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PREFACE

Port Brown, Texas, was established in March, 13I4.6,
by General ^iachary Taylor when he moved to occupy the region
bordering the northern banks of the ^io Grande near its
mouth, a month before the first incident of the Mexican War
occurred.

Established in a time of international conflict,

the post was destined to play an important anil, at times,
decisive role in a series of criaes which were to plaue
the border almost constantly until the late seventies, when
Mexico enjoyed its first stable government under Porfirio
Diaz.

It is the purpose of this thesis to present the

story of the establishment of Fort Brown and to trace its
role in affairs along the lower Rio Grande from Rio Grande
City to the Gulf of Mexico during the thirty years that
followed the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo.
I sun deeply indebted to Professor David ' . Vigness
for his direction of this thesis and to the other members
of my committee. Professors Seymour V. Connor and James
Villiam Davis, for their helpful criticism.
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CHAPTER I
PORT BROWN PROM ITS FOUNDING TO 18^8
The historic and colorful Rio Grande rises in southwestern Colorado and empties into the Gulf of Mexico some
1800 miles to the south and east.

For about a thousand

miles the river forms the boundary between the United States
and her sister republic, Mexico,

Relations between the two

countries, however, have not always been as congenial as the
term "sister Republic" mipht indicate.

From El Paso, on the

river at the New Mexico boundary, to Brownsville, near the
mouth of the river, conditions have prevailed which have
given rise to many exciting events and anxious moments for
the United States and Mexican diplomats, the antecedents
of which are to be found in the period before the annexation of Texas,

To assert its authority th3 United States

established a line of forts alon;; the course of the river.
This study Is concerned with Port Brown, the first and
southernmost link in the chain of border defense, and its
role in the series of crises from the beginninfi of the
Mexican War through I878,
The decade of the 18)4.0' s saw straining relations between the United States and Mexico move swiftly toward a
climax.

Points of conflict had existed for many years, one

of the chief belnv the question of Texas' relationship to
the United States and Mexico,

In 1336 Texas won do facto

independence from Mexico and had maintained its position

for a period of nine years, during which the question of
Texas' annexation to the United States had arisen several
times.

As a matter of fact, it was never out of the fore-

front; it was simply allowed to lie dormant at times for
political expediency.

During this troublous period Mexico

never recognized Texan independence, although most of the
leading powers of Europe and the United States did.
As the American presidential election of iSl^Ij. drew
nesLr, the question of the annexation of Texas became a
leading issue before the people of the United States. The
desire of the South to extend its slaveholdings, coupled
with Sam Houston's Intrigues with the British Government,
had given the question an air of urgency In the minds of
many people.

As the campaign of iQkh progressed, the Whigs

held their convention first and nominated Henry Clay on a
platform i^ich ignored this vital issue,

A month later the

Democrats held their convention and, rather than ignorin;:^
it, came out forcibly for it with the statement that "the
reoccupation of Oregon and the re-annexation of Texas are
great American measures, which this Convention recommends
to the cordial support of the Democracy of the Union,**

The

issue was thus placed squarely before the American public
who decided in favor of James K, Polk, the Democratic
candidate.
The president-elect, as well as the incumbent, viewed
the election as a mandate of the people to proceed with the

annexation of Texas.

John Tyler, sensing public sentiment,

had in fact made an earlier attempt to bring about annexation.

On April 12, ISI^, he had signed an executive agree-

ment with Texas granting her the status of a territory of
the United States with all the rights and privileges of protection and defense which that relationship Implied,

This

agreement was never consummated because the Senate failed
to ratify it,

Tyler, however, must have felt assured that

it would pass, because on April 23 and 27 he ordered Colonel
Zachary Taylor (Brevet Brigadier General) of the Sixth Infantry Regiment to Fort Jesup, Louisiana, to assume command
of a "corp of observation" which would presumably supply
the anticipated needs of Texas defense.

This original

"Army of Observation" was composed of seven companies of
the Third Infantry under Lieutenant Colonel Ethan Allen
Hitchcock, and eight companies of the Pourtti Infantry undor Colonel Josiah H, Vos©,*"

This action is indicative

of the fact that the United States expected trouble from
Mexico if and when Texas were annexed,
Havinp failed in his first attempt, and determined
to complete annexation before he left the White House, Tyler

^Brainerd Dyer, Zachary Taylor (Baton Rouge, 19U6),
II4.7; also W, S, Henry, Campaign Sketches of the War with
Mexico (New York, I847)$ 8-10, Hereafter cited as Henry,
Campaip;n Sketches,
2por details of this buildup see Henry, Campaign
Sketches, 8-10,

submitted to the Congress a resolution for this purpose.
On February 25, I8I4.5, the House of Representatives passed
the resolution offering statehood to Texas, and on Marc 1 1
the Senate acted upon it also.

The President signed it

the same date and two days later it was transmitted to the
officials of Texas.

On the followinc' day Polk was inau-

gurated and assumed the responsibilities of carrying out
the terms of P€u?agraph 2 of the Joint Resolution of Congress,

«

.

.

.

2. That the foregoing consent of Congress is
given upon the following conditions, and with the
following guaranties, to wit: First, Said State
to be formed subject to the adjustment by this
government of all questions of boundary that may
arise with other governments; . . .^
As a result of the annexation resolution, the Mexican Minister at Washington, General Juan N, Almonte, asked
for and received his passports on March 6, and on April 2
the American Mlnistez^ Wilson Shannon, was refused all intercourse with the Mexican Government,

All diplomatic rela-

tions between the two nations were severed by this action
and a state of quasi-war existed from the spring of l8i4.5«^
^"The Annexation of Texas" - Joint Resolution of Congress Annexing Texas to the United States, March 1, l^kS (U, S,
Statutes at Large, Vol, V, 797-798) in Henry Steele Commager
(ed,)t Documents of American History (5th ed,, 2 vols.; New

York, 19U9), I, 3^55-307.
'+John S, Jenkins, History of the War Between the
United States and Mexico from the Commencement of Hostilities
to the Ratification of the Treaty of Peace (New York, 1855),
Ii3« Hereafter cited as Jenkins, War Between U,S,*Mexico,

5
President Polk attenpted negotiation by sending W,
S, Parrott, as confidential agent, and when that availed
nothing sent John Slidell as Minister Extraordinary to Mexico City,

The Slidell Mission failed also, in spite of the

fact that the Liberalist government under General Jose
Joaquin Herrera had indicated on October 15 that he would
be received and granted recognition,

Herrera refused to

grant recognition to Slidell and on December 30, l8l4.5»
under intense political pressure, resigned.

With the as-

cendancy of General Mariano Parades y Arrillaga, a Conservative who gained the office on a platform calling for war
with the United States, the die was cast and conflict was
inevitable,^
Meanwhile, on May 28, l3I|.5» the American Secretary
of War, W, L. Marcy, had ordered General Zachary Taylor to
prepare to defend Texas.

"(You will) , . , cause the forces

now under your command . . . to be put into a position where
they may most promptly and efficiently act in defense of
JLexas, • , ,
The commanding officer of the "Army of Observation"
at Port Jesup felt that his position was sufficient to meet

5Message of President Polk to the Jouse, May 11,
I8I4.6, House Exec, Docs., 30 Cong., 1st Sess., No. oO (Serial

520),

jrs:

^W, L, Marcy t o Zachary T a y l o r , May 2 8 , I8I4.5, House
Exec, D o c s . , 30 Cong., 1 s t S e s s . , No. 60 ( S e r i a l 5 2 0 ) ,
T^^O.

any emergency which might arise, but he ppojacted plana to
move his troops to Corpus Chri3ti on tho Texao coast.
Captain George G. 'Vasgaman was sent to Was^.in.'^ton in Jexas
to deter^ninj the posiibilities of obtaining subsistence
for the troops and to carry messages to President Jones
of Texas,"^
Orders of the Act Lag Secretary of War, George Bancroft, dated June IS,

directed Taylor to proceed to some

port on the Gulf from which he could easily take up a position on the western frontier of Texas as soon as word
should arrive that Texas had voted annexation.

By July

10 the "Army of Observation" was in New Orleans with preparations under way for a more extended move," The forces
of Taylor began leaving New Orleans lata in July bound for
Corpus Christl, Most of the troops were transported by
water, but tho Second Dragoons moved overland.

Lieutenant

Colonel Hitchcock, commanding the Third Infantry, left New
Orleans on July 23 and arrived off Aransas Bay on July 26
and on the same day planted the United States flag on Texas
soil.9

^Taylor to Adjutant General, July 18, 1814.5. Senate
Exec. Docs., 30 Cong., 1st Sess., No. 18 (Serial 506), 3.
"Taylor to Adjutant General, July 8, l8l4.5« Senate
Exec. Docs., 30 Cong., 1st Sess., iio, 18 (Serial 506), 5»
^E, A, Hitchcock to brother, August 10, 1^U5# in
Fredrick C. Chabot (ed.), Texas Lobter-. (San Antonio, 19i4.0).
112-11)4.. Hereafter cited as CaR )ot/ Texas Lotter_s.

mniiii
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The troops were f i r s t landed on S t , Joseph* z Island
and only a f t e r much d i f f i c u l t y were ti:ey transTcrred t o the
mainland ai Corpus C h r i s t l .
force was nonar;c;ressive.

The mLision of tho ;-:ierican

The men had much l e i s u r e tirae t o

explore the strange new l a n d .

They a l s o occupied t h e i r time

with d r i l l s , army r o u t i n e , h u n t i n g , and the t h e a t e r during
the period they were s t a t i o n e d on the c o a s t .

By October

the '^Army of Occupation," as i t was now termed, had been
enlarged t o about four thousand men.

This f o r c e i n c l iciod

3#920 on the c o a s t p l u s 150 of the Second Dragoons who were
marcling overland t o the forward p o s i t i o n , ^
On January 13# 13)|6, orders were i s s u e d d i r e c t i n g
Taylor t o take up a p o s i t i o n on the e a s t bank of the Rio
Grande, "^ These orders were received e a r l y i n February and
p r e p a r a t i o n s were begun i n n e d i a t e l y foi

the move.

necessary foi' the General t o send out r e c o n a i s s a n c e

I t was
scouts

t o determine the best course t o follov/, and i t was not unt i l March 3 that the actual move began.

Between March 8

and 11 a l l troops were put i n march for the Rio Bravo,
According t o T a y l o r ' s d i s p a t c h e s to the Adjutant General,

^^Henry, Campaign S k e t c h e s , 3 8 - 3 9 ; Taylor t o Adjutant
General, October 15# l S i | ^ House Sxcc, D o c s , , 29 Cong,,
1 s t S e s s . , No. 196 ( S e r i a l I4.85), 9^^
^^W, L, Marcy to General T a y l c r , January 13# 1814.6,
House Exec. D o c s . , 30 Cong., 1 s t S e s s . , No. 60 ( S e r i a l 5 2 0 ) ,
90-91.
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his forces moved down the coast and took up a position on
the left bank of the Rio Grande on March 28, l8[|.6,^^
During Taylor's march from Corpus Christl and in his
early days on the Rio Grsuide, there were a series of contacts between him and the Mexican officers in Matamoros,
•"/hile Taylor tried to be both pacific and conciliatoi^.
General Francisco Mejia was insistent that a state of var
existed between the two countries. General Taylor, therefore, had no alternative but to fortify his position and
prepare for the worst.

It was under these circumstances

that the post which was later to be called Fort Brovm was
established.
On March 29 General Taylor ordered Captain Joseph
King Penno Mansfield, his chief engineer, to make a survey
with a view to throwing up a defensive work,^^

The survey

was made and it was decided to build the work in the bend
of the Rio Grande opposite Matamoros, the headquarters of

12
Dispatches of General Taylor to Adjutant General,
dated March 3, 11, 12, l8, 21, 28, House Exec, Docs,, 30
Cong,, 1 s t S e s s , , No, 60 ( S e r i a l 5 2 0 ) , 1 1 ^ ^ 0 1 9 1 " ! ^ * 1 2 1 ,
1 2 3 , 132; Henry, Campaign Sketches, 5 2 .
•%enry. Campaign S k e t c h e s , 6 8 ; This i s the same
Colonel Mansfield who served as I n s p e c t o r of the A r m y , l 8 5 >
l 8 6 l , and i n s p e c t e d the Department of Texas i n the summer
of 1856, He was breveted Major for g a l l a n t and d i s t i n guished s e r v i c e s i n the defense of Port Brown ( t h e n c a l l e d
Port Texas or Port T a y l o r ) , Mav 3-9# 181^.6, He became
B r i g a d i e r General on May l l i , l o 6 l , M. L, Crimmins, "Colonel
J , l i , P . M a n s f i e l d ' s Report of the I n s p e c t i o n of the Department of Texas i n l 8 5 6 , " Southwestern H i s t o r i c a l Q u a r t e r l y ,
XLII ( O c t . , 1 9 3 8 ) , 122-11|« and ( J a n , , 1939)» 2 1 5 - 2 5 7 , Herea f t e r c i t e d as Crimmins, "Mansfield's Report",
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the Mexican army under command of General Mejia.

Constrac-

tion began on about April 2 when Henry records that "details
of our men (are) getting fascines and hurdles for our proposed work,"

The followinr; day ground was broken for a

battery, to be erected in advance of the field-work.

On

April 5 four eighteen-pound cannon arrived from Point Isabel
and on April 6 were placed in battery,^

General Taylor

reported this fact and added that the guns were placed to
"bear directly upon the public square in Matamoros, and
within good range for demolishing the enemy,"^^

A strongly

bastioned field fort for a garrison of five hundred men had
been laid out by the engineers in the rear of the battery,
and this was constructed during the remainint;': days of April.
On April 8 ground was broken for the field wortc, and
all men, when not on duty, were constantly employed until
the work was finished.

The men were prodded in this work

by the actions of the Mexicans across the river, for they
too were busy building earthen banks to protect newly placed
batteries.

Work on both sides of the river continued,

but it seemed the situation had reached a stalemate.

There

was a growing hostility between the forces, and as the days

^Henry, Campaign Sketches, 71-72.
^5HOU8©

Exec, Docs., 30 Cong., 1 Sess., No, 60 (Serial

520), 133.
lOpQj, locations of both American and Mexican forces
and batteries see Appendix B,
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passed it became unsafe for soldiers to explore the countryside.

On April 9 the Chief Quartermaster, Colonel Trueman

Gross, ventured out alone and did not return at the expected
hour.

His body was found several days later.

Just nine days

later Lieutenant Theodoric Porter led an engagement with some
Mexicans,

In spite of these incidents, there were efforts to

maintain the peace.

Rumors were rampant.

On April 11, amid much fanfare and the firing of a
twenty gun salute. General Pedro de Ampudia, relieved Mejia
at Matamoros,

This newcomer appeared on the banks of the

river to inspect his fortifications, and the American soldiers were able to view him and to observe the medals on
his chest, signifying his victory over the Texans at Mier,
Stories came across the river about him:

"he was a :reat

general, he was a bloodthirsty fiend who in marching to
the river Just now had refused to be encumbered by sick
and straggling soldiers and had ordered such wretches to
be shot,"^7

On the following day Ampudia delivered to Gen-

eral Taylor's headquarters an ultimatum demanding that the
United States forces should withdraw beyond the Nueces River
within twenty-four hours.

The clearly stated result of
failure to comply would be war,l8 Taylor answered on the

•^7paul Horgan, Great River, The Rio Grande in iorth
American History (2 vols,; New York, 19'5n"» II* b6K^(^.
Hereafter cited as Horgan, Great River,
l^Henry, Campaign Sketches, 7^-77.
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following morning to the effect tiiat he had been sent to
the border by his superior officer, and that he would not
retreat from his present position.

He added tiiat if war

resulted, the persons who started hostilities mu:3t bear the
responsibility for the sufferin: which would follow.
Word came that Mexican troops were crossin.; the river
in great numbers belo.? the camp.

General Taylor, realizing

the strategic location of r^ateunoros for the supply of Northern
Mexico, came to the conclusion that these troops were probably being supplied by ship through the mouth of the Rio
Grande.

