indicate, and asked me to suggest
such as I wished to accompany him. I requested him
to prepare a statement of the forces now in Mexico,
and inform me what portion of them he would propose
to take with him on the Vera Cruz expedition and
what corp s he would leave under the command of Gen-
eral Taylor. 1 9

Although every civil and military leader of con-
sequence, except Taylor, had approved such expedition,
the latter Caylo had not unnaturally concluded that
he would at least be given a subordinate command in
the main column. O

An explanation of this political strategy has been

summarized thus:

19lbid., pp. 170-171.

2 0 Hamilton, Zachary Taylor, p. 181.
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The purpose of isolating Taylor seemed perfectly
clear to anti-administration editors, who analyzed it
thus: Scott would reap a major portion of this cam-
paign's reward, splitting the plaudits of the popu-
larity with Taylor. Taylor had been selected for the
Monterrey expedition with a view to cutting short
Scott's presidential chances; now the hero of Lundys
Lane would sail for Vera Cruz, where, he ought to have
ventured before, which Democrats hoped his success
might offset his mounting prestige. 2 1

On November 18, 1846, General Scott received notice of

his appointment to command t1e Vera Cruz expedition. On

November 25, he made preparations to leave for the seat of

war. From New York he sent an effusive letter to Taylor.

I am not coming, dear General, to supersede
you in the immediate command on the lines of opera-
tions rendered illustrious by you and your gallant
army. Ny proposed theatre is different. You may
imagine it, and I wish very much that it were pru-
dent, at this distance, to tell you that all I ex-
pect to attempt or hope to execute.

I have been admonished that dispatches have been
lost, and I have no special messenger at hands. Your
imagination will be aided by the letters of the Secre-
tary of War, conveyed by Mr. Armstead, Major Graham,
and Mr. McLane.

But, my dear general, I shall be obliged to take
from you most of the gallent men and officers, whom
you have so long and so nobly commanded. I am
afraid that I shall, by imperious necessity -- the
approach of yellow fever on the Gulf Coast -- reduce
you, for a time, to stand on the defense.

In haste, I remain, my dear general, yours,
faithfully,

Winfield Scott2 2

General Taylor's duties were then limited to holding

and defending Monterrey and vicinity. However, he took

2~lIbid.1,p. 222.

2 2 Niles National Register, LXXII (April 3, 1847), 77.
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responsibility upon himself and engaged the Mexicans at

Saltillo and Victoria, from which he drove their forces.

On January 15, Taylor received communications from

General Scott to the effect that he would be deprived of a

large part of his army. Taylor resented the communication

from General Scott. But the fault was not that of General

Scott's; it was the fault of the administration, which had

never informed Taylor that General Scott was to supersede

him and deprive him of a part of his army. Taylor, how-

ever, decided to follow the prescribed course, saying that

his only regret was that the President did not think prop-

erly. Scott then ordered Taylor to abandon Saltillo which

he had recently won, and also ordered him to protect Mon-

terrey. Taylor was incensed and informed Scott that he

would remain at Saltillo unless given orders from Washing-

ton.

The chief Mexican army at that time was located at

San Luis Potosi, under the command of General Santa Anna.

By refusing to comply with Scott's order to abandon Sal-

tillo, Taylor found his army in a critical condition. It

was subjected to snnihilation by the superior forces of

Santa Anna. Taylor planned to go out to meet the Mexican

army, since he realized the seriousness of the situation.

The two armies met at Buena Vista where Taylor won a nota-

ble victory over the Mexicans.
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At that particular time he received a reprimand from

Washington because of his criticism of the Vera Cruz cam-

paign. In reply to the reprimand he said: "Scott, Marcy

and company have been more anxious to break me down than

in defeating the enemy." 2 3

The President rebuked Taylor also for his insubordina-

tion. In a statement to the Cabinet he said:

It is perfectly manifest that General Taylor is
very hostile to the administration and seeks a cause
for a quarrel with it. This he shall not have unless
he places himself wholly in the wrong as indeed he
has already done., He is evidently a weak man and
has been made giddy with the idea of the presidency.
He is most ungrateful, for I have promoted him as I
now think beyond his desert, and without reference
to his politics. I am satisfied that he is a narrow
minded, bigoted partisan, without resource and wholly
unfit for the command. 2 4

After the administration learned of Taylor's victory

at Buena Vista and of General Scott's victory at Vera

Cruz, the leaders of the administration thought it the

proper time to offer again the olive branch to Mexico. On

April 10, 1847, the subject of a peace offer to Mexico was

discussed in the Cabinet. Polk stated: "I emphasize the

need of having a commissioner with full powers, who shall

attend the headquarters of the army ready to take advantage

of the circumstances as they might arise to negotiate

peace. t25 All the Cabinet members agreed. Polk did not

2 3 McCormac, James K. Polk, p. 465.

2 4 Nevins, James K. Polk, 3i .of a President, p. 175.

25Ibid., p. 211.
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intend to be fooled again by the intrigues and inconsisten-

cies of Mexico. He would then send a man to General Scott

who would treat with Mexico the moment that Mexico indicated

a willingness to treat.

In a Cabinet meeting on April 6, 1847, the question

arose as to who should be chosen to go to Mexico to nego-

tiate a treaty. It was difficult to choose because of the

jealousy existing among the members. It was impossible to

appoint any of the men who were truly outstanding without

giving extensive dissatisfaction to others. Anyone that

might have been chosen would have jeopardized the ratifica-

tion of any treaty made.

Mr. Polk wrote in his D jiar on April 10, 1847, con-

cerning the selection of a commissioner to negotiate a

treaty with Mexico:

I stated that I preferred that the Secretary ofState should be the sole commissioner to negotiate
the treaty, and that I would have no hesitation in
deputing him on that special service if the Mexican
authorities had agreed to appoint commissioners ontheir part, but as they had refused to do this he
could not attend the headquarters of the army for
an indefinite period of time and with no assurancewhether the Mexican authorities would agree to ne-
gotiate. Mr. Buchanan expressed his entire concur-
rence in this view. He said he would be willing togo in person if there was any assurance that nego-
tiations would be speedily opened, but under exist-
ing circumstances and with our present information
he could not, of course, think of going. 2 6

6Ibid .,p. 212.
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At the suggestion of Mr. Buchanan that the Chief Clerk

of the State Department, Nicholas P. Trist, should be given

that important mission, he was selected. He was to depart

in the utmost secrecy, with sealed instructions. "These

instructions were to be given General Scott, and he was

to forward them at the first opportunity to the Mexican

Foreign Minister. "27

Though Polk was criticized for the selection of such

a subordinate for the role of peacemaker, Trist was not

wholly unprepared for the task. He had married the grand-

daughter of Thomas Jefferson and later had studied law under

Jefferson's tutelage. It was through Trist

that the philosophy of Jefferson was projected into
a new era, and by a strange irony of fate, demo-
crats of the Polk stripe, men who rendered only lip
service to their memory of Jefferson, preferring
practical politics to ethical precepts, were obliged
to practice what they acknowledged only in theory. 2 8

In 1845, when the Polk administration was inaugurated,

Trist was appointed to the Chief Clerkship in the Department

of State at the salary of $2,000 per year. This brought

him into close relationship with the President and Secre-

tary Buchanan, and in the absence of Mr. Buchanan he acted

as the Secretary. He thus learned some of the arts of

diplomacy that were important when it came to dealing with

2 7 Louis Sears, "Nicholas P. Trist, " 4 ssippi Valley
Historical Review, XI, 95.

2 8 Ibid., p. 87.
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Mexico.

"Then the Slidell mission proved of no avail and war

ensued, Trist remained at his clerkship until American vic-

tories encouraged a belief that Mexico would yield. "9

Then cantthe opportunity of his life. He was to be sent to

General Scott's headqiarters in an attempt to make peace,

and when the peace was made, Trist was the only American

to attach his signature to the treaty which brought to a

close the Mexican War. This estimate has been placed on

the role Trist was to play:

For a brief moment, he occupied the center of
American stage. In the crisis of the negotiation,
it was he who determined the boundary line of de-
feated Mexico, of victorious and expanding America.
Upon Trist rest the glory and the odium of a de-
cision which prevented American seizure of prac-
tically all of northern Mexico. 3 0

The outline of the treaty submitted by Trist was as

follows:

The boundary should commence in the Gulf of
Mexico, three leagues from the land opposite the
mouth of the Rio Grande to the point where it
strikes the southern line of New Mexico, thence
west in such manner as to convey to the United
States all of New Mexico, Upper and Lower Cali-
fornia. In consideration of this boundary, the
United States agrees to pay $15,000,000 in five
installments annually, the first to be paid im-
mediately after treaty would be ratified by
Mexico. The United States agreed to assume
claims of all American citizens up to three mil-
lion dollars. Mexico should not confiscate or im-
pose any additional duty upon goods imported through

2 9 Ibid., p. 92. 3Ibid. , .95.
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ports that had been under American occupation. 31

General Scott was at Jalapa when Trist arrived from.