He concluded that it would be wise, in view of

Ampudia's attitude, to blockade the mouth of the river and
cut off supplies.

He called upon Commodore David Conner,

in command of the United States fleet operating in Gulf
waters, to set up the blockade.

This was done and very

shortly the Mexican officials began to remonstrate with
Taylor,•*"^

With the Increased hostility of Ampudia, hopes

of a conflict were nourished and the work on the embattlements was "vigorously pushed forward,"

By April 15 the

whole command was busy on the field work, and on April 23
General Taylor reported to his superiors, "the field work
is now in a condition of defense, and is approaching rapidly
1*20
to completion.

•'•^Henry, Campaign Sketches, 77.
^^Taylor to Adjutant General, April 23, 18)4.6, House
Exec, Docs,, 29 Cong., 1 Sess., No, 197 (Serial L|.85)# 2.
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On April 23 President Parades went before the Congress of Mexico and declared "from this day defensive war
begins" against the United States, This statement was
supported the next day by the arrival of General Mariano
Arista, another veteran of past conflicts with the Americanos, to replace General Ampudia as commander of the
forces at Mateimoros,

On April 2)4. a large force of Mex-

ican cavalry under General Anastasio TorreJon crossed the
river above Taylor's position and wore engaged at Carricitos
Ranch by a scouting party of the Second United States Dragoons under command of Captain T, B, Thornton.

In this en-

gagement Captain Thornton's detail of sixty men were defeated
and several were killed.

Forty-five were taken prisoner.

This was the opening of hostilities, the spot where "American blood was shed on American soil," and President Polk
after receiving the news late in the evening of May 12, asked
Congress the following day to declare that war existed with
Mexico,

21j, Lee Stambaugh and Lillian J, Stambaugh, The Lower
Rio Grande Valley of Texas (San Antonio, 195U)# 07. Hereafter
cited as Stambaugh, Rio Grande Valley; Horgan, Great River,
67O; Bernard DeVoto, The Year of Decision-l8U6 (Cambridge,
19l4.3)# 13!^. Hereafter cited as DeVoto, Year of Decision,
22Henry, Campaign Sketches, 82; Sides, Port Brown Historical, 26; Reports of Captain Thornton and Captain Hardee,
the second in command, are to be found in House Exec, Docs,,
30 Cong,, 1 Sess,, No, 60 (Serial 520), 290, 291, An Interesting account of this affray, written by W, S, Henry can be
found in The Daily Picayune (New Orleans; Microfilm copy in
Southwest Collection, Texas Technological College, Lubbock,
Texas), May 3* 1814.6,
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Following Thornton's capture (April 25) an entrenchment was thrown up around the camp opposite iviatamoros, and
by the end of the month field work was complete.

The com-

pleted work was an earthen fort of eight hundred yards
perimeter, with six bastions, walls more than nine feet
high, and a parapet of fifteen feet, the whole surrounded
by a ditch fifteen feet deep and twenty feet wide, with the
four elghteen-pounders as armament,23
This position, later called Port Brown, was located
in a bend of the Rio Grande directly opposite Matamoros,
Mexico,

It was situated in latitude 25° 53' 2l" North and

longitude 97® 29' 15" West,

It was only eight feet above

sea level and two feet above the high water mark of the Rio
Grande,

It was 14.9.81 miles above the mouth of the river,

as the river flows, but was only twenty-eight miles overland from Point Isabel, which was on the Gulf fourteen miles
north of the river's mouth,^

General Taylor's Judgement

in the selection of a site for a fort was much questioned

^^lizabeth Petit Davenport, "Port Brown," in Walter
Prescott Webb (ed.). The Handbook of Texas (2 vols; Austin,
1952), I, 621, Hereafter cited as Davenport, "Port Brown",
^^Major William H, Emory, "Report of the United
States and Mexican Boundary Survey," House Exec, Docs., 3I1
Cong., 1 Sess., No, 135* pt. I (Serial 861), 73; Davenport,
"Port Brown;" Senate Docs., 3^ Cong,, 1 Sess., No. 96 (Serial
827), 353; M. L, Crimmins (ed,), "Notes and Documents: W, G,
Freeman's Report on the Eighth Military Department," Southwestern Historical Quarterly, LII (July, I9I4.8), IOI4., Hereafter cited as Crimmins, "Freeman's Report,"; M, L, Crim'^ins,
"Mansfield Report," 128-129,

by men who were with him at the time. Lieutenant Colonel
Hitchcock, who commanded tae Third Infantry, was very critical of General Taylor for many things, only one of which
was the location of the fort.
Hitchcock said. "General Taylor knows nothing
of army movement, and the camp site could not have
been more dangerously exposed if the enemy engineers
had ohosen it in advance.... Taylor had crudely fortified Point Isabel, at the mouth of the river, /sic/
but the bulk of his force was in the vicinity of
Fort Brown, a set of textbook field works which he
had built opposite Matamoros, on a site no textbook
would have approved. Hitchcock calls it a cal-desac, it commanded nothing; but a stretch of river, it
was open to enfilade from three sides, and any competent enemy could have pinched it off from the rear.
All that prevented its capture now and hereafter was
a Mexican incompetence as resplendent as Taylor's own,25
The term quoted by DeVoto, cil-de-sac, is very descriptive and accurate, as a glance at the map will show.
The fort was laid out near the lower ferry of the Rio Grande
and at first appearance seemed to hold a commanding position
of Matamoros, as Taylor had reported earlier.
however, only one access road into the post.

There was,
The post was

bounded on three sides by the river and on the northeast
by a large lagoon which almost completed the encirclement.
Had the Mexican forces been successful in capturing: the one
access road, they would have had the American forces "in a
sack,"

Fortunately, this did not happen.

25DeVoto, Year of Decision, 110, 132,

26
See Appendix E, which shows this position in relation to the river, and other maps in the Appendix,
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George Gordon Meade, a young officer serving with
the Army of the Rio Grande at the time, also recognized
the weakness of the position.

He pointed out particularly

the fact that supplies from New Orleans must be landed at
Point Isabel and moved overland a distance of twenty-seven
(or twenty-ei^ht) miles.^^

TI^^ location of this supply

base was not criticized.
The camp at Point Isabel was one of a number in
what might best be called the Port Brown complex.

Point

Isabel had been chosen as a supply depot by General Taylor
before he left Corpus Christl, and on March 26, 18I4.6, as
he was moving down to the Rio Grande, he sent the majority
of the troops on ahead while he, with a detachment, went
to Point Isabel, or Prontofi, to establish and fortify that
position, which was connected to the mainland on the north,
and bounded on the south and east by Brazos Bay and on the
north and west by Brazos Bay and a lagoon.

Just four miles

across the bay lay Brazos Santiago, another of the sub-bases
of Port Brown,

The other sub-base, Clarksville, was located

at the mouth of the Rio Grande,

Both Clarksville and

^George Gordon Meade to wife, April 15* l3i|.6, George
Meade, The Life and Letters of George Gordon Meade, ed. by
George Gordon Meade, (2 vols.; New York, 1913)* I» 71. Hereafter cited as Meade, Life and Letters.
See map. Appendix C, which show? the relative locations of the posts in this complex.
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Brazos Santiago were ports for Gulf steamers.^^

The sup-

plies wore shipped from New Orleans by steamer, 'onloaded
for the most part at Brazos Santiago

(but also at Clarks-

ville), and then transported overland by wagon train to
Fort Brown,

This was true in 1853 when Freeman Inspected

the post, for he said "no purchases (were) made, all supplies coming from New Orleans", and went on to quote the
prices paid for transportation fron Brazos to Fort Brown.30
As a matter of record, this was true until after the Civil
War when a railroad was built between Point Isabel and
Brownsville,
The Mexican commanders realized tho precarlousness
of Taylor's position and, flushed with the success of
their troops in the skirmish with Captain Thornton's command, began to cross the river in force.

They by-passed

the main concentration of American forces and maneuvered
to cut off the line of supply from the coast.

Rumors

filtered into the base that the supply depot at Point Isabel
had already fallen to the enemy, but these were proved falsei

^^Post Medical Reports, Fort Brown, Texas, July 1868September, 1906, Books 73I-2-I4. in the Old Records Divisions
of the Adjutant General's Office, National Archives, Washington, D. C, Microfilm Copy in the Southwest Collection,
Texas Technological College, Lubbock, Texas, Entry for
February, 1873. Hereafter cited as Post Medical Reports;
The base at Point Isabel was named Fort Polk on May 12,
1814-6, House Exec, Docs., 30 Cong., 1 Sess., No. 60 (Serial

520), U88,
3^Crimmina, "Freeman's Report," IQI4.,
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All of this, however, served to arouse General Taylor to
a realization that he must ta.<o action to secare his position, for he could no loooer count on the Inactivity of
the Mexicans.

On the night of April 28 Taylor announced

to his troops that he would mo/e in six days to Point
Isabel to protect the base and to meet the enemy in combat
if he found them,

Taylor moved sooner than he had planned,

however, for on May 1 ho received intelli:;ence that a
large Mexican force had crosised the river below Port -;rown
and was marching on Point Isabel,

Quickly the alarm was

sounded, and by mid-afternoon the army was on the march.
Order No, 55* Headquarters Camp near Matamoros,
dated May 1, I6I4.6, designated the Seventh Regiment of Infantry, with Companies I, Second Artillery, and E, Fourth
Artillery, to remain at the base under the command of
Major Jacob Brown while Taylor moved to Point Isabel,3^
According to an officer who served in the campaign, there
was a total of five hundred fifty men left at the fort,32
The orders to Major Brown were clearly stated.

He was to

maintain his post; he was not to risk an engagement with
the enemy by sending troops outside the barricades; and,
if he wei^ surrounded and besieged, he was to signal the

3^House Exec, Docs., 30 Cong., 1 Sess., No. 60
(Serial ^^oYTV^Ur
32Meade to Wife, May 2, 18)4.6, Meade, Life and
Letters, 7l4-.
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forces at Point Isabel by firing the heavy cannon at regular Intervals to signify his need of help.
At noon of the second day the main force reached
Point Isabel without sighting the enemy troops.

On the

morning of May 3 the troops on the coast were awakened by
the distance-muffled roar of the elghteen-pounders at the
main base at Fort Brown and knew it was undergoing bombardment.

The men knew, as did "Old Rough and Ready," that

Major Brown's forces needed help; consequently, they speeded
up efforts to strengthen the fortifications at Point Isabel
in order to return to their camp and have a part in the
action taking place there.

By May 7 the defenses were con-

sidered adequately prepared at the Point, and the troops
marched for their base on the river.

As they slowly marched,

due to the supply train which accompanied them, they were
met on the second day by a force of Mexican troops at Palo
Alto.

The Mexican forces, numbering an estimated five

thousand, had formed a line on chosen ground and were prepared to meet General Taylor's advance.^3

The battle re-

solved itself into an artillery duel, and the Americans
•merged victorious, forcing the Mexicans to retreat.

The

following day the second battle of the Mexican Var took
place at Resaca de la Palma a few miles nearer the river

33prank Cushman Pierce, A Brief History of the Lower
Rio Grande Valley (Menasha, Wis'c., 1917)* 28, 29, Hereafter
cited as Pierce, Rio Grande Valley, These two battles are
discussed quite thoroughly in the standard works on the
Mexican War,
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post.

Again, after a more severe struggle, the battle was

won by the Americans, and the Mexicans were forced to flee
their positions and seek safety across the Rio Grande.
There was little contact between the beleagured fortress on the river front and the main force at Point Isabel
during the first ten days of May,

When the boom of heavy

cannon was heard early on the morning of the third, however,
the soldiers knew that a bombardment had begun.

Taylor was

anxious to learn the state of affairs at the post and dispatched a scouting party to make contact with Major Brown
for that purpose.

Most of the patrol returned one day later

to report that no contact had been made.

The messenger sent

to communicate with the garrison had not returned.

Captain

Samuel H, Walker of the Texas Rangers was the messenger,
and he returned to Fort Polk on May 5 to report all was
well within the confines of the battlements, but the territory between the two posts was occupied by many Mexican
troops,3^
3^aylor to Adjutant General, May 5* I8I4.6, House
Exec, Docs,, 30 Cong., 1 Sess., No, 60 (Serial 520), 293;
Taylor had called upon the governor of Texas for four regiments of volunteers on April 26, following the attack upon
Thorton's men-two regiments to be mounted and two to serve
on foot. House Exec. Docs., 30 Cong., 1 Sess., No, 60 (Serial 520), 288, This call was answered by the organization
of three, which formed a division under Governor J, Pinckney
Henderson, The two mounted regiments were commanded by Colonel John C, Hays and Colonel George T. Wood. Walter Prescott
Webb, The Texas Rangers-A Century of Frontier Defense (Boston*
1935)* 9h* The Rangers served well during the Mexican »Var,
with McCulloch's and Gillespie's companies being detailed as
spy companies, Taylor to Adjutant General, August 31* I8I4.6,
i^ouse Exec, Docs., 30 Cong., 1 Sess., No. 60 (Serial 520),

32173237*^
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There was no f u r t h e r word from the besieged post
u n t i l May 10 when T a y l o r ' s f o r c e s , a f t e r winning the b a t t l e s
of Palo Alto and Resaca de l a Palma, marched v i c t o r i o u s l y
to i t s relief.

The s t o r y of what happened at the post dur-

ing t h e s e seven days i s t o l d i n the r e p o r t s of Major Brown,
Captain E, S, Hawkins, and Captain Mansfield,

According t o

t h e report of Major Brown, d e l i v e r e d t o Taylor by Captain
Walker, the bombfia»dment of the post began at f i v e a.m. on
the t h i r d of May and continued spasmodically throughout the
day without doing any s e r i o u s damage.

The Mexican f i r e was

returned by the a r t i l l e r y companies under F i r s t Lieutenant
Braxton Bragg and Captain A l l e n Lowd, and s e v e r a l enemy
b a t t e r i e s were s i l e n c e d .

Other b a t t e r i e s , however, began

t o f i r e , and the bombardment continued.

Captain Lowd's

a r t i l l e r y attempted t o f i r e the town of Matamoros by h e a t ing the s h o t , but f a i l e d because s u f f i c i e n t heat could not
be a t t a i n e d .

As i t became e v i d e n t the Mexican a r t i l l e r y

was i n e f f e c t i v e and was not going t o do a great amount of
damage. Major Brown ordered h i s guns t o cease f i r i n g to save
preoious ammunition.

He t r a i n e d part of h i s guns t o the

n o r t h e a s t t h i n k i n g t h a t an attack would be forthcoming from
that quarter,35

Major Brown commended the men very h i g h l y

f o r t h e i r courage and conduct under f i r e .

35Report of Major Brown t o T a y l o r , May 14., I8I46,
House Exec, D o c s , , 30 Cong., 1 S e s s . , No, 60 ( S e r i a l 5^0),

293^957
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Tho barrage resumed on the morning of the fourth and
continued throughout the day,3^

At nine p,m. the firing of

musketry was heard to the northeast, about three or four
hundred yards from the fort, and apparently extending up
the river about a mile.

This small arms fire continued

two and one-half hours.

The garrison was under arms and

remained on the alert for the remainder of the night, prepared for an assault from the rear.

The night passed un-

eventfully, but promptly at five o'clock the next morning,
the bombardment began again and for an hour was extre^nely
heavy.

A patrol was sent out to reconnoiter the enemy' s

position.

The men returned with the intelligence that a

battery was being set up at the crossroads near the fort.
Again that night the troops were alerted; they prepared to
resist attack, and again none was forthcoming.
The garrison was not so fortunate the following day
however.

As usual, the bombardment began at five o'clock

in the morning and for an hour was very intense; by contrast with previous day% it was effective.

The shot ripped

into the tents tearing them to shreds and hit the picket
lines killing several horses.

The Mexican artillerymen.

36Report of Captain E. S. Hawkins, May 10, I8I4.6,
Senate Docs, , 29 Cong., 1 Sess., No, 388 (Serial 14-77)*
31-36, This account of events at Port Texas was taken
from this report of Captain Hawkins except where otherwise indicated. Another interesting account of the bombardment is found in tho Daily Picayune, May 21, 18)4.6,
written by Captain W, S, Henry,
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it seemed, had found the range.