Washington with the sealed orders. Upon his arrival at

Vera Cruz, Trist made the mistake of forwarding the orders

to General Scott before he saw him in person. General

Scott, unaware of the circumstances of the mission, became

suspicious of the commissioner. He conceived the idea that

Trist was an authorized diplomat who had come to override

his military authority; when they met, a quarrel followed,

and eventually the reverberations reached Washington.

In his direction to Trist, Mr. Marcy, the Secretary of

War, failed to explain the situation to General Scott:

'r. Trist is clothed with diplomatic powers as
will authorize him to enter into arrangements with
the government of Mexico for the suspension of hos-
tilities. Should he make known to you in writing
that the contingency has occurred, in consequence of
which the President is willing that further active
military operation should cease, you will regard
such notice as a direction from the President to
suspend them until further orders. 3 2

Trist rebuked General Scott because of the attitude he

took toward the situation at hand. Scott, in reply to

Trist, assured him that "an ambulatory guillotine was all

that was needed in order to surpass in infamy the repre-

sentative on mission of the armies of the French Revolution." 3 3

31Hill, Leading American Treaties, p. 207.
32 Ibid., p. 208, quoting H. R. Doe. 60, 30 Cong., I Sess.,

940.

3 3 Sears, "Nicholas P. Trist," Mississippi Valley His-
torical Review, XI, 95.
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When Polk learned of the trouble between Trist and

Scott, he remarked:

it appears that General Scott has taken of-
fence because Mr. Trist was sent to his headquarters
as a commissioner invested with diplomatic powers and
full authority to conclude a treaty of peace. He de-
sired to be invested with this power himself, and al-
though Mr. Trist had been in his camp for six days
at the date of his dispatch, he states he had not
seen him. It is evident that General Scott will not
cooperate with Trist in concluding a treaty.34

Mr. Trist then contacted the British legation in order

to get Buchanan's message to the Mexican Foreign Relations

Minister. The legation sent Edward Thornton to confer with

Trist. After this conference, Thornton took the message to

the Mexican Foreign Relations Minister. Thornton then

reconciled Scott and Trist. Scott did not fear losing his

authority. The two became trustful and generous friends.

Meanwhile, Polk insisted on his rebuke and talked of re-

moving Scott.

The President wrote in his Diy on July 16, 1847:

I sent Mr. Buchanan for the dispatch which he
had informed me last evening he had received from
Mr. Trist. It conveyed very important information.
General Scott and himself up to this date (13th of
June) had held no personal intercourse. Mr. Trist
had written to the British Minister in Mexico, inform-
ing him that he was with the headquarters of the army
and that he was vested with full diplomatic powers to
negotiate for peace, and inquiring of that Minister
if he would be the medium of delivering the despatch
from Mr. Buchanan addressed to the Minister of Foreign
Affairs of Mexico, if it was forwarded to him. The

3 4 Nevins , James K. Polk,pa of. a President , pp. 242-243.
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British minister without the least delay sent Mr.
Thornton, his secretary of legation, to Puebla,
where Mr. Trist was, who took the despatch and re-
turned it to Mexico. . . . Mr. Trist learned from
Mr. Thornton that had it been delivered at the time
General Scott first received it, which was shortly
after the battle of Arro Gordo, there was but lit-
tle doubt that peace would have been made. The
protraction of the war may properly be attributed
to the folly and ridiculous vanity of General
Scott. 35

About the time that Scott and Trist were reconciled,

Santa Anna expressed a desire to end hostilities. The

underground agents of Santa Anna went to General Scott 's

headquarters 4ith a proposition. If Santa Anna were paid

10,000 immediately so he could overcome resistance in the

Mexican Congress, the peace commissioners would be named

and negotiations would follow. The suggestion appealed to

Scott and Trist. After a consultation with other officers,

they agreed to pay the stipulated ten thousand dollars

from the secret service fund which was at their ,disposal.

When Santa Anna received the money, he hesitated to

carry out .his part of the understanding and advised the

American army that it should take a position near Mexico

City. Scott moved toward Mexico City and won two battles,

Contreras and Churubusco, after which Santa Anna fled to

Mexico City and asked for an armistice.

Scott complied with Santa Anna's request and occupied

a position nearer Mexico City. A note from Bankhead of the

3 5 Ibid., pp. 250-251.
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British legation and the visit from Thornton convinced

Scott that Mexico desired peace. Moro, the Mexican Foreign

Minister, without the knowledge of Santa Anna, proposed a

truce. Scott refused the truce, but wrote a note to Santa

Anna, stating: "In order to open the way for the two re-

publics to enter into negotiations, I desire to execute,

on reasonable terms, a short armistice. 136
The proposed armistice pleased Santa Anna, as is in-

dicated in the following: "The proposition of an armistice

to terminate this war has been acceded to with pleasure." 3 7

The armistice was agreed to on August 24, 1847. Scott and

Trist believed fully in the sincerity of Santa Anna and felt

confident of success. Trist wrote the Minister of Foreign

Relations to name the time and place (t meeting. Pocheco,

then Foreign Minister, replied that the commissioners had

not been chosen, but.Santa Anna soon appointed commission-

ers, who promptly declined. He then persuaded four promi-

nent Mexicans to accept the commission, but did not confer

upon them full powers; they could merely accept and trans-

mit the American proposals. Trist pointed out this defect

and at the same time delivered to the commissioners the

project of the treaty.

In reply, Pacheco instructed the Mexican commissioners

3 6 Hill, Leading American Treaties, p. 211, quoted from
Sen. Doc. 52, 30th Congress, lstSession, p. 308.

371bid., p. 211.
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to insist upon the Nueces River as the boundary, the release

of Mexico from all claims, and an indemnity for the loss of

Texas. The United States should pay the expenses of the

war and withdraw the American troops as soon as the treaty

was signed. The Mexican commissioners found the terms so
impossible that they offered their resignations immediately.

Pacheco appealed to them to remain and follow instructions.

Trist gave up Lower California and offered to submit the

Nueces question to Washington; and he promised to propose

to Scott a continuance of the armistice until a reply should

be received.

Santa Anna rejected the terms on September 6, and the

Mexicans handed Trist a counter proposal in which New Mexico
was retained and likewise California as far north as lati-

tude thirty-seven, or up to San Francisco. Trist immediately

rejected this counter proposal and Scott gave notice of the

termination of the armistice, and gave his plans to capture

Mexico City.

The news of the armistice reached Washington in the

middle of September. Polk registered a fear that Santa

Anna needed time to reorganize his army. On October 5,

1847, he wrote in his Diary:

The unofficial information received shows thatMexico has refused to treat for peace upon termswhich the United States can accept; and it is nowmanifest that the war must be prosecuted with in-creased energy. We must levy contributions andquarter on the enemy. This is part of the object

_.
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of the letter to General Scott. Mr. Trist is re-

called because his remaining longer with the Army
could not, probably, accomplish the objects of his
mission, and because his remaining longer might,
and probably would, impress the Mexican government
with the belief that the United States were so
anxious for, peace that they would ultimately con-
clude one upon the Mexican terms. Mexico must now
sue for peace and when she does we will hear her
proposition. 6

By November 16, 1847, General Scott had taken Mexico

City, Santa Anna had resigned the presidency and General

Reyes had taken command of the Mexican armies.

The presidency had temporarily devolved upon
Manuel de ia Pena y Pena, who had always favored
a straightforward settlement of disputes with the
United States. He appointed as minister of Foreign
Relations, luis de Ia Rosa, a well known advocate of
peace. The Capital had been moved to Quartaro where
Congress was to assemble; and a quorum of that body
appeared on November 2, 1847. Trist became impatient
and he sent a note through the British legation to
Rosa.39

Trist's note to Rosa was not an offer to reopen nego-

tiations, but it claimed the Rio Grande as the boundary in

reply to the former Mexican claim of the Nueces as the

boundary. Rosa wrote a brief reply to the effect that

commissioners would be appointed in a few days to continue

the negotiations.

When the Mexican Congress mustered a quorum, it then

elected General Anaya President ad interim. He appointed

Pena y Pena Minister of Foreign Relations, and on November 22,

68Nevins, James K. Polk, Dijarof a President, p. 267.

391i11, Leading American Treaties, p. 214.
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Pena sent a note to Trist through the British legation, tell-

ing him that the President had appointed commissioners.

Pena learned through Thornton, the British go-between, of

the recall of Trist. Pena asked Trist to remain and said

that he had reopened negotiations under full powers and that

it was too late to withdraw. General Scott urged Trist to

remain and finish the work he had begun. Trist and Scott

apparently were now the best of friends. Trist on Novem-

ber 27, 1847, wrote Buchanan: "The only way in which a

treaty can be made is, to have the work done on the spot --

negotiation and ratification to take place at one dash. "4

Polk knew almost nothing of the true state of affairs

in Mexico, and had on October 4, 1847, ordered te recall

of Trist as peace commissioner. When he .heard that Trist

had been willing to consider the possibility of giving up

the territory between the Nueces and the Rio Grande, he

followed the recall with a reprimand and a repetition of

his orders. Trist received both dispatches on the same

day. He at once prepared to pack up and leave for the

United States, hoping he could give the President some of

the information he did not have. There was no escort avail-

able till December 4, 1847. Meanwhile the Mexican govern-

ment appointed peace commissioners and pressed for the draft-

ing of a treaty. If Trist had broken off his contact with

4 0 Ibid., quoted from Sen. Doe. 52, 30 Congress, 1 Ses-
sion, p . 214.--
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Pena and gone home, the peace party in Mexico would be

overthrown, and the war renewed. Under the circumstances,

Trist was in a painful situation. On December 3, Trist de-

cided to remain and assume responsibilities. General Scott

told him that he was confident that any treaty they made

would be ratified at Washington.

The Mexicans, having obtained their immediate object

in this decision of Trist, began to play for time. They

argued that the commissioners had not been confirmed by the

Senate. Three weeks lapsed and then Pena y Pena yielded

under the pressure of the British legation. The legation

itself became impatient at the procrastination of the Mexi-

cans. Negotiation began on December 30, 1847, in Mexico

City. Trist emphasized that the Rio Grande would be the

boundary and that they must include San Diego in the ces-

sion to the United States. He would not consent to pay

more than 15,000,000. The Mexicans objected to the

boundary as well as to the money offer. They wanted

430,000,o0. Trist would not be delayed any longer, for he

had Scottis army nearby. The Mexicans thought it futile to

delay longer, ard by January 25, 1848, the treaty was com-

plete, except for the signatures. The Mexican Minister of

Foreign Relations authorized the signature on conditions that

Lower California be connected by land with Sonora and that
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no part of Sonora or Chihuahua be included in the cession.

Trist assured him that his request would be granted. The

minister now asked for immediate cash. Trist threatened to

break off negotiations; and Scott announced his intention

to march to Queretaro. The British legation also used its
influence upon the Mexicans to arrive at a peaceful adjust-

ment. The Mexicans yielded and the treaty was signed at

Guadalupe Hidalgo, on February 2, 1848.

The treaty fixed much of our present boundary with

Mexico, modified later by the Gadsden Purchase of 1853.

Polk was not satisfied with it, but it contained almost

the things he most desired and he reluctantly approved it.

The treaty and its consideration by the United States will

be discussed in a later chapter.
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CHAPTER IV

CONQUEST OF NEW MEXICO AND CALIFORNIA

While the war was drawing to a conclusion in Mexico

south of the Rio Grande, the plan of American expansion in

New Mexico and California was taking shape. By 1841, the

United States began to fear English influence in Mexico.

England interfered with trade relations between the United

States and Mexico, and she considered certain conditions

upon which she would recognize Texast independence. It was

firmly believed by the United States that "England wished

to occupy the region between the Nueces and the Rio Grande

so as to prosecute designs against California." 1 It was

known, too, that England held Mexican bonds when Mexico

was badly in need of cash. The United States apprehended

that Mexico would redeem those English bonds by transferr-

ing California to that country.

In 1842, the strained relations between Mexico and the

United States were almost disrupted over British designs in

California.

Commodore Jones of the United States Navy, while

1Justin H. Smith, Annexation of Texas, p. 155.
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cruising off the coast of Peru, heard rumors that Great

Britain had purchased California from Mexico and was send-

ing a naval expedition to take possession, and that the

United States had declared war against Mexico. Thinking to

prevent British occupation, and to gain great advantage for

the United States, he rushed for the California coast with-

out orders and on his own initiative seized the city of Mon-

terey and proclaimed it an American possession. He later

saw his mistake, and the United States had to make apologies

for his acts. It cannot be ascertained that the United

States instigated this act, but at least it did show how

the leaders were thinking on the California question.

The United States had more than once felt an impulse

to acquire California. In 1829, Andrew Jackson sent Anthony

Butler to Mexico in the interest of acquiring Texas. When

he arrived in Mexico, Butler suggested a bribe which would

lead to the acquisition of Texas and to American dominion

over New Mexico and California. Jackson did not favor all

of Butler's offer, but liked the idea of winning Alta Cali-

fornia for the United States. Henceforth our Federal govern-

ment never lost sight of the big, alluring prize.

In 1842, Daniel Webster told Lord A4hburton of the de-

sire of the United States to acquire California. Ashburton

said that ]England would take no action if the United States

purchased it.

.
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During the latter part of 1843, the United States gov-

ernment appointed Thomas 0. Larkin to the position of first

American consul to Monterey, California. It was hoped that

his influence would inspire the Californians with a desire

for peaceful annexation to the United States. Larkin was

to act as confidential agent, and receive six dollars per

day for that particular service. For a year things went in

the usual way, but American interest began to soar in 1844.

Mexico had governed California inefficiently for many

years, and due to so much foreign influence in the province,

it was clearly seen by keen observers that California would

fall to some alien power. The British consul in California

stated: "The province is now at the mercy of whoever chooses

it. This fine country has been totally neglected by Mexico,

and she must ere long see some other nation its protector.?? 2

The American sphere of influence was Sutter's Fort in

the Sacramento Valley. At the fort conditions were chang-

ing swiftly in 1842 and a certain Mr. Simpson who passed

through that region wrote: "If Sutter had the talent and

courage to make the most of his position, he is not unlikely

to render California a second Texas." 3

The heterogeneous peoples of California stood ready

2 Rockwell Hunt and Nellie Sanchez, A Short Histor of
California, p. 337.

3 Nathaniel W. Stephenson, Texas and the Mexican War.,
p. 182.
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to rally to any instigation of a revolt. They wished to

throw off the Mexican yoke and hold California for their

own.

A new administration committed to territorial expansion

was inaugurated in 1845. Those perplexing problems that

existed between European powers and the United States in

the Pacific region were reasserted. Time arrived for a per-

manent settlement and Thomas 0. Larkin was ?t. Polk s chief

reliance for detailed information and the course of local

events. His real function was to prepare the way for peace-

ful annexation by way of peaceful penetration. Even fail-

ing this, however, there remained the method of forcible

seizure in case of war with Mexico -- and war was fast be-

coming inevitable. The stage was set for a grand climax.

Manifest Destiny had decreed the winner c" the capital

prize.

President Polk believed that England was ambitious to

strengthen her foothold in California with a view of taking

over at the propitious time. He was not mistaken in his

idea, as is proved in the following:

On August 30, 1841, Pakenham in a dispatch to
Palmerston definitely recommended a plan looking to-
ward the ultimate acquisition of California, stating
it to be by all means desirable, in a political
point of view, that California, once ceasing to be-
long to Mexico, should not fall into the hands of
any other power but England.4

Polk also formed the opinion that "England interfered to

4 Hunt and Sanchez, Short History of California, p. 338.
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prevent Mexico from receiving Slidell, and that it was Eng-

land 's purpose to seize California. t'5

Soon after his inaugural, Polk told t. Bancroft, the

Secretary of the Navy, the chief aims of his administration.

They were the reduction of the tariff, the establishment of

an independent treasury, the settlement of the Oregon ques-

tion, and the acquisition of California.

The relations between the United States and Mexico

were critical in 1845. Texas had been annexed to the Union

by joint resolution. Polk was alarmed at the prospect of

Mexico disposing of California to England, thereby putting

that province beyond his reach. Mexican leaders knew that

the ambitions ofthe United States were greater than ever

before for California and New Mexico. Mexico would do any-

thing to widen the breach between the United States and Eng-

land.

President Polk in a conversation with Senator Benton

in June, 1846, remarked:

Great Britain has an eye on California, and intends
to possess it, if she can, but that the people of the
United States would not willingly permit California
to pass into the possession of any new colony planted
by Great Britain or any other foreign monarchy, and
that reasserting the Monroe Doctrine; I had California
and the fine Bay of San Francisco as much in view as
Oregon. 6

5J. Fred Rippy, The United States and Mexico, p. 31.

6 lbCormac, Jamesj Polk, p. 387.
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Just before the war began in May of 1846, the adminis-

tration learned that the President of Mexico offered to

transfer California to Great Britain in return for financial

aid. Lord Palmerston merely said that the English govern-

ment did not then feel disposed to enter into any treaty

for the acquisition of California.

The accusation that Polk provoked war in order to ob-

tain California cannot be ascertained. Yet, his desire for

this province cannot be overlooked when investigating the

causes for the war.

The annexation of Texas was the first step in the ac-

quisition of California. War might not have resulted from

the annexation of Texas had it not been that the adminis-

tration wanted California. That Polk desired to get it

peaceably, however, he showed by instructing Slidell to ac-

quire California as well as New Mexico. He was very anx-

ions, but did not attempt at that time to force Mexico to

give up those provinces.

Slidell was told that California was a subject of vast

importance to the United States and would demand his par-

ticular attention. Slidell was also told to offer as much

as twenty-five million dollars, in addition to the assump-

tion by the United Mtates of claims of its citizens

against Mexico, for the cession of New Mexico and California

as far south as Monterey. He was directed to pay smaller

.pia
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amounts for New Mexico or for New Mexico and smaller por-

tions of California.

It has been asserted that

r. Buchanan informed Slidell that California was
practically lost to Mexico and coveted by England
and France. And if he could obtain a session of
it, he would render immense service to his country
and establish an enviable reputation for himself.