With the increased effec-

tiveness of the enemy artillery, the shortage of ammunition
within the post, and the knowledge that Mexican forces had
established a battery of heavy artillery behind them, supported by many troops. Major Brown decided to signal General
Taylor for help.

The signal cannon, the elghteen-pounders,

were fired at six-thirty, according to the predetermined
pattern which carried the message across the flat plains
and into Port Polk,

Perhaps the Mexicans had knowledge of

this signal for they reopened fire from both sides of the
fort.

At ten o'clock in the morning Major Jacob Brown was

wounded in the leg by a cannon shot and was placed in a
bomb proof shelter where his leg was amputated.
bardment continued off and on during the day.

The bomThe men with-

in the fort worked hard all day building bombproof shelters.
With the wounding of Major Brown, on svlay 6, command
of the post devolved upon Captain E, S, Hawkins of the
Seventh Infantry,

At four o'clock in the afternoon the

watchman spotted a figure approaching the fort with a white
flag in his hand.

It was an envoy from the Mexican camp

bearing news to the commanding officer.

General Arista

pointed out to the Americans that the fort was surrounded
and there was little hope of relief,
•

,

•

"El amor de la humanldad

n n
Dlos 2 Liberated 1"
"(for the love of humanity . . .

God and Liberty) surrender I" Arista seemed well aware of
the predicament of the American troops.

Captain Hawkins was
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faced with a very difficult decision:

Major Brown lay

wounded, his ammunition was low, and he had no way of knowing Taylor's whereabouts or whether, in fact, the sl^^nal
cannon had been heard.

He looked out over the countryside

in every direction and knew that Mexican troops were there,
with guns aimed toward his defensive work.

Captain Haw-

kins, feeling the decision involved all of the men, decided
to ask the advice of his officers.

A parley was called and

within an hour the decision was made.

The reply was sent

to Arista that they could not under the circumstances surrender their position.

Almost immediately the bombardment

was resumed and lasted well into the night.

The entire

garrison waited, tense and fearful, for the expected assault.
It did not come.

The men were beginning to show signs of

strain and fatigue as the sun rose on Thursday morning.
They wondered where Taylor and the sorely needed supply
train might be. Had the enemy engaged and defeated him?
The men did not know, but they found something to talk about,
kept on dodging shells, and hoped for the best.

The bombard-

ment continued throusfhout the day, but by twelve-thirty the
bomb proof shelters were so far advanced that the troops were
protected.

The rain of shells halted momentarily now and

then, but from two o'clock until sunset the foes' ceuinon once
again found the range.

The shelling was effective, killing

several horses, wounding several men, and destroyini^ the instruments of the Seventh Regiment band.

This must have been

2k
considered a d i s a s t e r indeed for Captain Hawkins included
i t i n h i s o f f i c i a l report t o General Taylor,

From midnight

u n t i l near dawn, with but one h o u r ' s i n t e r l u d e , the
continued with the accompaniment of r i f l e f i r e .

shelling

I t con-

t i n u e d through the morning and e a r l y afternoon of Friday,
The men were anxious and nervous a f t e r s i x consecutive days
of heavy bombardment.

The men were t o l d not to answer the

fii?e, but t o conserve t h e i r ammunition t o counter a lon^5
expected a t t a c k by the Mexican t r o o p s .

The s t r a i n was a l -

most unbearable as e x p l o s i o n a f t e r e x p l o s i o n sounded nearby
w i t h i n the f o r t .
At t h i s time the enemy had e s t a b l i s h e d a aortar
i n the ridge of chapparal / s i c / across the r i v e r ,
and immediately west of u s . Mortars were now p l a y ing upon us from the n o r t h , south, and west-four i n
niamber,3'
About 2:30 there was a l u l l i n the n o i s e of bombardment, and the men within the f o r t heard the sound of f a r
off a r t i l l e r y .

They l i s t e n e d for a moment and then r e a l i z e d

the s i g n i f i c a n c e of what t h e y heard.
one t h i n g :

This could only mean

General Taylor had heard the s i g n a l cannon and

on h i s way to t h e i r r e l i e f had engaged the Mexican t r o o p s .
The men were ovei?-Joyed and q u i c k l y shed the morbidity which
had been t h e i r s so s h o r t l y b e f o r e .

The Mexican b a t t e r i e s .

37R9port of Captain E. S. Hawkins, May 1 0 , I8I4.6,
Senate D o c s . , 29 Cong., 1 S e s s . , No, 388 ( S e r i a l 14-77)* 3 3 .

«P^«iiliiHiili
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which had been very ineffective all that day, opened up
with the most severe barrage of the bombardment.

Later

that evening news came to the fort that a battle indeed
had taken place and that the Mexicans had been defeated
at Palo Alto,

Things were quiet duriai; the night, but ac-

tion was resumed the next day.

At two o'clock, Maj 9,

Major Brown died of wounds received on the sixth.

Shortly

thereafter the r.ounds of another engagement reached the
ears of the Jubilant but weary garrison.

The firing con-

tinued throu^:^h the afternoon, and "about quarter to six,
quite a number of Mexican cavalry and a few Infantry were
seen in retreat."

By these tokens the men knew that "Old

Rourh and Ready" had again been victorious and that their
relief drew near.

The Battle of Resaca de la Palma was

history, and the men would listen to the tales of those
who had taken part in it.
Throu^^hout the .several days of heavy bombardjuent
there were only two men killed end thirteen wounded.

One

of those killed was Major Jacob Brown; the other, a sergeant
of Company B, Seventh Infantry Regiment.

The feelin'^s of

the men toward the bombardment and the courage and service
of Major Brown is indicated by one who entered the post
with the returning forces from Point Isabel,
It was with feelings of deep regret we heard
upon our arrival, of the death of Major Brown, the
commanding officer of the fort. He was struck in
the leg by a shell, on the 6th of May; amputation
became necessary; but from confinement in a bomb-

f
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proof, and debility arising from excessive fatigue
and watching, his system could not rally. He died
a few hours before the cry of victory reached him.
He was a brave and gallant soldier, and the general
knew full well into whose hands the defense of the
fort was intrusted. The bones of every man would
have been piled up in it before he would have surrendered. He has earned for himself, and the regiment to which he belonged, a glorious reputation,
which must be shared with Lowd's and Bragg's batteries. Captain Hawkins, of the 7th, the next in
rank, assumed command when Major Brown was wounded.
The defenders of the fort have suffered everything;
they have been harassed night and day, and all
looked haggard from the want of sleep, • • . The
enemy had fired at them some two thousand seven
hundred shells and shot, . ,3"
This was the opinion of others also, and on May 17
the name of the post was changed to Fort Brown in honor of
the gallant commander who had given his life in its defense.
Order No. 62, Army of Occupation, made the name official.

3°Henry, Campaign Sketches, 103; Reverend L, L. Allen,
chaplain to the Louisiana Volunteers serving under Brigadier
General P. P. Smith on the Rio Grande, relates a very interesting story about the Great Western, The Great Western was
a woman, the wife of a sergeant, who refused to remain at
home when her husband went into service. She was called the
Great Western because of her great size, great physical and
moral courage, and the great service she rendered to the men.
She left Fort Jesup with Taylor's forces and moved with them
to the Rio Grande. She was appointed Matron of the Hospital,
lived in her own quarters and drew pay and rations Just as
other members of the regular army. The Great J^estern "served
with distinction" at the bombardment of Fort Brown, tending
the sick and wounded and preparing food for the troops.
Allen stated she made preparation to move with the troops
into Mexico, This woman became a legend, and Allen suggested
that Congress should bestow upon her a vote of thanks and an
annuity for life. L. L. Allen, Pencilllngs of Scenes upon
the Rio Grande (New York, 18I4.8, microfilm copy in Library
of Texas Teehnological College, Lubbock, Texas), 22-2I4.,
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In memory of the gallant commander who nobly
fell in its defense, the field work constructed by
the labor of troops opposite Matamoros will be
known as 'Port Brown',39
On May 18 General Taylor moved across the river into
Matamoros and took possession of the town without opposition.
The force which had been referred to as the "Army of Observation" at Port Jessup, the "Army of Occupation" at Fort
Marcy near Corpus Christl, now became the American Expeditionary Force, as it continued its march into Mexico,
On June 21, l8l).d. New Fort Brown was established as
a depot for the reception of supplies for the Army at Matamoros,^^

Old Port Brown was then garrisoned by one company

of the Second Artillery under command of Lieutenant James
Totten.

The buildings were "fitted up" from the old ones

removed from Point Isabel, Brazos Santiago, and the mouth
of the Rio Grande.

Buildings constructed included six sets

of officer's quarters, four storehouses, two soldier's barracks, a hospital, temporary stables, a blacksmith shop, a

39House Exec. Docs*, 30 Cong., 1 Sess., No, 60 (Serial
520), h^9; The men apparently had chosen the name of Fort
Texas, Major Brown's report of May I4. had been datelined
Port Texas, It was also referred to as Fort Taylor at times.
The report of Captain Hawkins was datelined Port Taylor. In
much of the correspondence of General Taylor it was simply
called "Camp opposite Matamoros," or some similar phrase.
The conclusion is reached that the camp had no official permanent title until it was named Port Brown,
l+OpQi* posibion In relation to the original fort,
called Old Fort brown, see map. Appendix E,
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saddlery shop and a wheelwright shop.

They were all put

up in a cheap, rough manner and, with the exception of
the stables and the three shops, were covered with shin;;les
taken from the old buildinrs.
covered by "paulin8"/3ic7.

The stables and shops were

One store house and one offi-

cers' building were constructed of new materials, and one
magazine and one g in-shed were of brick.

Half of the con-

struction work was accomplished by soldiers on e:^tra duty,^^
Port Brown continued to exist as a border post, except for short periods, for one hundred years and was destined to play an important role in the troubled years of
crisis along the Rio Grande border both before and after
the Civil Var,

It gave rise to the city of Brownsville,

county seat of Cameron county.

For a long period of time

this borderland territory was a spjursely settled frontier
with many problems.

The lawlessness of such a society,

together with the fact that it was located in a once disputed border area which retained many of its former problems, created a situation which demanded the continued occupation of Fort Brown, the southernmost of the river posts.

^^Report of the Quartermaster General, November 22,
1851* House Exec. Docs., 32 Cong., 1 Sess., No, 1 (Serial

611), ^EIPSQT.

CHAPTER II
THE BORDER CRISES, 18)^8-1858
The 120 mile wide region between the Nueces and the
Rio Grande on which Port Brown was located, was formerly a
part of the State of Tamaulipas,

It was noted for its fine

pasturage and was spotted with ranches belonging to the citizens of the towns south of the Rio Grande,

It was claimed

by Texas after I836, but it might more properly be classified
as a buffer between the Mexican population alon, the Rio
Grande and the populated portions of Texas across the Nueces,
DeVoto states that Texas claimed it but made no attempt to
occupy it,

Mexico, which did not recognize Texas as either

independent or annexed, claimed the area as a part of the
states of Tamaulipas and Nuevo he6n.

"The Texas claim had

no substance; it was purely metaphysical,"'*' The dispute
over possession of this region was one of the several causes
of war between the United States and Mexico,

Not until the

Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo did the latter recognize the
2
Rio Grande as the border.
The people of Tamaulipas have.

^Bernard DeVoto, The Year of Decision-l8U6, (Cambridge, 1914.3), lU. Other historians disagree with this
opinion, however, and take the view that Texas was justified in claiming the Rio Grande as the boundary,
2pre8ident Polk, in an address to a joint session
of Congress, on December 8, l8[).6, stated the basis upon
which the United States laid claim to the territory under
discussion, (1) The boundary of the Louisiana Purchase
29
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therefore, always felt they had a special interest and
grievance in the loss of the territory.

This attitude is

reflected in the incidents which occurred along the border,
especially in the "Cortina War" of the late l850»s and
early i860's.
Another apparent reason for the disturbed conditions
along this portion of the "Great River" is the very topography of the land itself.

The characterization of the

land varied from time to time depending upon the emotions
and motives with which men viewed it.

In early American

geographies it was referred to as a "desert"; in fact, it
was referred to as such when General Taylor's forces moved
down the coast from Corpus Christl,

Through this stretch

of some three hundred miles the lazy river wends its serpentine course eastward and ssouthward to the Gulf of Mexico.
Back from the river on each side stretohes a waste of mesqulte and chaparral which in turn gives way to graziup. lands,
William H, Emory visited this territory when he was surveying the boundary in l85l4.. He spoke of the problem of border lawlessness and specified what he considered to be the
cause.

had been the Rio Grande. (2^) The Republic of Texas had
made the same claim. (3) Santa Anna In May, I836, had conceded the same, (ij.) During the nine years as a republic,
Texas had exercised Jurisdiction over the territory. Senate
Documents, 29 Cong,, 2 Sess., No. 1 (Serial I4.93)* i2-13.
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West and South of tie Nueces the country Is sonatimes exposed to excessive and Ion^ continued drought,
and it is doabtful if a^jric ilt.ira can bo made profitable without irrigation; all the region. . . is, however, a fine grazia ; country, and the numbers of
horse and cattle that ranged it, belonging to the
settlers on the Rio Bravo under Spanish rule prior
to 1825, are incredible. To this day remnants of
their Immense stock are running wild on the prairie
between the two rivers,3
Emory continued that it was the regular business of
tho residents of the border cities to hunt these animals.
In this situation he saw much competition and, therefore,
an increased problem of policing the area against raids
and filibustering expeditions,
another bit of the topography which gave rise to
and assisted the lawlessness on the border was the shifting
nature of the Rio Grande.

At times the river woald cnange

its course during seasons of high water and land which was
at one time in Texas would beccme liexican Territory, or
vice versa.

These shifts in the course of the river would

make little pockets of land on the American side which were
Mexican territory and to which the raiders coald retire
quite easily and escape the United States or Texas forces.
On the other hand if the Mexican authorities gave chase
they could step over the line into the United States and be
safe also.

This was possible because in these early days

there were seldom, if ever, forces from both nations in

3House Exec. Docs., 3k Gong., 1 Sess., No, 135

(Serial 861), 5^7"

^
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pursuit.

An instance of such a situation is cited by the

liexican Commission appointed in 1873 to investigate the
northern border along Tanaulipas and other states.
When the Treaty of Guadalupe was signed, the
ranche of "La Bolsa" was separated from Texas by
the river, and consequently formed a part of Mexican territory. After the great inundation the
river changed its course leaving on its left side
said ranche, which since that time has been only
separated from Texas by a branch of the river which,
most of the year is perfectly dry, so that without
difficulty, and by walking only a few paces, any one
can go from Mexican territory to the United States
or vice versa,^
It is not difficult to see that such circumstances
would be favorable to criminals.

"La Bolsa," thirty-five

miles west of Brownsville, and "San Pedro," on the Texas
side, became headquarters for a pack of outlaws who escaped pursuit by simply "taking refuge on Mexican soil,"
These two ranches became famous (or Infamous) as places
of transit for stolen cattle,^

This was but one of a num-

ber of such places alon, the border.
The sparsity and character of the population of this
territory played a part in the conflicts which ensued.

The

great mass of the population between the Rio Grande and the

^Reports of the Committee of Investigation Sent in
1873 by the Mexican Government to the Frontier of Texas,
Trans, from the official edition made in Mexico (New York,
1875)* ^Q» Hereafter cited as Mex, Comm, Reports.
5lbld,, 89.
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Nueces was composed of people of Mexican origin, the proportion being "about 80 per cent."^

Only at Corpus Christl,

about 170 miles from the border, and in its vicinity did
the American population predominate.

Out of a population

of about thirty thousand only about four thousand were
American,'

Rippy adds that there were few Americans, more

Mexicans, and that many of these two g]*oups were desperados
Q

and outlaws.