During the month of July, 1845, Consul Larkin sent a

dispatch to the President stating that the agent of the Hud-

son Bay Company had formerly furnished the Californians with

arms arid money to enable them to expel the Mexicans from

that province, but that now Great Britain was instigating

an invasion of California. Immediately upon receiving the

dispatch from Consul Larkin, Secretary Buchanan sent con-

fidential instructions to Larkin. These instructions were

sent with a view not to have trouble, but at least to take

precautious measures.

The interest of our commerce and our whole fisheries
in the Pacific Ocean demands that you should exert
the greatest vigilance of discovering and defeating
any attempt which may be made by a foreign govern-
ment to acquire control over that country. Against
such an attempt the United States would vigorously
interpose, but should California assert and main-
tain her independence, we shall render her all the
kind offices in our power. And while the President
will make no effort and use no influence to induce
California to become one of the free and independent
states of this Union, yet if the people should de-
sire to enter their destinies with ours, they would
be received as brethren. 8

7 Reeves, American Diplomacy Under Tyler and Polk, p. 227.

8 Smith, War with Mexico, II, 326.
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The same day that Buchanan sent the above message to

tarkin, another message was sent to Commodore John D. Sloat,

who was in command of the United States Pacific Fleet. His

squadron was to cruise along the coast of California to Ore-

gon in order to cheer our citizens in that region by the
presence of the American flag. The aspects of the rela-

tions between the United States and Mexico at that time were

called to Sloat's attention. The President desired him to

pursue the policy of peace, and he was, therefore, to be

assiduously careful to avoid anything that might look like

aggression. If, however, the Mexican government should de-

clare war, Buchanan directed Sloat that he was to act with

vigor.

If you ascertain with certainty that Mexico has de-
clared war against the United States, you will at
once possess yourself of the Port of San Fancisco,
and blockade and occupy such other ports as your
force may permit, yet even if you should find your-
self called upon by the certainty of an expressed
declaration of war against the United States to
occupy San Francisco and other Mexican ports, you
will be careful to preserve, if possible the most
friendly relations with the inhabitants.'

While off the Mexican coast, Sloat heard of Taylor's

victories and of the blockade of Vera Cruz. le set out for

Monterey, and on July 7 he caused the United States flag

to be raised there. The following day, Captain John B.

Montgomery, acting in accordance with Sloat's orders, took

San Francisco Bay. Two weeks later Sloat was superseded by

9fives, United States and Mexico, II, 168.
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Commodore Stockton.

When Buchanan dispatched the message previously men-

tioned to Consul Larkin and to Commodore Sloat, Polk had a

confidential conversation with Lieutenant Archibald Gillespie

concerning a secret mission to California. The details of

the conversation were not divulged, and great furor was made

when it was noised about. Polk attempted to explain his

motive so that he would not be erroneously judged. He said

that he was not trying to provoke trouble in California.

On October 30, 1845, Polk wrote in his Di n:
I held a confidential conversation with Lieutenant

Gillespie of the Marine Corps, about 8:00 o'clock p. m.,
on the subject of a secret mission on which he was
about to go to California. His instructions and the
letter to Mr. Larkin, of the United States Consul at
Monterey, in the Department of State, will explain
the object of his mission. 1 0

A few days later Gillespie began his journey by way of

Mexico to California. When he reached Mexico City a revolt

led by Parades was in progress and his journey was tem-

porarily delayed. Early in 1846, he continued his westward

journey toward California. He traveled as a merchant who

sought health, and at one place, because of the tension,

he discarded a part of his written instructions, which he

had memorized. He made his way to Nazatlan, where he made

himself known to Commodore Sloat, and begged for a passage

10Nevins, James K. Polk, D " of a President, p. 22.
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to Monterey,- but he told Sloat nothing of his mission. He

boarded a ship that was to go by way of the Sandwich Is-

lands, and finally arrived at Monterey on April 17, 1846.

He stopped two days at Monterey with Larkin and resumed his

journey, finally arriving at Sutter;'s Fort. From there pe

went to San Francisco Bay, where he secured horses with which

he overtook John C. Fremont on the Oregon border. They re-

turned to central California.

Gillespie had in his .possession besides the secret in-

formation, letters from Mr. Benton and Mrs. Fremont for

Lieutenant Fremont. The nature of the secret dispatches

carried by Gillespie was for many years a matter of much

conjecture and long controversy, as historians of today

still point out.

We may now state with assurance that they conveyed
an impression that war with Mexico was inevitable
and, in effect, they directed Fremont, in the event
of war, to hold himself in readiness to cooperate
with land ardi naval forces of the United States.
Concerning the letters from Benton Fremont later
wrote: "His letters made me know distinctly that
at last the time had come when England must not
get a foothold; that we must .be first. I was to
act discreetly but positively." 1 1

Immediately after Polk had given to Gillespie the let-

ter to Larkin, some Senators concluded that there was a

movement by the administration to foment trouble in Cali-

fornia with a view to cause war and possess that region.

1 1 Hunt and Sanchez, Short History of California, p. 336.
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But Polk tried to justify the sending of the letter.

The Senate of the United States having passed a reso-lution calling for a letter addressed by the Secre-tary of State to fr. Larkin, United States Conculat Monterey, in California in October 1845, it was aquestion submitted for consideration in Lthe Cabinegtoday whether it was compatible with the public in-terest to comply with the call. The letter was read.
It was confidential and had for its object the pro-tection of American interest and the prevention ofthe British and the French interference in Cali-fornia. All agreed that the letter should not havebeen called for, but as it has been called for, arefusal to furnish it would lead to erroneous in-ferences, prejudicial to the administration. Afalse impression is being attempted by the adminis-tration in Congress, to be made to the effect thatthis letter to r. Larkin contained instructions toproduce a revolution in California before Mexicocommenced the war against the United States andthat Colonel Fremont had the authority to make therevolution. The publication of this letter willprove the falsehood of such inferences. 1 2

By the fall of 1845 a sense of impending trouble was
brewing over California. Leading factors were the war

scare over the Mexican situation, which waxed in California

with the changing characters of the rumors filtering in; tle

fear that California officials might seriously attempt to

carry into effect the ord rs from the Mexican central gov-

ernment which demanded the expulsion of foreigners; and the

"passion aroused by the Libby-Spear affair, arising out of
an assault at Yerba Buena on Elliott Libby, a yankee sea cap-
tain, and Nathan Spear, an American merchant," 1 3

1 2 Nevins, James K. Polk, Diary of a President, p. 188.
13Hunt and Sanchez, Short History of California, p. 347.
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The feeling was common among Americans that they would

be attacked by angry Californians. This was illustrated in

Larkin's letter to Secretary Buchanan, in which he said:

"I shall be in continual expectations of hearing of some

outbreak from one or the other, in one or two years, per-

haps in less time."d

The settlers were ignorant of government instructions

and the appointment of Mr. Larkin as confidential agent and

were governed largely by their own imagination, They be-

lieved the report that a strong band of, Californians was ac-

tually advancing on Sutter's Fort, intent on expelling the

foreigners, and the American settlers excitedly made their

way to Fremont 's camp.

John C. Fremont was an adventurous person who led a

surveying party into California before Polk's administra-

tion, and was not at first connected with Polk's govern-

ment in any capacity. After his meeting with Gillespie, he

was now encamped near Sutter's Fort. Fremont was placed in

a difficult position. He had no official sanction for in-

stigating a revolt, however strong his personal feelings

were. He did not wish to see the revolt go to pieces for

lack of his support and the situation was decidedly critical.

Early in June a large band of government horses was

driven from Sonoma to Santa Clara Valley across the Sacramento

141id ,,p. 348.
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River to Sutter's Fort, thence southward into the San Joa-

quin Valley and westward to San Jose. The Americans be-

lieved that those horses were to be used in an expedition

against themselves as part of a movement for their expul-

sion. With the full sanction of Fremont, the horses were

captured and were taken to Fremont's camp. Sutter was sur-

prised when he learned of the war-like act, which precipi-

tated the Bear Flag Revolt and hastened the American con-

quest. So the hoisting of the Bear Flag at Sonma and the

seizure of Monterey resulted in the rapid conquest of Cali-

fornia by Sloat, Stockton, and Fremont.

Polk worked for peace, but at the same time prepared

for war in California. If war resulted, the conquest of

California would follow. On May 30, 1846, he gave his views

in one of his Cabinet meetings:

I stated that if the war should be protracted for
any considerable time, it would be in my judgment
very important that the United States should hold mili-
tary possession of California at the time peace was
made, and I declared my purpose to be to acquire for
the United States, California, New Mexico and perhaps
some other of the northern provinces of Mexico, when
peace was made. 1 5

Commodore Robert Stockton, who commanded the frigate

Congress on the east coast, was in tr usted with the original

copy of the instructions to Sloat and Larkin, duplicates of

which had already been forwarded by Gillespie. The sealed

1 5 Nevins, James K. Polk, Diary f a President, p. 106.
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orders were not to be opened until the ship had left the

Capes of Virginia. Stockton was then instructed to proceed

to the Pacific where his ship was ultimately to form part

of Commodore Sloat's squadron. He was, in the first place,

to make the best of his way to the Sandwich Islands, where

he was to land his passengers, the American commissioner

and the consul to Hawaii, with their families.