He adds a third group composed of Comanchos,

Lipans, Kiowas, Apaches, and other Indians,

Such a heter-

ogenous group was destined to have trouble.
An examination of the conditions at Brownsville
gives an insight into the problems of the area.

Browns-

ville had its origin with the coming of General Taylor to
the Rio Grande in 1814.6. Plans were made and projected in
1814.8 by Charles Stillman to incorporate, but this was not
accomplished until January 2I4., l850,^ According to Horgan,
the town received an impetus to its gi»owth when gold
was discovered in California in I8I4.9 because many sailed
to Brownsville and went overland to California,
House Reports, I4.5 Cong., 2 Sess., No. 701 (Serial
I82I4.), viii,
7Ibid,
9J, Fred Rippy, "Border Troubles along the Rio Grande,
I8I4.8-I36O," Southwestern Historical Quarterly, XXXIIl (Oct.,
1919), 91*111. Hereafter cited as Rippy, "Border Troubles."
^Frank Cushman Pierce, A Brief History of the Lower
Rio Grande Valley (Menasha, Wisconsin, 1917)* T39.
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Brownsville became a supply depot for such travelers. Many
of those who arrived there under such circumstances remained
to become citizens of the border city.

In Brownsville was

repeated the old saga of rugged individualism known on other
frontiers of tho still young nation.
Bankrupts, escaped criminals, deserters from the
armies of the recent war, gamblers and swindlers
set the tone. The barrooms were fighting pits.
Pistol duels added style to murder. Murderers and
other offenders were lynched at the town shambles
by hanging them from the timbers on which beeves
were butchered*^0
/lilllam Heale, a resident of Brownsville and Mfitamoros from about I83I.1 to the middle of the I89O's, delivered a speech on the history of Brownsville at the
centennial celebration held on July I4., I876, in which he
mentions the nature of the early population of Brownsville.
I believe more men of desperate character, desperate fortune, and evil propensities, were congregated here on this frontier from l8i4.6 to l8i4.8, than
ever got together in any other place. When I say
any other place, of course I mean on earth, since
the deluge.
Many of these men had no respect for human life.
They thought nothing of it, . , .^^

^%organ. Great River, 789.
^^Lieut, W, H, Chatfield (Comp.), The Twin Cities
of the Border and the Country of tho Lower Rio Grande (New
Orleans, 1893* reprinted Brownsville, Texas, 1959 i:>y the
Harbert Dfivenport Memorial Fund, The Brownsville Historical
Association, and the Lower Rio Grande Valley Historical
Society), lij . Hereafter cited as Chatfield, Twin Cities,
William Neale was eighty-five years of age when interviewed
by the author in I893, He moved to Matamoros in I83U and
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With such a population living in circumstances and
times which tempted men to evil, the situation was complicated by the lack of cooperation between the two countries.
Perhaps this is greatly, though not entirely, owing to the
lack of a sufficient national authority in Mexico.

There

was prevalent in Mexico "that chronic disease, , . I mean
Revolution, or what they call Pronunciamientos,"^^
This spirit of revolution centered in the northern
states of Tamaulipas, Nuevo Leon and Coahulla, all of which
border on the United States.

Such activity in Tamaulipas

was most intimately connected with the section of Texas
under consideration.
This instability £pt government which has been the
curse of Mexic^/ has without a doubt been the result
of the heterogeneous character of the Mexican population. Of this population the principle elements
are the Spaniards and the Indians, but in addition
to these groups there are the half-breeds who outnumber by far either of the other groups,"^3

to Brownsville about seven years later. Because he lived
there durin- the years under discussion his account is extremely interesting and valuable. Another interesting account of early Brownsville is to be found in (E.H.D.)
Domenech, Missionary Adventures in Texas and Mexico, 9L Personal Narrative of Six Years Sojourn in Those~egionsT
Trans, from the "French under the author's supervision (London, 1858 Microfilm copy In Texas Technological College Library, Lubbock, Texas), 327 ff. Hereafter cited as Domenech,
Adventures, The author was a Catholic priest who arrived at
Brownsville in about I85I4-.
^^Neale in Chatfield, Twin Cities. 1I4..
•'•3John Mabry Mathews, American Foreign Relations,
Conduct and Policies (Rev, and enlarged ed,; New York, 1938),

95:
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The struggle between the Centralists and the Federalists in Mexico was constant and hard fought, and it was
not until November, I876, when General Porfirio Diaz came
into power that there was any promise of stability of government.

Prior to this time there was Insufficient national

authority to accomplish anything permanent on the border.
There are three other causes of unrest along the
border which are perhaps more directly connected with specific incidents to be discussed later.

They are (1) the

Indian raids which occurred so frequently during these
years; (2) the Mexican tariff system imposed along the
border which had such severe effects upon conditions that
revolt was inevitable; (3) the lack of an efficient extradition treaty.

Other causes for unrest were peculiar to

the more important incidents of the border between 18)4.8
and 1858,
Following the Mexican War the people of Texas expected that due to the advent of federal protection there
would be a cessation of Indian depredations and border skirmishes in their state.

Such was not the case, however, for

they continued for more than thirty years after annexation.
As a matter of record, they reached a new height of intensity during the late fifties and following the Civil War,
The United States government tried to control the Indian
situation through its Indian agents and through its soldiers,
but it was virtually an impossible task.

The officials in
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Washington were too far removed from the problem to appreciate its gravity in spite of continued reports of conditions and requests for aid by Army officers, Indian agents
and the officials of Texas. The military headquarters of
the Department of Texas were at San Antonio.^^

Prom this

point orders and messages were relayed to the small forces
garrisoned in the scattered posts about the state.

In I856

there were only sixteen federal posts in Texas with the
total number of troops being 3762, an average of about 235
men per post.'*-^ In addition, temporary camps were maintained in season.

The number of posts occupied in Texas

varied throughout the years, and it is difficult to determine exactly those garrisoned at any given time.

It is

necessary to accept some report such as the one noted above.
The same may be said of the posts in the once disputed territory between the Rio Grande and the Nueces,

The number

in this region varied from two in I851* Port Brown and the
post at Davis Landing (later called Ringgold Barracks), to
five in 1652 when Port Merrill, Fort Ewell, and the post

^^he Department of Texas was organized in 18514-.
General Orders 25, 1853* to embrace that part of the state
below 33^ North Latitude. In 1857 it embraced the entire
state. U, S. Documents Office. Check List of United States
Public Documents, 1789*1909. (3red, Washington, 1911)* 1203.
^5M, L, Crimmins, "Colonel J.K.P, Mansfield's Report
of the Inspection of the Department of Texas in 1856,"
Southwestern Historical Quarterly XLII (October, 1938 and
January, i939)* 128, I29, Hereafter cited as Crimmins,
"Mansfield's Report." Also House Exec, Docs., 314. Cong,,
3 Sess., No. 1 (Serial 8914-)* 214.2-2i;3r"

38
at Laredo were garrisoned,•*"

A full regiment was very

rarely stationed at the posts in Texas, and during this
decade, in this territory, the number of men at each post
varied from eighteen to 632,

Each of these forts generally

had units of artillery, infantry, and mounted rifles (sometimes called mounted infantry, dragoons, and later cavalry),
plus representatives of the quartermaster, ordnance, band,
sometimes a chaplain, and always a component of laundresses.
Port Brown was garrisoned continuously during this period,
and althouf^h little is recorded of the movements of her
troops, it is certain they were busy helping to patrol the
border and assisting in the control of Indian raids,
Indian raids, involving excursions across the border,
were amonr the most vexing problems with n^iich the twin
countries had to deal on their common frontier.

The savages,

mostly Comanches, Lipans, and Mescaleros, left a train of
blood along both sides of the river as they operated fro 1
the sparsely settled, practically unknown country along the
border.

There was almost constant fear of such depreda-

tions during this decade.

As early as l8i4.6 and 18^7 the

raids had become very severe, particularly in the territory from San Antonio to Corpus Christl.

John S. Ford quotes

Captain John Dix as authority for these raids.

He said that

in l8l|.7 there were se-^eral raids near Corpus Christl.

^"For locations and troop strength see Appendices
No, F and G,
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Continual raids were made by the Comanches,
under their chiefs Buffalo Hump and Yellow Wolf,
also by the Lipans under Castro,
From I8I4.6-1353 Nueces and adjoining counties
seemed to be full of Indians. Shepherds and herdsmen were killed, flocks destroyed and stock driven
off.^7
In 1814.9 these raids became so numerous and destructive of property and loss of life that the governor of
Texas, George T. Wood, wrote to General George W. Crawford,
Secretary of War, identifying the frontier and presenting
the problem,^^

The situation reached such a state that a

group of citizens met in San Antonio on Friday, July 26,
1850, and after concluding that the "present deplorable
situation of the frontier la Justly attributable to the
inexcusable neglect of the War Department," resolved to
ask General George M. Brooke to call for more volunteer
Texas troops to meet the situation,•*'° The army had been
supported by several companies of Texas forces since the
war with Mexico,

The military commander of the Department

of Texas, George M. Brooke, wrote the Adjutant General in
August, 1850, that "the whole country appears to be filled

^^captain John James Dix, "Indian Troubles," in "The
Memoirs of John S, Ford" (Msa,, 6 vols,; microfilm copy in
Library of Texas Technological College, Lubbock, Texas),
Reel I, II* 327-328, Hereafter cited as Ford, "Memoirs",
^"Senate Exec. Docs., 31 Cong., 2 Sess., No, 1, pt II
(Serial 1^87), l > m .
^^Ibld., 53
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with these savages. . , roads cannot be traveled without
escort, . . . Must continue four mounted volunteer companics for six months. . , ." "

The general then presented

a petition from the citizens of Corpus Christl and stated
that his plans were to send out two companies of the Fifth
Infantry to that place.

Order No, 39* Eighth Military De-

partment, September l6, I850, set up a schedule of regular
scouts to search for Indians to be effective between October
15 and November 1 that year.

Port Brown examinations were

to "extend toward the Salt Lake and the Arroyo Colorado,"^
The raids continued, and in 1852 the Governor of
Texas again called upon the military for help.

General

Persifer P, Smith sent some troops to the Rio Grande
Valley, though they proved insufficient.

In August, I852,

the governor wrote to the President of the United States
concerning the situation and, although his letter was sub22
raitted to the Congress, no further help was forthcoming.
Raids by the Lipans under Castillo occurred between Port
Ewell and the Rio Grande in May, 1855# but the Indians became generally quieter during the remainder of lB55 and I856,
^^Brooke to Adjutant General, August l5* I850, Senate
Exec, Docs,, 31 Cong., 2 Sess., No, 1, pt, II (Serial 587)*5U.
^^Ibld,, 62•
22oovernor's message t o S p e c i a l S e s s i o n of the L e g i s l a t u r e , January, 1853* i n Indlanola (Texas) B u l l e t i n , January 2 7 , 1853.
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This was partly due to the establishment of Indian reservations upon land donated by the state of Texas,

However,

during 1857 and I858, tho raids again became very severe,
and tho border regions s'lffered particularly.
The federal troops, supported by Texas volunteers
and Ranr^ers, continued to fight the problem, but It was not
solved until the l880» s when a new Indian policy became
effective and the Ar-ny put forward concerted effort,

\nother

factor which was to help in the solution was the rise of Diaz
to power in Mexico, because this was an international problem and International cooperation was needed to solve it,
Indian depredations caused much ill will between the United
States and r^exico.

Each government blamed the other nation-

al authorities for not stopplni: then,23
Perhaps a contemporary view as to the reason for the
Indian depredations would be in order here.

The Indlanola

Bulletin quotes from a letter written by mdge Peter Kerr
of Travis County, Texas,

Judge Kerr had talked at Fort

Crogan with Tacumseh, a Comanche chief, and had been Impressed by his words,
, , , the buffalo had not come down this season;
the game had disappeared from the hunting grounds; the
white roan had plantad himself between them and the
haunts of the deer, , , • The women and children were
starving, were picking up grains of com around the

23por the Mexican view of the history of these raids
see Max, Coram, Reports, 253-281,
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fort where the horses
The "Great Father"
which the Indian must
starvation, but below
man's hands, , , ,24

had fed. . . .
had marked a line beyond
no go - above it was
was death at the irtiite

As great as the Indian problem seemed, it was not
the only one which confronted the border authorities during these disturbed times.

One of the nost tryinf^ was

connected with the cross-river trade.

In these early days,

when means of transportation were limited, the northern
states of Mexico could best be supplied through the port
of Matamoros, capital of Tamaulipas, and through other
border communities.

The needs of these states and the

abundant supply of wanted material in Texas caused the
rise of a very brisk border trade,

Matamoros was the le-

gal point of entry for F^exican goods on the lower Rio Grsuide,
but it handled only a small portion of the commerce.

Up

river towns were centers of lively smuggling enterprises.
Davis Landing, Roma, and several other Mexican border cities
became stations for this organized effort to move goods into
Mexico,
The genesis of smuggling may be found in the efforts
of Mexico to control the commerce.

As early as l833 the

Mexican government granted to a group of fifty merchants
a monopoly of manta—unbleached cotton cloth—which was very

2^0alveston News quoted in Indlanola Bulletin, March

25* 1852.
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much in demand and was the keystone of border commerce.

A

prohibitive tax was levied on such imports, and the trade
of the Texas frontier would have been killed had it not
been for the rise of smuggling,^^
The situation was affected by worsening relations
between the United States and Mexico, for in October, l8i|5,
Mexico passed a tariff law which prohibited the movement of
many items such as sugar, flour, lard, bacon, rice, molases,
coffee, tobacco and raw cotton,^^

In April, l8l|.9, the pro-

hibition was removed on a number of these items, but on
April 5* 1851» sugar was again prohibited.
established by the tariff of October k,
by sixty per cent,^'

The import duties

l8i|.5* were reduced

For a number of years after l8I|.8 the

American tariff was much lower than the Mexican; the American side of the line had no sales tax and no excessive excise tax,

"As a result, goods and population moved to the

American shore and the Mexican border towns declined
rapidly,"^^

25Domenech, Adventures, 327.
Rippy, Border Troubles, 9l4-.
27Senate Exec. Docs., 32 Cong., 2 Sess., No, 52
(Serial 665), 22'5r52"8,
28Robert D. Gregg, "The Influence of Border Troubles
on Relations Between the United States and Mexico-l876-1910,"
The Johns Hopkins University Studies in Historical and Political Science (Baltimore. 1937) Series LV, No. 3, 13. Hereafter cited as Gregg, "Influence of Border Troubles."
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As the Mexican Government saw the increase in smuggling they tightened the revenue system, and the merchants
along the river began to organize to resist.

"They con-

spired to excite a popular move against monopoly" and Jose
Maria Jesus Carvajal was chosen as their leader,^

Opposi-

tion to the regulation of trade was to be found on both
sides of the river.

By the summer of l85l opposition to

the tariff in Mexico reached the stage of revolution, and
in September, I851, the insurgents met at La Loba to organize and plan the resistance.

The plan pronounced was called

'^ P^an de la Loba, and Carvajal was chosen by the Revolutionaries to carry out the pian,30

Ford wrote that the

29Domenech, Adventures, 328,
30Ernest C, Shearer, "The Carvajal Disturbances,"
Southwestern Historical Quarterly, LV, No, 2 (October, 1951)*
^01^230; The name is variously spelled, but the spelling
Carvajal is adopted unless otherwise in a direct quotation.
According to John S, Ford ("Memoirs," IV, 62I4.) Carvajal was
born in San Antonio, Texas. In his younger days Carvajal
was associated with Alexander Campbell for about seven
years (Indlanola Bulletin, March 11, I852). He was educated at Bethany College, Virginia (Ford, "Memoirs," IV,
6I4J4.). He became official surveyor for Don Martin De Leon
and laid out the town of Victoria, Texas (Indlanola Bulletin, March 11, l852; Shearer, "The Carvajal Disturbances,"
202), He was married to a daughter of De Leon (Indlanola
Bulletin, March 11, I852), He served as deputy from Bexar
to the legislature of Coahuila and Texas, acting as secretary of that body (Shearer, "The Carvajal Disturbances,"
203). In 1835 he was a Mexican prisoner for several months
but escaped in time to be elected a member of the convention which declared Texas' independence on March 2, 1836,
He apparently did not attend this convention (Shearer, "Tba
Carvajal Disturbances," 20i|.), In I839 he was connected
with the Federalist or Revolutionary party (Indlanola Bulletin, March 11, I852) and led a group of American

1+5
Struggle in Mexico was of long duration and was between
the republicans and the church-state group.

He places

Carvajal among the republican group, and attributes to
him the La Loba plan and the inauguration of the Liberal
party in Mexico,3^
The Mexican Commission of I873 recognized the cause
of the disturbances and admitted then quite frankly in their
report.
At the beginning of September, I851, Jose i/faria
J, Carbajal, . , made a revolutionary proclamation
at the "Lobar," Mexico in which he set forth, as a
political measure, the expulsion of the army from
the frontier, and as a commercial measure, the reduction of the duties and the removal of prohibitions,
These ideas were extraordinarily popular in that
part of the country. The old army had behaved in
an oppressive manner towards the towns on the frontier and this had rendered it exceedingly distasteful to them. The commercial restrictions had reduced the towns on the line of the Bravo to a state
of misery and the people were dally seen leaving
with their means for the United States,32
Carvajal, after the proclamation of these principles, established himself at Rio Grande City and began
volunteers against Mexican Centralists near Mier. Here he
was wounded and lost the use of his left arm (Shearer,"The
Carvajal Disturbances," 20I4.). He was associated with Juan
Jesus Cardenas in the "Republic of the Rio Grande" (Indlanola Bulletin, March 11, 1852), In 181^6 Carvajal commanded
a division of the Mexican Army opposing American invasion
of Mexico (Shearer, "The Carvajal Disturbances," 20lj.). His
next appearance was I851, which is discussed herein.
31pord, "Memoirs," IV, 62I4.,
32Mex. Comm. Report, I88,
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organizing a force.

Apparently the movement spread through-

out the states of northern Mexico,and volunteers flocked to
Join the revolution.

Perhaps many of them did not know ex-

actly what Carvajal's intentions were until he moved into
Mexico about the middle of September,

At this time there

were said to be about thirty Americans numbered among his
forces,33
The first attack of the revolutionists was made at
Camargo, and resulted in a defeat for the government forces.
Following this victory Carvajal moved on down the river
toward Matamoros, gaining recruits as he did so.

Among

these recruits were some Americans who sympathized with
the insurrectionists because they felt the Mexicans were
struggling against an oppressive Centralized government,
because they liked the liberal La Loba Plan, and because
many of them saw a hope of strengthening the cause of slavery in the United States,3H- Among the Texans were about
thirty recently discharged Texas Rangers of the command of
John S, Ford,

Ford, who was made second in command of the

force, justified his actions in Joining Carvajal by saying
that ", . . h e was endeavouring to give additional support
to an institution of the South, and (assisting) a people
who were resisting tyranny, and battling for the exercise

33rj|ex, Comm. Report, l88,
3^Ford, "Memoirs," IV, 628,
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of their privileges as free men."35

Americans swelled the

ranks of Carvajal until t'ey numbered "some three or four
hundred."36
The forces of Carvajal captured Fort Parades, and
advanced to the edge of the town square of Matamoros.

It

seemed that another victory was in his grasp when, after a
siege of nine days, Carvajal Issued an order to retreat.3'
Several reasons have been suggested for this surprising
move.

First of all, Carvajal had moved with the support

and at the instigation of the merchants of the border. When
he moved toward Matamoros General Avalos, commanding the
forces there, decided to try to defeat Carvajal at his
own game and removed the objectionable tariff.

The Mex-

ican Congress in December refused to recognize this move,
but it had its effect on the merchants. The removal of
restrictions permitted the merchants to move their merchandise across the border freely; they no longer saw the advisability of supporting Carvajal to obtain that which they
were already enJoying,3^ They withdrew their support and
Carvajal was forced to retreat.

35pord, "Memoirs," IV, 629,
36Mex, Comm. Report, 188.

37iiDid., 189, Shearer says the s i e g e l a s t e d from
October 20 t o October 30, Shearer, "The Carvajal D i s t u r b a n c e s , " 217,
3Qlbid,

Another reason assigned for the retreat was the fact
that so many Americans had Joined his forces.

The people

or Tamaulipas were always auspicious of the Americanos,
and when they saw so lany joining the forces of Carvajal
they b'jgan to look upon the movement as an invasion rather
than a revolution, and bo^^an to resist Carvajal,

As he re-

treated he was deserted "little by little by his Mexicans,
and took refuge at the 'Sal,' in Hidalgo County, Texas."39
Ford gives another reason for Carvajal's decision to
retreat.

General Antonio Canales had been sent to Matamoros

to strengthen Avalos' position.

"General Canales was a per-

sonal friend of Carvajal," and rather than engage him in
combat Carvajal decided to wlthdraw,^^
After this retreat the movements of Cau?vajal were
erratic and hard to follow.

It is evident that the man

was responsiblo for further disturbances along the border,
perhaps as late as l855. He crossed into the United States
and was arrested by federal forces in

March, I652, and

again in March, l853* but eac 1 time was released on bail,*^^
The Mexican Commission indicated in their report that
there were three other expeditions against Mexico, the last

39Mex, Comm, Report, 189-190,
^^Ford, "Memoirs," IV, 637.
^^Shsarer, "The Carvajal Disturbances," 223, 227.;
Indlanola Bulletin. April 8, I852,
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being against Reynosa Blejo in March, 1853,^^

Following

this latest disturbance Carvajal moved into the Interior
of Mexico to lead the insurgents against Santa Anna, and
ceased to be a problem on the border,^3
Apparently Carvajal had failed to make good his
attempted revolution because he had accepted too many Americans in his forces, and because he was so "Americanized"
that it turned his fellow countrymen afrainst him,*+^ A citizen of Brownsville, writing to the Indlanola paper, had
other ideas.

According to this self-appointed informer,

if the filibuster was to succeed it must have a leader other
than Carvajal for "ho is not more than a third rate Mexican
General,"^^
Carvajal failed in his revolutionary attempts, but
in a sense he was successful for there was issued a decree
on March 17, l858, by order of Ramon Guerra, governor ad
interim of Tamaulipas, authorizing the introduction of foreign goods into the city of Matamoros and the other towns
on the Rio Bravo (Reynosa, Camargo, Mier, Guerrero, and
Monterrey Laredo (New Laredo) and their Jurisdictions) free

li2
^ Mex, Comm, Report, 190,
^3shearer, "The Carvajal Disturbances," 230,
^Pord, "Memoirs," IV, 6U0m
^^Indianola Bulletin, April 29, 1852,
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from all levies except municipal duties,^

This was the

origin of the Zona Libre, or free belt, so called because
it established a free belt along the river the entire
length of Tamaulipas into which goods could be brought
duty free.

The purpose of this free belt was to prevent

the decline of the border towns.

The result of this free

zone was that it immediately moved the centers of trade
from the American side to the Mexican,

A duty was to be

levied on all goods passing from the free zone into the interior of Mexico, but no means of enforcement was provided.
The decree did call upon the citizens of Tamaulipas to
"voluntarily become a sentinel" to prevent smuggling,^'
The citizens were not Interested in meeting this request,
and smuggling of goods from the free zone into the interior
of Mexico became common.

This encouraged smuggling across

the border.
The full effects of the establishment of this zone on
border commerce are debatable.

There was little doubt that

the intentions of the Mexican government were sound, and
that they had the best interests of the citizens of their
northern states at heart.

The real debate was over its

^^ouse Reports, k5 Cong,, 2 Sess., No. 701 (Serial
18214.), XIX, XXs The Zona Libre was reestablished and enlarged in January, 1885* to include a belt about fourteen
miles wide extending up the river to the New Mexico boundary and perhaps a little further. Chatfield, Twin Cities, 33»
H7House Reports, I4.5 Cong., 2 Sess., No. 701 (Serial
182U), XX.
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effect upon the American trade and commerce.

One tnin^^ is

certain; this trade increased as traffic into the free zone.
But, since many of the goods entering t he free zone were actually destined for the Mexican interior, smuggling rather
than being abated, actually increased as a result.
The revolution under Carvajal brought on a "scourge
called Filibusterin,,, and swarms of those pests to lawful
governments called Filibusters,"'+®

One such expedition was

the invasion of Piedras Negras in October, l855. This episode was rooted in both the Indian problem and the question
of runaway slaves.

The army had pushed the Indians steadily

west, and many of them resided in Mexico,

Soon complaints

arose of Indian incursions from Mexico into loxas.

In addi-

tion to this trouble escaped slaves often made their way into Mexico where they found refuge.

Efforts were made to re-

cover the slaves anc: to halt the Indian raids.
In Au,:,ust, l855» some citizens of San Antonio asked
Colonel Lanberg, commander of Coahuila, on what terms he
would return escaped slaves.

The colonel referred the ques-

tion to the government at Nuevo Leon, and was told that any
consulations must be with the government of Texas and not
with private citizens. Lanberg was instructed to withstand
by force any invasion of the frontier,'^^

Three companies

of Texans under J, H, Callahan crossed into Mexico, near
Wchatfield, Twin Cities, 1I4-.
M25» Oo"MP. Report, 191-192,
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Port Duncan, where they were enraged by Mexican troops and
driven back.

As the Texans retreated they pillaged and

burned Piedras Negras, and under guard of Fort Duncan
troops, crossed the river safely into United States terri-

50

tory.

The Mexican government saw in this more than an

effort to recover slaves.
If successful, they would not stop there; a more
extended field of operations would present Itself
to the adventupars, even the occupation of the
country, ,,.-'•*•
This reflects the continued state of uncertainty on
the border, and even though Piedras Negras is not within
the bounds of the territory covered in this paper, it illustrates the hostile attitude of citizens and officials of
both nations.
Another incident which illustrates the general tenor
of the times was the "Cart War."

In the early days the in-

terior cities and army posts were supplied through ports on
the Gulf, such as Indlanola and Corpus Christl.

Fort Brown,

located some thirty miles from the Gulf, was supplied
through Brazos Santiago from which point goods were hauled
by wagon overland.

It was not until I872 that a railroad

was completed from Point Isabel to Brownsville,^

The Cart

5^Rippy, "Border Troubles," 103.
^^Mex, Comm, Report, 191,
52Sides, Port Brown Historical, 1I4-O; Brownsville
Herald, May 10, 1935; Chatfield, Twin Cities. 1^.
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v:ar began i n "consequence of a r i v a l r y bet?;een American
wagoners and the Mexican carttien" who were engaged in h&uli n g merchandise t o the I n t e r i o r tr)wn3 from the port of I n dlanola,

American cartmen suffered a l o s s i n the carrying

trade because the Mexicans' r a t e s were lower and the s e r v i c e more prompt.
can cartmen.

The Americana began t o attack the Mexi-

The s i t u a t i o n became so c r i t i c a l that General

Lavid ii., Twiggs, co^riiriandinti the Department of Texas, was
forced t o send a guard to i-rotect s u p p l i e s enroute.

The

Cart War was broken when the wagoners becan t o a t t a c k
prominent c i t i z e n s of the t e r r i t o r y , ^ 3
Many other r a i d s and i n c l dent ?» occurred during the
troubled years t o d i s r u p t the harmony of the border.

"Browns-

ville^ during: t hose days was an arsenal where the r e v o l u t i o n i s t s of Mexico obtained considerable s u p p l i e s of arms and
munitions of war."-'^

Because of the unstable c o n d i t i o n of

affsj^.rs i t l a c e r t a i n t h a t ';he troopo at Port Brown and
other boi»der g a r r i s o n s were on the alert much of the t i m e .
Duty i n the border p o s t s must have been e x c e e d i n g l y s t r e n uous at times of emergency, but could have been very p l e a sant at other t i m e s .

Records of the d e t a i l e d movements and

a c t i v i t i e s of the men are not r e a d i l y a v a i l a b l e ; conseq u e n t l y , much i s l e f t t o the imagination.

53john T. Linn, Re d n i s c e n c e s of F i f t y Years in
Texas (New York, 1 8 8 3 ) , " 3 5 2 ;
^ C h a t f i e l d , Twin C i t i e s , 1I4.,
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In 1858-1859* I r - l a n depredations in Texas had bocome so s e r i o u s t h a t several of these border p o s t s wore
abandoned, and the troops sent t o the north and west t o
f i g h t the savages i n those p a r t s .

T h i s r e ^ . o v a l of troops

from Port Brown opened the way for the next importaut upi«
sode i n the border c r i s e s , the r a i d s of Juan lU Cortina,

CHAPTER III
PORT BROvVN, CORTINA, Am THE CIVIL WAR
Port Brown assumed a more prominent role in the
affairs of the nation, Texas, and the Lower Rio Grande
border in the years immediately preceding and during the
Civil War,

For a brief period in I859 Indian problems in

the interior of Texas seemed to overshadow the border crisis, and Port Brown was abandoned, giving opportunity to
border outlaws to raid ranches between the border and the
Nueces river practically unmolested,

Juan Nepomuceno Cor-

tina, prompted by a personal feud with some Americanos,
captured Brownsville and terrorized the border country as
far west as Rio Grande City,

The troops returned to Fort

Brown, and after a period of nearly six months peace was
restored.

Hardly had this crisis eased when secession

sentiment became strong in Texas, and she followed other
Southern states from the Union.

The Civil War period saw

the Rio Grande become the only gateway of commerce into
the Confederacy.

Fort Brown, and the region over which it

stood guard, became a trophy for which the two sides Ibught,
first one being victorious and then the other.

The very

fact that Port Brown changed hands several times during the
course of the war is an indication of the importance it
held,

Cortina was to appear during the war and disappear,

only to return again and again to plague this region. Relations between the United States and Mexico were to suffer,
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and conditions along the border to change often before a
settlement was finally reached.
General conditions on the border during the later
fifties were actually improvinrr, although there was still
cause for dissension and ill will between the Texans and
Mexicans,

There is little room for doubt that part of the

Mexican population suffered at the hands of the Anglos,
There were many shrewd speculators who constantly devised
means to gain possession of the land.

Through the long

yeflu*s of border conflict the Mexican people had come to
look with favor upon those who championed their cause. The
more savage and more brutal they were the more they came to
be worshipped by the Texan-Mexicans of the border country.
It is little wonder that they looked upon the arrival of
Cortina (or Cortinas) with such approval. To those irho
felt oppressed, Cortina must have appeared as a nesu? Messl«Ui, and many flocked to his banner, ea";er to help establish his kingdom of righteousness and justice for all,
Cortina, the enigma of the border for over fifteen
years, was a personal acquaintance of John S. Ford, longtime defender of Texan rights, who had a high regard for
Cortina's courage and native ingenuity,
(Cortina) is fearless, self-possessed, and cunning,
, , . , In native intellect he ranks high. No uneducated man could have played the part he has other-
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wise. He understands his countrymen of the lower
classes almost thoroughly,-'^
The fact that he knew his countrymen so well is
largely the reason for his notoriety and power along the
border.

The very character of the man demanded respect and

recognition of his leadership from this element of the popu0

latlon.