Then you have finished your duties at the Sand-
wich Islands, you will sail directly for Monterey,
and in person, or by a perfectly trustworthy hand,
deliver the enclosed letter to our consul at that
place. You will confer with the consul and gain all
the information you can on the Mexican affairs and
do all in your power to conciliate the good feeling
of the people of that place toward the United States.
On leaving Monterey, you will join the squadron of
Commodore Sloat.J6

On July 4, 1846, Stockton reached Monterey. Two weeks

later he succeeded Commodore Sloat as commander-in-chief of

all forces and operations on land. The new commander im-

mediately took steps to complete the conquest of the prov-

ince. His bold proclamations were in striking contrast to

Sloais moderation,

Moved by daily reports from the interior of scenes
of rapine, blood, and murder, he announced that he
would not confine his operations to the quiet and
undisturbed possessions of the defenseless ports of
Monterey and San Francisco, avowing his intentions of
marching against these boasting and abusive chiefs
of the interior and the southern province. 1 7

1 6Rives, United States and Mexico, 11,166.

1 7 Hunt and Sanchez, Short Histor; of California, p. 360.
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Accordingly he organized the forces of John C. Fremont

and volunteers among the settlers as the California Battalion

of mounted riflemen.

The Navy Department addressed him thus:

Without being animated by any ambitious spirit
of conquest, our naval and military forces must hold
the ports and territories of the enemy of which pos-
session has been obtained by her arms. You will,
therefore, under no circumstances voluntarily lower
the flag of the United States, or relinquish the ac-
tual possession of Upper California. Of other
points of the Mexican territory, which the forces un-
der your command may occupy, you will maintain pos-
session, or withdraw as in your judgment may be most
advantageous in prosecuting the war. 1 8

Stockton was very arrogant and something of a brag.

He accused Commandante Castro of lawless violence and the

intention of keeping this country in a constant state of

revolution and bloodshed. He said that Castro was a

usurper and was guilty of impoverishing and draining the

country of almost its last dollar. Since Castro deserted

his post at a critical moment, Stockton decided to drive

him and his kind out of California and restore peace and

prosperity.1 9

Stockton took on responsibilities not authorized by

the administration, and antagonized the civil population

by an arbitrary government that was not in accord with

1 8 Niles Register, March 16, 1847, p. 11.

1 9 Bernard De Voto, The Year of Decision: 1846, p. 281.
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the one given by Kearny in New Mexico. Nothing in the in-
structions which had been received by him or Sloat author-
ized his arbitrary procedure.

Instructions prepared by Secretary Bancroft under the
direction of the President, some prior and some subsequent
to Stockton's arrival in California, expressed very defi-
nitely the desires of the administration with respect to
California. One addressed to Sloat on June 8, 1846, or-
dered him to "establish the supremacy of the American flag
without any strife with the people of California. n20 if
California should be inclined to separate from Mexico and
establish a government of its own under the auspices of the
American flag, he was to encourage such action, but no au-
thority to make a conquest was given. The United States,
said Bancroft, desired to make California a friend and not

an enemy; to hold possession of it, at least during the
war; and to hold that possession, if possible, with the
consent of the inhabitants. On July 12, 1846, Bancroft
stated explicitly why possession was so much desired by the
administration. The object of the United States, Sloat was
told, "has reference to ultimate peace with Mexico; and if,
at that peace, the basis of the uti possidetis shall be es-
tablished, the government expects, through your forces, to
be found in actual possession of Upper California. n21

20McCormac, James K. Polk, p. 427. 2lIbid. , p. 428.
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On August 13, 1846, Bancroft stated that the treaty of

peace should be made on the basis of uti possidentis, and

that it should leave California to the United States.

Possession at the date of peace negotiations, and not a

revolution such as had been effected by Fremont and Stock-

ton, was all that the President had contemplated. To be

sure, Bancroft, in his letter on July 12, 1846, spoke of

the necessity of establishing some sort of civil govern-

ment under the protection of Sloat. A copy of instruc-

tions to Kearny was enclosed; but Bancroft urged that "in

selecting persons to hold office, due respect should be

had to the wishes of the people of California, as well as

to the actual possessors of authority in that province."22

Necessarily; the officers in California did not know the

contents of these letters, for two of them were written aft-

er they had taken possession of California; still, the in-

structions showed clearly that Stockton and Fremont did not,

in the course they pursued, correctly do as the President

wished.

That Polk was interested in obtaining New Mexico as

well as California, or as a means of getting California,

was indicated in his plans early in the war to send an ex-

pedition for its conquest. In June of 1846, Colonel Stephen

W. Kearny with his regiment was ordered to Santa Fe to

22 Ibid., quoted from House Executive Documents, 60,
30th Congress, 1st Session, pp. -41.
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protect the American traders. Polk ordered Kearny as fol-

lows:

As soon as you take Santa Fe, establish tempo-
rary civil government. Abolish all arbitrary restric-
tions that may exist, so far as it may be done with
safety. In performing this duty it would be wise
and prudent to continue in their employment all such
of the existing officers that are known to be friendly
to the United States, and will take oath of allegiance
to them. You may assure the people of those provinces
that it is the wish and design of the United States to
provide for them a free government. They will be
called upon to exercise their rights of free men in
electing their own representatives to the territorial
legislature. 2 3

Kearny left Fort Leavenworth with his regiment as di-

rected and reached Santa Fe on August 18, 1846. Four days

later he took over the city without much difficulty. Soon

he issued a proclamation that he would hold the department

as a part of the United States under the name of New Mexico

Territory. He promised a representative government at an

early date. The proclamation said further that the United

States would absolve all persons residing within the bound-

aries of New Mexico from any further allegiance to the Re-

public of Mexico and would claim them as citizens of the

United States.

After Kearny had conquered New Mexico, Polk gave him

further orders to proceed to California, if he thought it

safe and practicable. Kearny's instructions expressly stated

that "a large discretionary power is invested in you in

2 3 Niles National Register, March 6, 1846, p. 24.
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regard to these matters, as well as in all others. U24 He

was to leave Santa Fe in charge of his Lieutenant-Colonel

with sufficient force to hold it. He was to take the

balance of the command, including a portion of the one

thousand mounted men who had been ordered out.

On September 25, 1846, Kearny was promoted to brigadier-

general, and upon the completion of his proclamation, began

his trek toward California. His force which consisted of

three hundred men leisurely moved for two weeks toward his

destination. Early in October he met Kit Carson, who was

bearing dispatches to Washington from John C. Fremont and

Commodore Stockton. The dispatches included a report that

the American flag was flying from every important position

in the territory, and that the country was forever free from

Mexico, that war had indeed ended and peace and harmony

were established among the people.

As a result of this meeting with Carson and the news

that California had been conquered, Kearny thought it safe

to return part of his troops to Santa Fe, the remainder to

continue with him. Kearny ordered Carson to return with

him. He said: "Lieutenant, you have just passed over the

country we intend to traverse, and you are well acquainted

with it; we want you to go back with us as our guide, and

pilot us through the mountains and deserts." Carson

2 4Hunt and Sanchez, Short History of California, p. 361.
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replied: "I have pledged myself to go to Washington, and

cannot think of neglecting to fulfill that promise." The

General then said: "I will relieve you of all responsi-

bility, and entrust the mail in the hands of a safe person,

who will carry it on speedily." 25 A detachment from Kearny's

army took the dispatches on to Washington.

Kearny continued his journey for another week and then

he intercepted a message from a courier at the junction of

the Colorado and Gila rivers. The message told of the up-

rising in California led by General Flores, who had begun

an extensive campaign against the Americans that threatened

their expulsion. From the junction of the rivers, he con-

tinued his journey and arrived at Warner's rancho where he

met an Englishman, a Mr. Stokes. After a few days' rest,

Kearny directed a message to Stockton and Stokes agreed to

deliver it.

Kearny's message to Stockton told of his dire need of

troops. When Stockton received the message, he sent Kearny

a small detachment under the command of Captain Archibald

Gillespie. Upon the arrival of the troops, a bloody battle

was fought at Pascual on December 6, 1846. After a hand-

to-hand combat, the Californians retreated with the Ameri-

cans in pursuit. Because of the jaded condition of Kearny's

25William E. Connelley, Doniphan's Expedition of New
Mexico and California, p. 320.
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animals and the lack of compact formation, the retreating

enemy, with brilliant strategy, suddenly wheeled and rushed

Kearny's scattered troops, killing seventeen men before the

rear guard could bring up the heavier guns. The Americans

claimed a victory for their arms.

The following day the Americans resumed their march

toward San Diego; progress was slow. Kearny made camp on

a hill near the San Bernardo ranch where he was almost sur-

rounded by hostile forces. Four days later the Americans'

spirits were made glad by the arrival of two hundred sailors

and marines sent out by Stockton in response to Kearny's

appeal for help. The enemy forces were completely disor-

ganized; the march was resumed, and San Diego was reached

on December 12, 1846.

A controversy soon arose over the question of whose au-

thority it was to establish a civil government for Cali-

fornia -- Kearny, Stockton, or Fremont. Kearny waited for

further orders from Washington, which he received in Febru-

ary, 1847. The instructions to Kearny unequivocally author-

ized him to take possession of California and to establish

a temporary government. All orders relating to that prov-

ince which were given by the War Department clearly indicated

that Polk desired Kearny to have the chief command as soon

as he reached California. But Stockton had already estab-

lished himself as the conqueror and ruler of California and

- - ., _ IWAMMM" 4
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declined to deliver up his self-acquired authority. He
withdrew the navy and marine detachments from Kearny 's com-
mand. Kearny insisted that Stockton relinquish his au-
thority, but he remained adamant and refused to do so.

Kearny was confirmed as commander and civil governor

of California. He was to return to the States as soon as

the province was pacified, and Richard Mason was to succeed

him. He declared .to the people that "it was the intention

of the United States to provide for California with the

least possible delay a free government similar to those in

her other territories."n2 6  He indicated that the laws then

in existence, not in conflict with the United States Con-

stitution, were to be enforced.

By the end of May, 1847, Kearny thought his work in

California was finished. He prepared to depart for Washing-

ton and ordered Fremont, with an escort, to accompany him.
Fremont, who played a conspicuous part in the conquest of
California, was placed under arrest at Fort Leavenworth.

Both men proceeded on to Washington and upon their arrival
entered their pleas before the authorities.

On Tuesday, September 16, 1847, Polk wrote in his

Diary:

Brigadier-General Kearny of the United States Army
called to-day, and I had a long conversation with

2 6 Hunt and Sanchez, Short History of California, p. 402.
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him, in relation to his late expedition in California
and to affairs in that country. He is a good officer
and an intelligent gentleman. e . gave much valuable
information in relation to affairs in California and
the military operations in that country. No conver-
sation took place in relation to his recent diffi-
culty with Commodore Stockton and Lieutenant Colonel
Fremont. Colonel Fremont is under arrest, charges
have been preferred against him by General Kearny,
and I preferred not to converse with him on that
subject.27

Fremont was convicted by a court martial of disobedi-

ence to the lawful command of a superior officer, and con-

duct to the prejudice of good order and military discipline.

Polk later remitted the sentence, released Fremont from ar-

rest, and ordered him to report for duty. The trial ended

the long controversy as to who should control California

after it had been conquered. In reality the cause for the

clash lay with Polk and his Cabinet, who had sent conflict-

ing instructions to the naval and military officers on the

Pacific coast.

The President wrote in his Diary on Tuesday, May 4,

1847:

It appears that unfortunate collision had occurred be-
tween Commodore Stockton and General Kearny. Upon a
full examination of the correspondence of both, I am
fully satisfied that General Kearny was right and
that Commodore Stockton's course was wrong. Indeed,
both he and Lieutenant-Colonel Fremont, in refusing
to recognize the authority of General Kearny, acted
insubordinately and in a manner that is censurable. 2 8

2 7 Nevins, James K. Polk, Diy a President, p.264.

2 8 Ibid. , p. 226.



CHAPTER V

POLK AND THE RATIFICATION OF THE TREATY OF PEACE

Polk's recall of Nicholas P. Trist as United States

peace commissioner to Mexico was dated October 6, 1847, and

it reached him on November 16, 1847. On November 27, he

made preparations to return home, but on December 3, he

yielded to the clamor of the newly appointed Mexican com-

missioners and General Scott to remain and complete the

work he had begun. His determination to remain in Mexico

and disregard Secretary Buchanan's recall did not please

Polk, and the President became very antagonistic toward him.

Polk wrote in his Diary on December 12, 1847:

Directed the Secretary of War to write at once toMajor General Butler, who had, superceded General
Scott, directing him, if Mr. Trist was ,still with
headquarters of the army, to order him off, and to
inform the authorities of Mexico that he had no au-
thority to treat. 1

The treaty of peace was signed at Guadalupe-Hidalgo

February 2, 1848. It fixed much of our present boundary

with Mexico, but was modified, in 1853, by the Gadsden

Purchase. The United States agreed to satisfy the claims

of its citizens against Mexico up to $3,250,000 and in

1 Hill, Leadn American Treaties, p. 216.
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addition pay Mexico $15,000,000. It did not contain all

that Polk desired, but he was not to risk losing the object

which he set out to procure, when the prospects of better

terms were by no means certain. He was determined to have

Upper California and New Mexico at any cost, for these prov-

inces were a part of his original plan.

There was much opposition to the treaty in Congress as

well as in the Cabinet. A movement was on to annex all of

Mexico, but Polk's interest in further acquisition of Mexi-

can territory was never great, and he did not care to

jeopardize the treaty by aligning himself with the movement,

however popular it might have been. He insisted rigidly

upon his policy of not annexing all of Mexico.

In his annual message to Congress on December 7, 1847,

Polk declared that

if peace could not be obtained otherwise, it might benecessary for the United States Government to takefull measures of indennity into its own hands, but
he insisted that he had never contemplated a perma-
nent conquest of the Republic of Mexico, nor the ex-
tinction of its independent nationality. 2

As soon as the signatures were affixed, the treaty was

borne to Washington by James D. Freanor, a war correspondent

of the New Orleans Delta. He arrived in Washington on Feb-

ruary 19, 1848, and Buchanan placed the treaty in the Presi-

dent's hands at nine o'clock the same evening. Since Trist

2 Garrison, Westward Extension, p. 252.
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had announced his intention to resume negotiations after

Polk had virtually dismissed him, no surprise was expressed

when the treaty arrived. Polk could do nothing less than

accept it.

Polk feared that Trist took too much authority in

agreeing to the Mexican plea that the Nueces be the bound-

ary line. Trist merely said that he would refer the ques-

tion to Washington.

The President wrote in his Diary of a Cabinet meeting

on Saturday, February 19, 1848:

Mr. Trist was recalled in October last, but chose
to remain in Mexico and continue the negotiations.
The terms of the treaty are within his instructions,
which he took out in April last, upon the important
question of boundary limits. There are many pro-
visions in it which will require more careful examina-
tion than a, single reading will afford. Mr. Trist
has acted badly, as I have heretofore noted in this
Diary, but notwithstanding this, if on further ex-
amnation the treaty is one that .can be accepted, it
should not be rejected on account of his bad con-
duct. 3

NJr. Polk noted in his Diary reasons for recalling Trist:

I deem it to be my duty to state the recall of Mr.
Trist was dictated by a belief that his continued
presence with the army could be productive of no
good, but might do much harm by encouraging the
delusive hopes and false impression of the Mexican
people, and that his recall would satisfy Mexico
that the United States had no terms of peace more
favorable to offer. He has failed to return, and,
therefore, consummated the treaty with a full sense
of the extraneous circumstances attending its con-
clusion and signature which might be objected to,

3 Nevins, James K. Polk, Diaryof a President, p. 304.
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but conforming as it does substantially on the main
questions of boundary and indennity, to the terms
which our commissioner, when he left the United
States in April last, was authorized to offer, and
animated as I am by the spirit which has governed
all my official conduct toward Mexico, I had felt
it my duty to submit it to the Senate for their
consideration with a view to its ratification. 4

On February 22, 1848, a Cabinet meeting was held and

the question discussed was whether Polk should reject the

treaty or send it to the Senate for ratification. After a

lengthy discussion, it was agreed that the President should

accept it and send it to the Senate for ratification, all

Cabinet members concurring in this action. It was agreed,

however, that if it were sent to the Senate, that article

ten, which related to land grants in Texas and in the ter-

ritories proposed to be ceded to the United States, should

be rejected. The Senate complied with the request by strik-

ing out article ten when ratification was made.

On March 10, 1848, the Senators ratified the treaty by

a vote of thirty-eight to fourteen. There was opposition

in the Cabinet and opposing Cabinet members used their in-

fluence on the Senate. Secretaries Buchanan and Walker de-

sired the annexation of much more Mexican territory, if not

the whole of Mexico. Some northern Whigs objected to the ad-

dition to the Union of so much territory which might be

thrown open to slavery.

After the treaty was ratified, the President appointed

4 Richardson, Messages of the Presidents, IV, 573.
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Senator Sevier and Attorney General Nathan Clifford as com-

missioners to go to Mexico and there, in accordance with

the provisions of the treaty, obtain an exchange of rati-

fication. The commissioners were also charged with the

task of explaining the amendments made by the United States

Senate.

The ratification of the treaty, even in the United

States, did not entirely relieve Polk's anxiety, for he

feared that his opponents might yet defeat the treaty by in-

direct methods.

The President was aware of such a move. He wrote in

his Diary on March 15, 1848:

I learned with much surprise last evening that a mo-tion had been made in Executive Session of the Senateto remove the injunction of secrecy from the proceed-ings of that body on the ratification of the MexicanTreaty. Believing that if the motion prevailed itwould endanger, if not defeat, the ratification byMexico, I spoke to several Senators who called lastnight and this morning, and requested them to pre-vent it. There is no precedent for removing the in-junction of secrecy from the proceedings of the Sen-ate on treaties, until after both parties have rati-fied the treaty, and ratifications have been ex-
changed. 5

If the motion to remove the injunction of secrecy from

the Senate proceedings had passed, it would have exposed to
the Mexican authorities the confidential instructions whith
had been given to Slidell and Trist and also exposed the di-

vision of opinion in the Senate. As a result the Mexicans

5Nevins, James K. Polk, Diary of a President, p. 315.
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might have rejected the modified treaty in the hope of ob-

taining a better one with terms more favorable for them.