He was often referred to as the "Red Robber of the

Rio Grande,"
(Cortina) was the most striking, the most powerful, the most insolent, and the most daring as well
as the most elusive Mexican bandit, not even excepting Pancho Villa, that ever wet his horse in the
muddy waters of the Rio Bravo, , . . When he emerged
as supreme chieftain over some hundreds of bandidos,
he was forty years old. In person he was a huero, a
red-complexioned man, blocky in build, powerful of
muscle, a wonderful horseman, so ignorant that he
could hardly sign his name, 'the expression of his
face sinister, sensual, and cruel."2
Juan N, Cortina was born in Camargo, Mexico, on May
l6, 18214.,3 Through his mother, Estefana Goceascochea de
Ipord, "Memoirs," V, 785*
^J, Prank Dobio, A Vaguero of the Brush Country (New
York, 1 9 2 9 ) , I4.9, Hereafter c i t e d as S o b i e , Vaquero, Chapter
V, "The Bloody Border," l a an e x c e l l e n t d i s c u s s i o n of the
border c o n f l i c t s during the years 18140-1875*
3The d e t a i l s of the l i f e of Cortina are taken from the
f o l l o w i n g s o u r c e s : Lyman L, Woodman, Rogue of_the Rio Grande
(San Antonio, 1 9 5 0 ) , Chapter I ; Ford, "Memoirs,"^ ^ ' ^ f l c i a l
Report of Major Heintzleman," House R e p o r t s , I4.5 Cong., 2 Ses8„
No, 701 ( S e r i a l l82i4.), 75; Dobie, Vaquero, )4.9-59; C h a t f i e l d ,
Twin C i t i e s ; Brownsville Herald, Sunday, May 2 9 , 196O; Jose
T, C a n a l e s , Juan N, Cortina P r e s e n t s .ilotloa for 2.ew I r i a l
(San Antonio, 1 '5T); Charles V. Goldfinch, "Juan N. Cortina,
I82I1-1892; A Reappraisal." Master's T h e s i s , U n i v e r s i t y of
Chicago, 1914-9 ( B r o w n s v i l l e : Bishop Print Shop), This t h e s i s i s a defense and J u s t i f i c a t i o n of C o r t i n a ' s a c t i o n .
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Cavazos y de Cortina, he was a direct lineal descendent of
Bias Maria de la Gar7.a Falcon, military captain and original settler of the town of Camargo, Mexico, and of Don
Jose Salvador de la Garza, son-^^in-law of Bias Marina, also
an original settler of Camargo, who was the grantee of
the Bspiritu Santo Grant, where the city of Brownsville is
now located.
During the Mexican War Cortina acted as spy and
guerilla In the Mexican Army which opposed the advance of
Taylor and served with General Arista at Palo Alto and
Resaca de la Palma,

He was promoted to lieutenant

but

was dismissed from the service when detected selling horses
belonging to the Mexican government.

In l81|.7 he was em-

ployed by a Mr, Sommervllle as a guide.

On the way to Mex-

ico he murdered his employer, and sold the eighty mules
they were trailing to the border.

At the end of the war

in I8I4.8, before the treaty was signed, his mother moved to
a ranch. El Carmen, about nine miles northwest of Brownsville,

They became citizens of the United States under the

terras of the I'reaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo,

Judge Jose T,

Canales, a distant relative of Cortina, asserts that Juan
acquired Mexican citizenship again after I859.
Prom I8I4.9 through 1852 Cortina was Involved in several raids upon supply wagons and ranches,
was indicted for murder

but was never

Durin?. I850 he

arrested.

He simply

absented himself from Brownsville and the immediate vicinity
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until all the witnesses- were gone.

In I85I4- he bo;an to

appear again, but no attempt was mads to arrest him.

In

1858, with other rancheros, he wiped out the last surviving
band of Karankawa Indians w!io had returned to Texas from
their temporary refuge in Mexico,
Cortina was engaged in the cattle business, operating
from his ranch, called San Jose, a few miles abov> Brownsville.

By this time he was a very influential man in local

politics because he held the confidence (and the vote) of
the Mexican population,

,iany of them could not read English

so the parties adopted colors, the Republicans being recognized as the Reds (and led by Charles Stillman, the founder
of Brownsville) and the Democrats as the Blues,

The local

politicians of both parties courted the favor of this influential Catholic and conservative at election time which
perhaps helps to explain why he was never arrested and convicted, although he was indicted on several occasions.
At times Cortina claimed to be a citizen of w.exico,
at other times, a citizen of the United States.

It was a

matter of convenience, for he was at times sought by olficials of both countries.

His ranch and that of his mother,

against her will, became the haven of refuge for norse and
cattle thioves, robbers, murderers, and fugitives from justice on both sides of the river.

In the spring of 135>,

Cortina was again indicted for horse stesling.

He was from

that time a fugitive from Justice and did not appear in
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Brownsville unless heavily armed and suirrounded by a host
of friends.

Under the cirear.istances it was dangerous to

attempt an arrest.

The power of Cortina waa =10 great that

he seemed immune to the la^v; It .vas only a matter of time
until he became the law for much of the river country from
Rio Grande City to the Gulf.
Early in l859 the stage was set for the inau^:miration
of Cortina'3 real career as a border bandit, when General
David Emmanuel Twiggs, commanding officer of the Department
of Texas, decided that troops v/ere needed in the northern
section of the state much rrorse than along the lower border
and Issued orders closing the posts of Port Brown, ringgold
Barracks, Port Mcintosh, Fort Mason and Port McKavett.^
The responsibility for re'novin

these troops for service

in the "Reservation War" must be placed upon General Twiggs.
The Secretary of War disclaimed any responsibility for such
action.
On the 5th day of February, 1359* Brevet 4aJor
General D. J., Twiggs, then commanding the m i l i t a r y
departfdent of Texas, with the appro>^al of the (-er.e r a l - l n - c h i e f , but without the s a n c t i o n of the War
Department, i s s u e d orders d i r e c t i n g the abandonment
of Port Brown, Rin ;r>oicL Barracks, and Port i l c l n t o s h ,
p o s t s on the Rio Grande. , , 5
**General Order3 No. 1 , Department of Texas, San Ant o n i o , Feb, 5* 1859. -'ouse Exec, D o c s . , 36 C o i ^ . , 1 S e s s . ,
No. 52 ( S e r i a l IO50),
TT^
5John B. Floyd t o James Buchanan, TTarch 5* i 8 6 0 .
Senate lilxec. D o c s . , 36 Con'7., 1 S e s s . , No. 21 ( S e r i a l 1031)*!,
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Twiggs' stated reason for withdrawinp these troops
indicates how misinformed he was concerning the real situation in the territory occupied by the forts he closed.

He

reported that no troops were needed on the border because
there is not, nor ever has been, any danger of Mexicans
crossing on our side of the river to plunder or disturb the
inhabitants. , ,"6

without all the facts it is not possi-

ble to evaluate fully the decision of Twiggs, but the wisdom of it is called to question by previous Incidents and
by the rapid deterioration of the state of affairs subsequent to the issuance of the order.

The fact that Colonel

Robert E. Lee replaced Twiggs as commander of the Department of Texas on February 2 0, i860, could be used as support
for the supposition that the high command did not look with
favor upon his action.'

In the fall after the "Reservation

War" was concluded, orders were issued on November 11 reassigning troops to Port Brown,

Two companies from Fort

Clark were designated to reoccupy that post.
During the absence of troops, Cortina and his associates had free rein to raid the stock ranches in border
counties south of the Nueces River,

Cortina was not the

6john B, Floyd to James Buchanan, March 5* i860.
Senate Exec, Docs,, 36 Cong., 1 Sess., Ko. 21 (Serial
1031)* !•
'M, L, Crimmins, "Robert E, Lee in Texas; Letters
and Diary," West Texas Historical Association Yearbook,
VIII (June, 1932), l8. Hereafter cited as Crimmins, "Lee
in Texas,"
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man to reject such an open invitation to practice his particular brand of mischief,®

On July 13* Cortina was in

Brownsville on one of his periodic visits, well armed and
accompanied by his "body-guard" of ruffians.^

It so hap-

pened that just as Cortina's band passed by, the city larshal. Bob Shears, was attempting to arrest a former servant
of Cortina for abusing a coffee-house keeper.

The bandit

chief called upon the peace officer to cease, but the officer refused and told Cortina, in effect, to mind his own
business.

The "Rogue of the Rio Grande" thereupon decided

to rescue the man.

He fired twice, wounded the marshal In

the shoulder, took the prisoner up behind him and rode off.
He later crossed the border into lexico where he received
a hero's welcome and was acclaimed as the defender of Mexican rights.
The sheriff of Cameron County attempted to raise a
posse to arrest Cortina but was not able to raise a sufficient number of men, and the effort was abandoned.

Those

"House Exec, Docs., 36 Cong., 1 Sess., No. 52
(Serial 1050), 10,
9The following account of the "Cortina War" is taken
from these sources: "Official Report of Major Heintzelman,"
March 1, i860. House Exec. Docs., 36 Cong., 1 Sess., No,
81 (Serial 1056), 2, in House Reports, kS Cong., 2 Sess.,
No, 701 (Serial 182)4.), Appendix B, 75-82; House Exec, Docs.,
36 Cong.* 1 Sess., No. 52 (Serial 10^0); Senate Exec. Docs.,
36 Conf ., 1 Sess., No, 2 (Serial IO2I4.); Senate Exec, Docs,,
}6 Cong., 1 Sess., Nos. 21 and 2l|. (Serial IO3I); Ford,
"Memoirs," IV, 790- VI, II70; and other sources as indicated.
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^ o showed hostility to Cortina on this occasion, as well
as at othor times, became marked men, the object of tlie
ruffian's vengeance.
The next appearance of Cortina in Brownsville was
before dawn on September 28, 1859.

In the interim he had

raised troops and gathered supplies, vowinr vengeance upon
his enemies across the river.

Before daylight on that

eventful day, he led a group of from forty to eighty men
into Brownsville, with loud shouting and clanging of arms.
Those who heard the noise thought it v/as some "young bloods"
returning from a ball in Matamoros celebrating Mexican Inependence Day.^

This kept many honest citizens from leap-

ing to the defense of their city, and by the time they realized what was taking place, the city was under the control
of the bandits. Cries of "Viva Cheno Cortinas I Viva :^exIco! Mueran los gringos I" filled the air and left little
doubt as to the critical nature of the situation.

With armed

men patrolling the streets and with guards posted on the
avenues into Brownsville, Cortinas' men took possession of
vacated Port Brown, where "Cheno", as his men called him,
established headquarters.

Ke sent his men through the

streets of Brownsville searching for his enemies.

They

^^Wllliara Neale, "History of the City of Brownsville,
from l81|.8-l876," Centonnlal Oration, July I4., I876, in Chatfield, Twin Citios, 15. Neale points out that September I6
was Mexican Independence day, but that it was customary for
them to delay or prolong its celebration.
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broke open the jail and freed the prisoners who would join
them, killing the jailer, William Johnsn,

They continued

the plunge of rapine and murder, taking the lives of William
Neale (in his bed), constable Creorge Morris, and two Mexicans,

After a brief period General Carvajal, MinieL Tijer-

ina and Agapito Longoria, all residents of Matamoros, held
a conference with Cortina and persuaded hirr to vacate the
city.

The sixty men, with their leader, marched out of the

city along the levee to Rancho El Carmen, the home of the
bandit leader's mother.
Cortina was in control of Fort Brown and Brownsville
for a matter of only a few hours, but this was the beginning
of a fifteen year period when he terrorized the entire border area between the Rio Grande and the Nueces as far northwest as Rio Grande City.

On September 30 he issued his

first proclamation in which he defied the law

and claimed

that he was protecting the rights of the Texan-Mexicans

v

who were bein^^ robbed of their lands by unscrupulous lawyers.

He proposed to "punish the infamous villainy of our

enemies, , , , (who) form a treacherous inquisition to pursue and rob us for no other reason. . . except (oar) being
by birth Mexicans, , . .""'^^ He thereby aligned himself with
the Mexican population in Texas and assumed the role of a
latter-day Robin Hood.

He nursed the ol: hatred between

Mex. £omm. Report, 132,
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the Texans and Mexicans and renewed the ill will which had
been engendered by the change in a national sovereignty over
the territory by the Treaty of Guadalupe,

Cortina, an heir

to the Esplritu Santo Grant, mistakenly believed that his
claim had been confiscated by the Treaty,

The Mexican Com-

mission of 1872 spoke of the attempts to confiscate Mexican
lands and added, "the cause of such procedure may have been
a well settled political principle, leading as far as possible to exclude all Mexicans from an ownership in the land
because they were considered enemies and an inferior race.itl2
"^
Others felt that Cortina's grievances stemmed from private
feuds between Cortina and sundry individuals of Cameron
County,

The truth would seem to lie between the stated

views,
Cortina's forces were daily augmented from the other
side of the river.

His fame spread, and hundreds of the

lower classes swarmed down on the frontier.

Cortina crossed

the river into Matamoros and lived there for a time. About
October 12 a sheriff's posse started up the river to visit
Rancho El Carmen, and enroute captured Tomas Cabrera, reportedly second in command during the Brownsville Raid,
In spite of warnings from Cortina that "he would lay the
town in ashes," Cabrera was hanged on November 11, the

* Mex, Comm, Report, 130, Contrary to the intimation of "confiscation," the titles of Mexicans were protected by the Treaty, and later by court cases.
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night following the arrival of Captain Pobin's company of
Texas Rangers,

The bandit chief moved back across the

river to El Carmen

and began to gather men and munitions.

He kept Brownsville under surveillance constantly

and re-

peatedly sent warnings and threatening notes to the officials.

He kept the town in a state of constant alarm, but

he found the citizens too well armed by this time to attempt
another raid.
Several attempts were made to defeat and capture Cortina' s band, but none of them were successful.

In one such

engagement Cortina captured two cannon which had been
brought against him.

TIach victory won by the lawless band

served to increase its following and respect among the Mexican population.

The confidence of Cortina increased to

the point that he felt he could defeat the entire state of
Texas if

she dared to ^ive him battle.

He brazenly

stopped mail riders and opened all mail coning into Brownsville, except that coming from Point Isabel, and apologized
to the postmaster, saying that "it was a matter of necessity for him to know what steps were taken against him.

^

Cortina was now a great man; he had defeated the
gringos, and his position was Impregnable,

The liexican

^3"0fficial Report of Major Heintzelman," March 1,
i860. House Exec, Docs., 36 Cong., 1 Sess., No, 3l (Serial
1056), 2, in House Reports. I4.5 Con.:., 2 Sess., No. 701
(Serial 182I4.), Appendix B, 75-32,
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flag was flying over his quarters, and many wera floc/:ing
to his banner.

He visited Matamoros with impunity, al-

though the authorities there knew waat was ta^inr^ place.
Cries for help went out to the Governor, the De:^.;'tment of Texas, and President Jamos Buchanan; finally in
December effective help arrived wnon John 3, Ford and a
hastily recruited band of i^angers and Major Samuel P.
Heintzelman of the First Infantry, U. S. nr-ij,

appeared,

^Vith Major fleintzelman came Company B, Second Cavalry,
Companies L and M, First Artillery, and five men of the
First Infantry--a total of five officers and 117 men.

In

Fort Brown was Captain Rickett's company of the r'lrst Artillery, numbering forty-eight men.

iord had arrived at

Brownsville with about sixty men, and Captain Tobin had in
brownsville a force of l50 men, making a total combined
force under the direction of Major heintzelman of about

375 men.
On December ik Major ielntzelman led a force of I65
soldiers of the regular array and 120 rangers from Port Brown
to search for Cortina,

Many reports had come to headquarters

of his whereabouts and intentions, but it became evident that
these reports could not be relied upon.

Some of them were

probably circulated purposely by Cortina to thwart efforts
of the troops.

A detachment of about sixty of Cortina'3

men were engaged and defeated, but t u wily, elusive leader
was not among them.

Reports cane that Cortina was going to

^•3
V
-'

attack Point Isabel ana the custon house and port at Brazos
Santiago,

Merchandise entered at this port destined for

the up-river country amounting to ^10,000,000 or !^12,000,000
a year.

This would indeed be a prize catch for the outlaw,

supplying him with .nuch material and ro sources.

As was

oftei the case, report turned to rumor, and still Cortina
was not found.
Finally he was followed up the bank of the river for
three days when news came, this time correctly, that he was
camped in Rio Grande City, and was in possession of Ringgold
Barracks,

The combined forces were able to surprise Cor-

tina' s camp and to defeat him decisively, forcing him to
cross the river for safety.

The defeat was cotiplete.

His

artillery was captured, along with armnunitlon and baggage
carts, provisions, and everything he could throw away to
lighten his flight, and his forces were dispersed.