Nothing was done about this resolution until the last day

of May. In the meantime, however, the New York Herald be-

gan to publish Polk's messages which had accompanied Trist's

treaty to the Senate and also Slidell's instructions and

parts of the diplomatic correspondence. Nugent, Washington

correspondent for the New York Herald, was known to be on

intimate relations with the Secretary of State and Mr.

Buchanan became at once an object of suspicion.

Polk was reluctant to believe that the Secretary was

guilty of such a thing, although he advised the Senators

to make a thorough investigation and if it were true, he

would dismiss him. When summoned before a Senate investi-

gating committee, Mr. Nugent refused to disclose the name

of the person who had furnished him with the copies of the

document s, but he stated in writing that it was not Buchanan.
"The President, however, believed the Secretary to be both

weak and self-seeking, yet he was very much pleased to have

him relieved from so injurious imputation. Is

Clifford arrived in Mexico City with the modified

treaty on April 11, 1848, and Senator Sevier four days later.

Under the President's supervision, Buchanan had prepared in-

structions which were to guide them in their discussions

6McCormac, James K. Polk, p. 549.
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with the Mexican officials. Among other things, they were

to avoid diplomatic notes whenever possible and to hold

personal conferences which would be more conducive to a

speedy adjustment of differences of opinion.

The instructions to Clifford and Sevier were as fol-

lows:

This brief statement will indicate to you clearly
the line of your duty. You are not sent to Mexico for
the purpose of negotiating any new treaty or of chang-
ing in any particular the ratified treaty which you
will bear with you. None of the amendments adopted by
the Senate can be rejected or modified except by the
authority of that body. Your whole duty will, then,
consist in using every honorable effort to obtain
from the Mexican Government a ratification of the
treaty in the form in which it has been ratified by
the Senate, and this with the least practicable de-
lay.7

More than two months passed between the signing of the

treaty and the arrival of Clifford and Sevier in Mexico.

Factions had developed in Mexico and they discussed the

pending peace terms with the United States; the details of

the treaty were unknown to them. The radicals desired an-

nexation to the United States; therefore they were hostile

to any ratification. The wealthy class did not wish to see

the withdrawal of the American army because they feared in-

adequate protection of their property. Some even suggested

that General Scott proclaim himself dictator for six years,

and declared their purpose of joining the United States.

680.
7 James D. Richardson, Mes s of the Presidents, Iv,



83

The General declined a dictatorship because he had

already suggested annexation and President Polk's govern-

ment carefully withheld its wishes from him.

The work of the American commissioners was delayed be-

cause the Mexican Congress, whiqh alone could ratify the

treaty, had not convened at the time of their arrival.

The members were elected in March, but a quorum did not as-

semble in Querltaro until the first week in May. The ap-

parent reluctance of the Mexican government to meet the is-

sue led Polk to believe that ratification "may be regarded

as doubtful.?1 8

After much delay the Mexican Congress convened and

acted with unusual promptness. President Pena y Pena re-

gretted that the treaty had been modified. Nevertheless,

he advised its ratification. The Minister of War and Fin-

ance showed, by verbal reports, that Mexico was too weak to

continue hostilities should the treaty be rejected. On

May 19, the Chamber of Deputies gave its assent and the

Minister of Foreign Relations invited Clifford and Sevier

to visit Queretaro and present their credentials to the

President. They arrived on May 25, just after the Mexican

Senate had ratified the treaty. "Ratifications were ex-

changed on May 30, and the commissioners returned to Mexico

8 McCormac, James K. Polk, quoted from Polk's Diary,
III, 447.
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City and arranged for the fulfillment of the financial ob-

ligations of the treaty." 9

On June 12, 1848, Clifford wrote:

At six o'clock this morning the flag of the
United States was taken down from the national palace
in this city and that of the Mexican Republic was
hoisted. The customary honors were paid to both, and
the ceremony passed off in perfect quiet, although
the great square was thronged.10

The war with Mexico was then ended. President Polk

had not only conquered a peace, but in all essential de-

tails he had effected his program of national expansion.

Determined from the beginning to add California and New

exico to our national domain, he pursued this object with

a persistence which neither opposition nor denunciation

could weaken. "Whatever may be thought of his methods, to

him is due credit of extending to the.Pacific the boundaries

of the United States. 11

Clifford and Sevier's letter announcing the ratifica-

tion of the treaty by the Mexican Congress reached Polk on

June 15, 1848. He wrote in his Diary: "It is two years

ago this day since war was declared by Congress against

Mexico. They have been two years of unceasing labor and

anxiety with me."12

9lbid., p. 551. 1 0 Iid.

ll~bid. ,p. 552.

1 2 Ibid., quoted from Polk's 9i , III, 448.
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On July 4, 1848, a messenger arrived in Washington with

the treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo. Polk directed Buchanan to

prepare a proclamation, that it might be signed on the an-

niversary of Independence. Thus Buchanan wrote:

Whereas, a treaty of peace, friendship, limits
and settlement between the United States and the
Mexican Republic was concluded and signed at the
City of Guadalupe-Hidalgo on the 2 of February,
1848, which treaty, as amended by the Senate of the
United States and being in the English and Spanish
language, is word for word as follows:

And, whereas, the said treaty as amended, has
been duly ratified on both parts, and the respective
ratification of the same were exchanged at Queretaro
on the 30th day of May last by Ambrose H. Sevier and
Nathan Clifford, commissioners on the part of the Gov-
ernment of the United States, and by Senor Luis de Ia
Rosa, Minister of Foreign Relations of the Mexican
Republic, on the part of that Government.

Now, therefore, be it known that I, James K.
Polk, President of the United States of America, have
caused the said treaty to be made public, to the end
that the same and every clause and every article
thereof may be observed and fulfilled with good
faith by the United States andthe citizens thereof.

In witness whereof I have hereunto set my hand
and caused the seal of the United States to be af-
fixed. Done at the City of Washington this 4th day
of July, 1848, and the Independence of the United
States the seventy-third.

James K. Poalk 1 3

The proclamation was significant to Polk. Two days

later it and the treaty were submitted to both houses of

Congress. Among the documents sent with the treaty was a

copy of the instructions given Slidell in 1845. The House

had asked for these instructions earlier, but their request

1 3 Richardson, Messages of the Presidents, IV, 552.
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had been denied. The President now said that the reason for

withholding them no longer existed.

As a true expansionist the President fully appreciated

the importance of his achievements. He wrote:

The results of the far have given the United States
a national character which our country never before
enjoyed. New Mexico and California constitute of
themselves a country large enough for a great empire
and their acquisition is second only in importance to
that of Louisiana of 1803.14

Polk saw, on the other hand, that evil as well as good

might follow the war just ended, and he warned Congress

against unwise legislation. In organizing government for

the new territories, he asked for a spirit of concession

and conciliation, so that sectional discord might be avoided.

And, of course, this pointed to the essential requisite of

preserving the Union. He said the army should be reduced to

its prewar level.

The President was a great believer in the Jeffersonian

principles of government. His final statement relative to

the war and consummation of peace was:

We should reduce the national debt; we must
profit by the past by not falling into errors as
we did in 1815 after the war with England. Too
much power was given the Federal Government. There
was entirely too much spending; the consequence was
that the payment of the debt was postponed for
twenty years. 1 5

1 4 tCormac, James K. Polk, p. 553.

1 5 Richardscn, Messages of the Presidents, IV, 587-593.
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CHAPTER VI

POLK'S ATTITUDE TOWARD SLAVERY IN THE

MEXICAN CESSION

The Mexican Cession, which the United States acquired

at the conclusion of the war, was thrown open to agitators

in Congress to prohibit or extend slavery.

Polk owned slaves, but at no time in his long public

career did he take a deep interest in the slavery cause.

He desired most of all to extend the boundaries of the

United States and to increase her power and prestige.

In his support of the annexation of Texas and in planning

the acquisition of other Mexican territory, he acted as an

expansionist, and not as a slave holder.

The slavery issue arose the first time on August 8,

1846, when Polk received a notice that the Mexican govern-

ment desired to renew diplomatic relations. He asked Con-

gress for an appropriation of two million dollars to be

used in conducting negotiations with that republic.

When he made the request, he had no thought of slavery.

He desired only to buy Mexican territory and wished to be

able to assure the Mexican government that he could pay an

87

- R III, I P im"ONFAMMON --- --- -N..mu W", NO j



88

installment of the purchase price soon as a treaty could

be concluded. When the subject came before the House of

Representatives, the slavery question arose; Wilmot of

Pennsylvania introduced his famous Proviso.