Certain

precautionary measures were taken In Roma and other oowns,
and Companies L and M of the First Artillery were sent to
garrison Fort Brown,

Major Heintzelman went to Ro la where

he remained until January 15* at which time he also returned
to Fort Brown,
During the month of January Cortina's men were busy
crossing into Texas

and drivinr; stock into Kexico.

Captain

Ford and Captain Littleton's Rangers were stationed on the
river between Fort A>'own and Rio Grande City with instri ctions to '^eep scouts in the field at all times.

69
After his defeat at Rio Grange City, Ccrtina novod
down river on the Mexican aiao through Cuerrero, *<Iier,
Camargo andfte:ynosa,gathering his atragglinf, followers as
he advanced.

It was not long after uhiis t.:st .0 established

a camp at La Bolsa, thirty-five miles above Br owns villi;. It
was a notorious base of operations for cattle t 'ijves during
this troubled period.
secret.

The purpose of thlj encampment was no

His object was to attack the river stealer Kancnero

which would soon make its first trip from Rio Grande City to
Brownsville in nearly five months,

Tae cargo waj estimated

by the skipper of the boat to be worth 5200,000,00. vVhxle
waiting for the stealer, Cortina buiiu up his supplies, and
enlarged his forcu.

lie and his men visited Matamoros al-

most daily, and talked freely of tiieir plans to ambush the
steamer at the sharp bend of the river near La Bolsa, There
was no effort by the >Mexican oificials, however, to stop the
attack.
It was a fact no one disputed on the lower liio Grande
that these marauders drew supplies from ilatamoro^, with Lhe
full knowledge and Implied consenx. of the authoritios of
Mexico,"*^

On January 31 Major Heintzelman, in company of

two Texas Commissioners, visited General Guadalupe Garcia,
commandant of tne line of the Rio Bravo.

He uisplayed or-

ders from his superiors directing him to cooperate with the

^Ford, "Memoirs," JV, 3l5,
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Americans in arresting Cortina, and dispersing his band,
he was willing; to cooperate with them, bit simply could not
a^certpln the whereabouts of the elusive scoundrel.

Major

Heintzelman could arrive at only one conclurio^-<, since he
had .mown for a month that Cortina was at La Pol3n--i?:-cia
did not intend to cooperate.
On February 14., the Ranchero made its appearance, and
was attacked.

After a sharp battle, the attackers were de-

feated, and pursued in:o Mexico.

After several communica-

tions with Mexican authorities, the American troops crossed
back into Texas territory the next day.

Corti-.a' 3 movements

were reported from time to time, but the veracity of these
reports is hard to verify.
On i'ebruary 20, i860. Brevet Colonel Robert I. Lee
assumed command of the Department of ''exas, and-on March l5
left for thG Rio Crande frontier.

Writing from Ringgold

Barracks on April 2, he informed the Governor of Tamaulipas,
that under instructions of the Secrettary o" Var, he was demandinr; the dispersal of "bands of banditti," and that the
i overnor would be held responsible.

On April 7 t^« same

information was forwarded to l--hc3 officers at Reynosa, opposite Edinburg, Texas, and on April 12, from Fort ;rown, the
Colonel vrote a letter to General Garcia at Matamoros spea.<:ing more explicitly of his de.ianJs

and the necessity of
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cooperation between the two government forces."^^ In June,
i860, Mexican forces dispersed Cortina's band, and their
leader fled to the Burgos mountains.
Major Heintzelman concluded his report by reviewing the action of Cortina and the results:
The whole country from Brownsville to Rio Grande
City, one hundred and twenty miles, and bacic to the
Arroyo Colorado, has been laid waste. There is not
an American, or any property belonging to an American, that could be destroyed in this large tract of
country. Their horses and cattle were driven across
into Mexico, and there sold - a cow, with a calf by
her side for a dollar . . . .
Rio Grande City is almost depopulated and there
is but one Mexican family (sic, American?) In
Edinburg, , , ,
Business, as far up as Laredo, two hundred and
forty miles, has been interrupted or suspended for
five months. It is now too late to think of pre- ->paring for a crop, and a whole season will be lost,^
There was a period of relative calm in the activities on the border, for Texas and the nation were on the
verge of Civil War, the course of which was to affect Fort
Brown and the valley profoundly.

In Texas, a violent strug.

gle ensued between Unionist and Secessionist forces. The
refusal of Governor Houston to recognize requests for a
special session of the legislature led to the calling of

^^ouae Exoc. Docs,, 36 Cong., 1 Sess,, No. 8l
(Serial 1056), 8I4., lOTl
In House Reports, I1.5 Cong., 2 Sess.,
No. 701 (Serial l82l|.). Appendix B, 83-8U,
^°*Official Report of Major Heintzelman," as cited In
footnote No, 11, page 7,
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a convention to be assembled at Austin on January 28, I86I,
On January 30 this convention appointed a Committee of Public Safety, which almost immediately assumed the task of se<
curing for the state of Texas the possession of all Federal
posts and properties in the state,'^-''^
Tha Committee was so effective that on February I8,
General D, E, Twiggs, who had reassumed command of the Department of Texas in December, i860, surrendered all the
posts in Texas under an agreement whereby the troops were
to be removed from the state by way of the coast.^®

There

were in Texas at that time a total of about forty companies
numbering around 3,000 men, garrisoned in twenty-one forts
scattered througjhout the state,*"

At Port Brown was Com-

pany M, First Artillery, and Company M, Second Artillery,
a total of perhaps ll|.0 men, under command of Captain B, H,
Hill,

Colonel John S, Ford was commissioned with the re-

sponsibility of securing the surrender of the forts in the
country between the Nueces and the Rio Grande as far up as

^'Ernest William Winkler (ed,). Journal of the Secession Convention of Texas-l86l (Austin, 191i|)* 9* 13* ^k» 60,
262-263. Hereafter cited as Winkler, Secession Journal,
^Qlbid,, 278; The j^^ar £f the Rebellion Records: A
Compilation of the Official Records of the Union and Con^
fade rat is Armies (70 vols,; Washington, I88I-19OI), Series
1, I* ^15. Hereafter cited aa Rebellion Records.
^^Rebellion Records, Series III, I, 8, 1I4., 22-23;
Winkler, Secession Journal, 33U-335.
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a point half-way between Fort Mcintosh and Fort Duncan,^^
News of Twlgg's capitulation reached Captain Hill
at Brownsville, and on February 19 he wrote to the Adjutant General expressing his determination to disobey any
order from San Antonio which commanded him to surrender his
21
post, ^ Hill Justified his decision on the grounds that he
knew the orders would be those of Twiggs and not his superiors.

In due time Captain Hill received General Orders

No, 5» Department of Texas, issued at San Antonio on Pebruary 15f stating the terms of suri'ender agreed upon,
A force of state volunteers sailed from Galveston
with plans to capture Brazos Santiago and Fort Brown,

News

of their coming reached the commanding officer at Fort
Brown and he issued orders for the detachment at Brazos
Santiago to destroy all ordnance on the island so that
they might not fall into the hands of the approaching enemy, 23

These orders were issued on February 21, and did not

reach the men in time, for on the same day the state forces
landed and negotiated the surrender of the station.

On

February 23 Commissioner E. B, IJichols, assigned to work

20

Winkler, Secession Journal, 321,
2^Rebellion Records, S e r i e s I , I , 539.
22
Series I,Winkler,
I, 515. Secession Journal, 278; Rebellion Records,
^3Rebelllon Records, Series I, I, 536,
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with Colonel Ford, called upon Captain Hill to surrender
Fort Brown.^'^ Captain Hill talked with state representatives, but refused to surrender until after March 3, when
Major Fitz John Porter arrived at Brazos Santiago to superintend the withdrawal of Federal forces.

Hill then agreed

to abide by the terms of the agreement of Twiggs with tha
2^
Coramisaioners of Texas, ^ The withdrawal moved more smoothly, and tho last federal post in Ford's territory was secured when Fort Brown was abandoned on March 20, l86l.
The base was immediately occupied by Confederate
forces under Colonel Ford, and repairs were begun,
ton P. Bee visited Port Brown in the fall of l86l

Hamiland

found it occupied by four companies of Texas cavalry with
a total force of about LoO men.
that repairs had been made

He commented upon the fact

and that there were twenty-fi^e

cannon of various calibre with 300 rounds of ammunition for
each, including powder and ball cartridges.

The strategic

location of Brownsville and Fort Brown was recognised with
the realization that it was imperative that the Confederacy
hold them.

He warned that the Federals would be siu?e to

attempt to recapture the place for they would be interested
in retakinr the cannon and other materials of war, and also.

2^Rebelllon Records. Series I, I, 539-514-0.
25winkler, Secession Journaly 226; Rebellion Records,
series I, I* 587-^^^^^;
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becauno it would reopen trade between Matamoros anh New
York,

The correctness of Bee's deductions becane in-

creaaln°;ly apparent as the war progressed.

This section

of the country was far re noved from the fighting of the
war until its last stages, but the war had a great impact
upon the region otherwise.

The Rio Grande became in time

the only point at which goods could rio^^e freely in and out
of the Confederacy,

Early in the war, the North decided

to blockade the South in an effort to end the war quickly.
The blockade began on the Atlantic seaboard and moved slowly along the Gulf coast until it reached Brownsville in
February, l862.

By this time a considerable trade had grown

up along the Rio Grande, owinr to the fact that the United
states recognized Mexico as a neutral country and could
not blockade her ports.

Ships which could slip through

the Federal blockade carried cotton to the countries of
the world, and returned with munitions and other necessities for the Confederacy,

Bagdad, located on the southern

side of the Rio Grande at its mouth, and Matamoros, accessible by light draft steamer, became thriving centers of
trade, and Matamoros became the leading Mexican gateway to
the Southern states.

Bee to Secretary of War, CSA,
Series I, IV, II8-II9,

Rebellion Records,
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There were minor occurrence.3 of r e i d l n s and c a t t l e
steal inf during lf^6l and 1862, but nothing as s e r i o u s as
^n previous y e a r ? .
Things moved so smoothly during t h i s period that
Colonel Ford was ordered to ^j s t l n and put in chfcrge
of s t a t e c o n s c r i p t i o n program,^''
The Cfilf c o a s t saw an i n c r e a e
Confederate a c t i v i t y d iring l B 6 3 .

in both Kedoral and

Early i n ."''Rnuary Central

John B, Magruder took C-alvoston from the F e d e r a l s , • n(^ plans
were made to ship a l a r g e supply of c o t t o n frorr. t h i s port
v i a blockadn runners.

When the Federal f o r c e s hfnrd of t h i s

p l a n . General Nathaniel P. Tanks launched an attack on the
Red F l v o r V a l l e y ,

A l l a v a i l a b l e Confederate f o r c e s on the

border i n c l u d i n g those from Tort T;ro;vn, were ordered t o
East Texaa t o meet t h i s chr^llenge,
Tha whole upper v a l l e y was l e f t with a cosnpany
of Texas Cavalry under Captain Santos Bena^ddes,
and they were assigned t o p a t r o l l l n r t « outer
ed^es of tha r e g i o n a g a i n s t bandits and bushwac'rers.
Tha only other force of any s i z e was a s i m i l a r force
oparatlnr between Brownsville and the Coast under
command of Adrian Vldal,*^
On October 2 o , l 3 6 3 . General Eanks 3ent 8,0:^C -len of
Major General C, C. Washburn's Thirteenth Corp, under the
27.Tohn a. Hunter, "Tha C i v i l War Years in tha Valley,"
(mlmeo raph copy of speech, c i r c a May, i 9 6 0 , i n p o s s e s s i o n
of w r i t e r ) , i|. Hereafter c i t e d as hunter, C i v i l War Yeara ,
2^Ibld,, 5.
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direct command of General Napoleon J, T. Dana, to the coast
near the Rio Grande,

The troops were delayed by a severe

storm which caused flooding in the coastal regions, and it
was not until November 3 that they were able to land at
Brazos Sentiago, ^

General Bee, who assumed command at
on

Port Brown January 1, 1863,"^ received news of this landing on the second, a nd sent out two patrols to observe the
strength of the Union forces.

Since he had only eighty men

at Port Brown, he found his position untenable

and ordered

his men to set fire to the barracks and other government
buildings, and the fort was soon engulfed in flames. Also
destroyed was a large quantity of cotton, some of which
was burned and some thrown in the river.

William Neale,

an eye witness, describes the scene very vividly.
It was very difficult to get through the streets,
for the cavalry were rushing at a gallop in sll directions, A strong south wind was blowing at the
time, and when we got to the ferry a dense black
cloud of smoke was already spread over the whole
city and Its entire destruction appeared inevitable,
, , , I was on ray way home, . , , when the explosion
took place, , , ,3^

^^Robert Underwood Johnson and C, C. Buel (eds.).
Battles and Leaders of the Civil War (New York, 18814-), 38730B. Sereafier clteT~as .tohnson and Buel, Battles and
Leaders; Rebellion Records, Series I, XXVI, 1|29,
3^Hunter, "Civil War Years," 5.
31Chatfield, Twin Cities, 15.

~

~

••
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The explosion to which Neale refers occurred when
the fire set off 8,000 pounds of condemned powder stored
in the garrison.

The explosion did a great deal of damage

and caused panic among the inhabitants of i3rownsville,32
The fire destroyed an entire block of city property in
addition to the damage to all but two building's at Fort
irown,33
During the fire the troops under General Bee left
Brownsville

and marched toward Saita Oertrudis (now iCings-

vllle),3M' During the next three days urownsville was in
turmoil,

A home guard was organized

ana from the third

to the fifth was under the leadership of General Jose'
Maria Cobos, a refugee from Mexico, who took advantage
of the situation to enlist followers for his own cause,
and on the evening of the fifth he crossed over into Matamoros

and tried to gain control of that city.

He might

have succeeded in his efforts to join those supporting the
French Imperialists in Mexico, had not Juan N. Cortina chosen this particular time to side with the opposition. Cor«
tina pretended to join Cobos, but on the next day he had

32Rabellion Records, Series I, XXVI, l4.33-U.3U.
33pierce, Rio Grande Valley, 14-3; Rebellion Records,
Series I, XXVI, kW^
3URabellion Records, Series I, XXVI, Li.3l4..
rived at Santa Gertrudis on November 8,

'^Q ar-
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both Cobos and his assistant executed,35

Cortina was

granted the rank of Colonel, and on January 12, I86I4., he
declared himself governor and military commandant of
Tamaulipas, protesting his obedience to the supreme government.

For his loyalty he was promoted to the rank of

General.3^
The Union forces moved up the river, brushed aside
token resistance of the Confederates, and occupied Brownsville.

The Ninety-Fourth Illinois Volunteers entered the

city at 10:00 a,m, on the morning of November 6,

On the

same day the Twentieth Iowa occupied Point Isabel.37

Fed-

eral forces under General Banks, assisted by the Western
Gulf Squadron, then moved up the coast of Texas in an effort
to capture other strategic locations. Port Brown was occupied with a minimum of repair to the damaged buildings.
During the years l863«l861|. the valley and Confederate
commerce suffered at the hands of Federal troops.

The Union

forces tried to discourage the movement of cotton by raiding
and destroying all they could.

The Confederate port of

commerce with Mexico was moved up river to Piedras Negras
opposite Eagle Pass.

General Napoleon J, T, Dana, Union

commander at Port Brown, wrote to the American Consul at

^ ^ a b e l l i o n Records, S e r i e s I , XXVI, 399* ll-*!* I4-O2I4.0U.
ISSi* Comm, Report, 150,
3 7 i b l d . , 399* U29,

80
Monterrey in December, I863, stating his desire to kill
the cotton traffic,
I desire to make the road from San Antonio
to Eagle Pass and Laredo so perilous that neither
Jew nor Gentile will wish to travel it. Please
make this known confidentially only to p;ood, true,
and daring men, who will to kill, burn, and destroy
all that cannot be taken and secured,.^®
In January, I86I4., General Francis J, Herron arrived
and assumed command of the 6,14.79 Union troops in the Lower
on

Valley,-*^

During the winter, owing to the extreme cold

which hampered the bringing in of supplies, the garrison
at Fort Brown was reduced to a minimum, most of the troops
being removed to Brazos Santiago Island,
Colonel Pord, who early in l861|. had been returned to
field service as commander of the district of the Rio Grande,
began to wage a guerrilla type warfare on the federal outposts.