Polk wrote in his Diary on August 10, 1846:

The two houses had by joint resolution agreed to
adjourn for the session at twelve o'clock. At pre-
cisely that hour by the House clock the Speaker ad-
journed the House. The appropriation for $2,000,000
to enable the president to negotiate peace with
Mexico came up in the Senate some 30 or 40 minutes
before twelve o'clock, Senator Davis took the floor
and spoke until the time expired, so as to defeat
the action.

Late in the evening on Saturday, I learned
that after an exciting debate in the House a
bill passed that body but with a mischievous and
foolish amendment to the effect that no territory
which might be acquired from Mexico should ever be
a slave holding country. That connection slavery
had with making peace with Mexico it is difficult to
see.1

When Congress reassembled in December, 1846, Polk re-

newed his request for a two million dollar appropriation.

On December 23, 1846, the President requested an audience

with Mr. Wilmot, in which the topic of conversation was

the proviso which Wilmt had introduced at an earlier date.

Wilmot told Polk, however, that he would not again offer

his proviso, but he would'vote for restriction of slavery

if it should be proposed by another member.

Polk in his interview with Wilmot gave his opinion on

the slavery issue.

1Nevins, James K. Polk, Dia of a President, p. 138.



89

I told him I did not desire to extend slavery,
that I would be satisfied to acquire by treaty from
Mexico the Provinces of New Mexico and the Call-
fornias, and that in these provinces slavery could
probably never exist, and the great probability was
that the question would never arise in the future or-
ganization of territorial or State Governments in
these territories. I told him that slavery was
purely a domestic question, and to restrict the ap-
propriation which had been asked for, so as to re-
quire the President to insert it in a Treaty with a
Foreign Power, was not only inappropriate and out
of place, but if such a Treaty were made it must
be opposed by every Senator from a slave holding
state, and as one third of the Senators could re-
ject a Treaty, if could not be ratified, though it
might be satisfactory in all respects. 2

In spite of all the President did, the slavery issue

was not forgotten. On January 4, 1847, Preston King of New

York offered a bill to appropriate $2,OOO,OOO for diplo-

matic purposes, the second section of which was practically

the same as the old Wilmot proviso. King, however, was not

permitted to introduce his bill and on

February 1 1847, when another bill for granting the
President L3,000,000 came up for discussion in the
House of Representatives, Wilmot, although he had told
Polk in a previous interview that he would not rein-
troduce his measure, moved to amend the bill by re-
asserting his anti-slavery proviso.3

When Polk heard of the King proposal he noted in his

liar:

The slavery question is assuming a fearful and
most important aspect. The movement of Mr. King to-
day, if persevered in, will be attended with terrible
consequences to the country, and cannot fail to de-
stroy the Democratic party, if it does not ultimately
threaten the Union itself. Slavery has no possible

2MCormac, James K. Polk, p. 618, quoted from Polk's
Diary, II, 288-29.

3 Congressional Globe, 29th Congress, 2nd Session, p. 303.
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connection with the Mexican War, and making peace
with that country. Should any territory be acquired
by a Treaty with Mexico, Congress will have the full
oower to raise the question of slavery in it upon the
organization of a territorial government in it, or
upon its admission as a state of the Union. Its in-
troduction in connection with the Mexican War is not
only mischievous, but wicked. It is, moreover, prac-
tically an abstract question. There is no proba-
bility that any territory will ever be acquired from
Mexico in which slavery could ever exist.

While the President was not interested in the exten-

sion of slavery, he was, -on the other hand, unable to ap-

preciate the fact that there might be such a thing as honest

opposition to the spread of that institution. Polk at-

tributed all agitation of the subject in Congress to the

same cause that he attributed everything which interfered

with his plans -- a desire to promote the interest of can-

didates for the Presidency. Perhaps, in some ,degree, he

was wrong in attributing to the sectional discord wholly

to the President-making factions, but it was true that

"the slavery issue was being used on both sides of the

Mason and Dixon's line to break down party lines and to

solidify public opinion either for or against that peculiar

institution. 15

Polk was vitally concerned over the preservation of

the Union and the perpetuation of his own party. Poli-

ticians of both parties and both sections were criticized

4 Nevins, James K. Polk, Diarofa President, p.181.

5 McCormac, James K. Polk, p. 620, quoted from Polk's
Diary, II, 457.
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for their unpatriotic conduct. The President, commenting

on the delay in enacting war measures, wrote in his Diar:

Even the question of slavery is thrown into
Congress and agitated in the midst of a Foreign War
for political purposes. It is brought forward at the
North by a few ultra Northern members to advance the
prospects of their favorite. No sooner its it in-
troduced than a few ultra Southern members are mani-
festly well satisfied that it has been brought for-
ward because, by seizing upon it, they hope to array
a Southern party in favor of their favorite candidate
for, the Presidency. There is no patriotism on either
side, it is a most wicked agitation that can end in
no good and must produce infinite mischief. 6

The question of the control of Congress over slavery

in territories came before the- Senate by an indirect route.

On January 19, 1847, Senator Sevier reported, from the Com-

mittee of Foreign Reations, a bill for granting the Presi-

dent three million dollars with which to conduct negotia-

tions with Mexico. When it came up for discussion on Feb-

ruary 1, 1848, Senator Berrien of Georgia, a southern Whig,

gave notice of his' intention to offer an amendment. His

amendment declared that the war with Mexico ought not to be

prosecuted by this government with any view to the dismem-

berment of that republic, or the acquisition by conquest of

any portion of her territory, Senator Cass of Michigan, a

few days later, offered a substitute which authorized the

President to demand indemnity from Mexico. To those who

desired an extension of slavery, Berrien's amendment was

6Ibid., quoted from Polks iar, II, 348.
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quite as offensive as the Wilmot proviso itself; for no ac-

quisit'ion of territory meant no extension of slavery or po-

litical power. Berrien "warned southerners that slavery

would surely be excluded from all land acquired; therefore,

both the interest and the safety of the South demands that

we should oppose ourselves to any and every acquisition of

territory."7 President Polk had no reply to the Senator's

proposal; the Senators were merely fighting the President's

expansion policy.

Berrien was not the only southern man who was averse

to territorial ,acquisition. Vhigs naturally opposed any

policy advocated by the administration, but there was a

still more important reason why certain Democrats, as well

as Whigs, did not favor expansion. This reason was a con-

viction that slavery would be excluded, and that while their

section could not hope to gain any advantage, further dis-

cussion and agitation of the subject might result in a dis-

solution of the Union, In the House of Representatives,

Alexander H. Stephens of Georgia vigorously opposed the ac-

quisition of territory and gave as one of his reasons his

fear of the results of slavery agitation. He said he had

faith in the strength of the Union, but he had "no disposi-

tion to test the strength by running against that rock upon

72Ibid., p. 622.
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which Mr. Jefferson predicted we should be finally wrecked. i8

Mr. John C. Calhoun, who had opposed the war and who

had been opposed to most of Polk's policies,. joined the

fight against the President. He saw the approach of the

"irrepressible conflict" and his first remedy for the im-

pending disaster was to prevent, if possible, the acquisi-

tion of more territory. Later, when he became convinced

that this could not be done, he felt constrained to deny

that Congress possessed the power to restrict the institu-

tion.

During the summer of 1848, Polk was undecided upon any

definite policy with reference to slavery in the newly ac-

quired territories. It was suggested by some Senators, as

well as by Mr. Buchanan, to extend the old Missouri Compro-

mise line of 360 30' to the Pacific. Polk was not in full

harmony with this proposal, but he stated he would not op-

pose it if it would solve the problem.

On June 24, 1848, the President advised the Senators

to press the adoption of the Missouri Compromise line. He

hoped that plan would allay the various groups in Congress

in order to settle the slavery issue,

The President's attitude toward the Wilmot proviso in-

dicated that he wished to preserve the Union and not merely

8lbid., p. 623.



94

extend slavery into the newly acquired territory. He firmly

believed that the Union might be saved in extending the

Missouri Compromise of 360 30' to the Pacific Ocean.

The President rejoiced when he thought of his approach-

ing retirement as is indicated by his Diary entry on Febru-

ary 13, 1849:

I am heartily rejoiced that my term is so near
its close. I will soon cease to be a servant and
become a sovereign. As a private citizen I will
have no one but myself to serve, and will exercise
a part of the sovereign power of the country. I am
sure I will be happier in this condition than in the
exalted station I now hold.9

Polk's administration proved an unpopular one; never-

theless, recent historians rank him along with Washington,

Jefferson, Jackson, Lincoln, Theodore Roosevelt, Wilson,

and the late Franklin Roosevelt.

After a careful consideration of James K. Polk, his

plans and policies, the writer concludes this study in the

words of Bernard Augustine De Voto

Polk, knew how to get things done, which is the
first necessity of government, and he knew what he
wanted done , which is the second. . . . Congress had
governed the United States for eight years before him
and, after a fashion, was to govern it for the next
twelve years after him. But Polk was to govern the
United States from 1845 to 1849. He was the only strong
President between Jackson and Lincoln. He was to fix
the mold of the future in America down to 1860, and
therefore for a long time afterward. That is who James
K. Polk was.lO

9iCormac, James K. Polk, p. 719, quoted from Polk's
Diar:, IV, 227.

10De Veto, The Year of Decision: 1846, p. 8.
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