He was very successful, and by midsummer had occu-

pied Brownsville and Fort Brown again for the Confederacy,
Immediately the cotton trade returned to Brownsville, and
remained through the rest of the war.

By this time the

Confederacy was taxing all exports ten per cent to support
the war.

In I86I4. cotton was bringing from seventy-five to

eighty-two cents a pound in gold.

The Union blockade was

3®Quoted in Hunter, "Civil War Years," 7.
39pierce, Rio Grande Valley, I4.7.
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still in effect, but the effectiveness of it was doubtful,^^
The Confederacy had hoped for help from Mexico where
the French troops were supposedly attempting to establish a
stable government in order to collect her liexican debt,
Benito Juarez was resisting the Frencn, but had been forced
to retreat toward the north,

Cortina, who favored Juarez,

began to deal with both the Confederacy and the Union forces
during the summer of 18614., He negotiated with Colonel Ford
to gain the confidence of Confederates, and with the Union
Consul, Leonard Pierce, at Matamoros and Colonel H. M. Day,
stationed at Brazos Santiago.^

The nature of negotiations

with the latter are not revealed.

While these negotiations

were in process, the French landed forces at Bagdad with
the hope of capturing Matamoros and the North Mexican States.
Cortina made an attack upon the French

and was driven back

up river to Burrita, where a number of his men crossed the
river into Texas,

The French commander remonstrated with

Colonel Day, and the Mexican forces were arrested and their
arms taken.

Confederate forces attacked, and the guns were

returned to the Mexicans who helped defeat the Confederate
troops at Tulito and Casa Blanca.

This course of action

led some to the conclusion that Cortina had gained previous
permission from the Union officer on Brazos Island to cross

'^•OHunter, "Civil War Years", 8.
^^Mex, Coram* Report, 151.
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the river if it became necessary.

Ford affirms this, and

adds that a United States officer at Brazos Santiago
offered Cortina service in the United States Army as a
brigadier general. Ford produced a document signed by four
of Cortina^s officers to substantiate the statement,^^
The Mexican Commission of 1373 reported this same fact,
and adds that General John B, Magruder contemplated offering Cortina a commission as a Confederate r,eneral, plus
I4.OO bales of cotton, to keep him from accepting the Nortie m bid,^"^ Cortina was capable of changing sides in the
conflict, depending upon the promise of gain to himself.
With the disturbance caused by the French on the
Mexican side of the river, thin?^s on the left bank quieted
for a while.

The French and Cieneral Tomas Mejia entered

Matamoros, and the cotton trade moved at a brisk pace,
with the price reachin^^ a peak of $1.25 per pound.

The

opportunistic Cortina openly Joined with Mejia'3 Imperialists, but secretly assured Juarez that he would reassert
his loyalty at the first opportunity.
In April, 1665, General Lee surrendered at Appamattox and the Civil War was officially over. The Federal
troops at Brazos Santiago received the news, and knowing
that a vast amount of cotton was in Brownsville, decided

'+^Pord, "Memoirs," VI, 11^6,
^^Max, Comm, Report, 152,
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to move and take control of Fort Brown and the cotton.
Colonel Ford also hoard the news, and he was deter^nined
to delay the Federals until the cotton could be disposed
of according to the wishes of the owners.

The opposing

forces met at Palmita Ranch east of Brownsville, and the
Federals were defeated and driven back to Brazos Island.
The last battle of the Civil Var halted the Federal reoccupation of Fort Brown for only a short time.

On May 30,

1865, Federal forces under Brigadier General E. B. Brown
entered Brownsville.
In May, l865, '^ajor General Phil H. Sheridan was ordered to the Rio Grande,

This show of force was designed

to strengthen the cause of the Juarez government in Mexico,
and to impress the French that the Civil War was ended and
that the United States was prepared to resist any agp^^ressive action which might be contemplated.

General Sheridan

built a narrow gauge railroad from Brazos Santiago down the
island and across I oca Chica to a point several miles below
Brownsville called White Ranch,'^

He effectively demon-

strated against the French, the Juarez faction triumphed,
and by February, I867, French troops were out of Mexico,
In the fall of I866, when the Imperialists retreated
from the Rio Grande border into the mountains of Mexico,

W+Pierce » 2 i £ Qyande Valley, Sk» 6 I ; Hunter, " C i v i l
War Years," horgan; Great R i v e r , 839-^lil; S i d e s , "Fort
Brown H i s t o r i c a l " .
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Port Brown was closed and its troops mastered out of service or shipped to other locatlons.'^^

Port Brown had been

an Important post during the war years, beln^^ used by
troops of both the North and ths South.

The great conflict

was over, but events along the border would not long permit
Fort brown to go unoccupied.

i

'•^•^Davenport, "Port Brown",

CHAPTER IV
THE CLIMAX OP THE BORDER CRISES, I866-I878
The years following the cessation of hostilities
were dark years for Texas and the South.

In June, 1865,

federal officials arrived in Texas to direct the program
of reconstruction.

The first month after the arrival of

tha governmental representatives from Vashington, all was
in turmoil and chaos owing to the flight into Mexico of
many prominent ex-Confederates, including Generals Kirby
Smith and John B, Magruder and the governor of Texas, Pendelton H, Murrah,

In July A, J. Hamilton arrived to serve

as provisional governor.

From June, I865* to March, I867,

Texas was under the presidential plan of reconstruction;
from March, I867, to April, I87O, the state labored under
the stress of congressional reconstruction.

For another

four years Texas was under radical Republican rule during
the administration of Edmund J. Davis.

With the election

of Richard Coke, popular government was restored in Texas,
These were trying years along the Rio Grande border
particularly, for in addition to reconstruction, that section suffered the resumption of raids by both stock thieves
and Indians,

The Mexican border from the mouth of the Rio

Grande all the way to New Mexico was beset by this evil,
Juan N, Cortina, who for so lonj had plagued the lower
border, returned with more fury and vengeance than ever
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before.

With him came a host of f o l l o w e r s who c a r r i e d out

the r a i d s while General C o r t i n a , operating from the mayor's
o f f i c e i n Matamoros, r e c e i v e d h i s portion of the proceeds.
These r a i d s had slackened p e r c e p t i b l y during the C i v i l War
years when so many troops were s t a t i o n e d along the r i v e r .
At war's end Confederate troops were mustered o u t , and the
Union f o r c e s i n Texas were reduced from 52,000 in the summer of 1865 t o about 10,000 at the s t a r t of the next year.^
Depredations by Indians and c a t t l e t h i e v e s increased to
such an alarming degree during I866 that the Army decided
t o r e s t o r e a s e r i e s of f r o n t i e r f o r t s .

Work was begun i n

the spring of 1867 on p o s t s at Buffalo S p r i n g s , Belknap,
Chadboume, Camp Stockton, Fort D a v i s , Laredo, Brownsville
2
and Brazos Santiago,

Work at Port Brown was hampered

throughout the summer by a quarantine against yellow fever.
When, in March the Reconstruction Act constituted Texas and
Louisiana as the Fifth Military District, under command of
Major General Phil H, Sheridan, Fort Brown became the headquarters of the Sub-District of the Rio Grande under command
of Brevet Major General J. J, Reynolds (Colonel, Twentyfifth Infantry),

The garrison at Fort Brown on August 31*

1867, consisted of six companies of the Ninth Cavalry,
•^House Exec, Docs. , 20 Cong., 2 Sess., No, 1 (Serial

1285)* U8.
2Hou3e Exec, Docs., I4.O Cong., 2 Sess., No, 1, pt I

(Serial T3^1+T,"37H,
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the First Artillery, and the rorty-Flrst Infantry—totaling I4.55 men.

In addition there were sixty-ninr. men of the

Forty-First stationed at Brazos Santiago, and three companies of the same regiment, 282 men, at Ringgold Barracks,
making a total of 806 in the territory embraced by the
Nueces and Rio Grande below Laredo,3
It will be recalled that fire had greatly damaged
most of the buildings at Fort Brown in I863, and only neces«
sary repairs had been made.
dana,f:ed by a hurricane.

In I867 the fort was further

It was of necessity therefore,

that the Quartermaster Corp issued orders for its reconstruction and sent Captain William Alonzo Walnwright to
Brownsville in I867.

Seventy buildings were built between

1867 and 1870 at a cost of 150,000 dollars,^
The Quartermaster planned to build a post for three
companies at Fort Brown.

By July, 1868, two new brick bar-

racks were complete and occupied by the infantry, and a
third was rapidly nearing completion.

The artillery and

cavalry companies occupied temporary wooden structures,
while the cavalry horses were protected from the weather
by boughs thrown over a wooden frame.^

By December, I868,

3House Exec. Docs., I4.O Cong., 2 Sess., No. I, pt I

(Serial T325T,"Ti??^-)+73.
^Sides, Fort Brown Historical, 119* 120; House Exec.
Docs., I4-I Cong,7"7~Sess., No. I, pt I (Serial 1I4.12), 239;
•pjiit Medical Reports, July I868 - August I87O,
5por locations of these buildings see Appendix E,
Appendix A contains pictures of some of the buildings
erected during this period as they appeared in June, I96O,
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the brick barracks for the artillery companies were completed and occupied.

Other buildings constructed included

a guard house, quartermaster buildings, shops, headquarters building, stables and the base hospital.
The hospital was one of the most attractive and useful of all the buildings on the post.

The foundation of

this building was laid in March, 1868, and the building
was occupied in late April or early May, I869.

It was

constructed according to specifications prescribed in Circular No, I4., Surgeon General's Office, I867* with but one
modification.

This innovation, hailed as an Improvement

by most inspecting officers who viewed it, was the separation of the wards from the main bdlldlng by a ten foot
open space, all under one roof.

The hospital was of brick

construction, and had a capacity of forty-eight beds. The
Medical Director of the Department of Texas, Surgeon L, A,
Edwards, inspected the hospital in December, I871, and
pronounced it "the largest, most beautiful, best built,
comfortable and well arranged I have ever seen at a military post."
During the spring of I869 construction work on the
post was completed, and on May 31 Captain Walnwright was
^On July, 19)4.8, this building was granted to the
Brownsville School District for the use of Texas Southmost
College. It is called the Gorges Science Building, after
William Crawford Gorgas who did preliminary study of yellow
fever at the post. The building is in an excellent state
of repair.
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transferred and granted leave of absence to the end of
the fiscal year,*^
Port Brown during this period was not considered
the healthiest post in the United States.

The Post Medi-

cal Reports consistently mention the various diseases which
prevailed there
ble for them.

and the conditions which seemed responsi-

The low, swampy, unsanitary condition was

given as a suspected reason for intermittent and malarial
favors.

Therefore, in the early yeara of the reoccupa-

tion of Port Brown, much work went into the construction
of a drainage system which was completed in January, I869.
Part of this condition was attributed to the lagoon which
was a part of the 358 acre reservation.

At times of high

water the lagoon was flooded and the water changed; during
times of drought, when the river was low, the water in the
lagoon would become stagnant and foul smelling.

To add to

the general discomfort and unsanitary condition of the post,
refuse and waste were dumped into the lagoon.

It was not

until 1905 that a sewage system and sanitary plumbing were
installed.

8

One of the most dreaded and recurrent d i s e a s e s at
the post was yellow f e v e r .

This scourge appeared on the

7House Exec. D o c s . , I4.I Cong., 3 S e s s . , No. 1 ,
( s e r i a l 11446) ,"1:57.
o

"Post Medical Reports, February, 1905,

ptil

90
Gulf coast in I867, I870, and 1883.

The outbreak of I87O

illustrates the effect of a yellow fever scare upon the
river post at Brownsville,

Word arrived in Brownsville

on September 25, and was confirmed on September 30, that
yellow fever had been declared of epidemic proportions in
New Orleans,

On the thirtieth all communications with New

Orleans were suspended, and the Gulf coast subsequently
placed under quarantine.

There was little contact with

the outside world for the duration of the epidemic. Fort
Brown's contact coming through one weekly stage from Corpus Christl

and periodic contact with Ringgold Barracks,

On October 5* a schooner arrived at the Mexican port of
Bagdad, and Brownsville immediately closed the river crossing to Matamoros to prevent the entreuice of the merchandise,
Matamoros refused to qusirajitlne and Brevet Brigadier General
H, B, Clita (Colonel, Tenth Infantry) tendered the services
of such cavalry as might be needed to enforce the quarantine.

The offer was accepted, and the troops were placed

at strategic positions on the river under the direction of
the City Health Officer.

The quarantine on Matamoros was

lifted on October 28, because no case of yellow fever appeared in the city.

On November I4., by order of the Gover-

nor of Texas, the quarantine of the coast was lifted, and
life at Port Brown began to resume normal patterns again.
Port Brown, while it was burdened with a great deal
of construction

and harrassed by yellow fever scares, was
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also constantly forced to furnish protection against cattle
thieves and Indian raids.

On July 28, 1868, the Fifth Mil-

itary District was reduced to include Texas only, and
General Reynolds became commandin

officer.

He reported

that Indian raids were unusually bold, and that damages
were very heavy to live stock and property.

The raids

reached into settlements, but the loss of life was considered light, deaths totaling twenty-six for the year.
Depredations between the Nueces and Rio Cirande were very
numerous and severe; many head of stock were lost and other
property destroyed.

In an effort to control this stealing

of stock by raiders from below the Rio Grande, orders were
issued specifying certain crossings at the river which
must be used,^

Time proved this measure ineffective.

Depredations from the south side of the river continued through 1868 and I869, and during the early seventies reached a high point in number and amount of losses.
The number of troops stationed at Fort Brown during the
twelve years from I866 to I878 varied between 300 and 14-50,
Other troops in the territory (Ringgold Barracks, Brazos
Santiago, and Point Isabel) added another Ij-OO, making a
total force of 8OO to 900 men to operate against the

p
House Exec. D o c s . , 14-1 Cong., 2 S e s s . , No, 1 , pt I I

(Serial T^ITT,Tn l^^T^
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cattle thleves,^^

The Post Medical Reports of Fort Brown

indicate that detachments were stationed at many sub bases
throughout the section, and that patrols were constantly
in the field.

The report of General Reynolds, September

30, 1870, also Indicates the activity of the troops in regard to these incursions.
The service of the troops during the past year
has been very ardous, having to protect against
Indians on a line of about 13OO miles, and agednst
marauders, Indians and mixed races, about four
hundred miles along the Rio Grande. , , •
Scouting parties are, as rule, continually in
the field from the frontier posts, . • ,
The depredations from the south side of the Rio
Grande continue and seem to constitute a systematic
business, which can be broken up only by the cooperation on the part of the Mexican authorities.
Pursuit by our troops terminates at the River,
while our citizens can pass into Mexico and witness the sale of their animals recently stolen,^^
Some time during I87O Cortina returned to the scene
of his former activities on the line of the Rio Bravo, He
had in I865 submitted to the Empire when the frontier was
in the possession of the Imperialists,

Early in I866 when

the opposition approached Matamoros, he revolted, and continued in the service of the Republic on the frontier until
1867.

From that time until 187O he served in the interior

^^See Appendix H, for chart showing forces during
this period,
^^House Bxac, Docs., Ii-l Cong., 3 Sess., No, 1,

pt, II (Serial V^)

,1^7
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12
of Tamaulipas,

Soon after his return his name was ccon-

nected with the raids in Texas.

During IS70 and 1971 tha

raids increased in intensity to the extent that it was
deemed necessary to call them to the attention of the Mexican Government,

Orders to this effect were sent to

Thomas H, Nelson, United States Legation in Mexico, from
the Department of State, September 6, I871,
It appears , , , that our military authorities
are unable to protect out citizens without the cooperation of the Mexican officers. General Cortina,
the commander of the Mexican troops on the frontier,
not only makes no endeavors to prevent the robberies*
but is even believed to be In league with the marauders.
In view of these facts you are hereby instructed
to lay the correspondence transmitted to you before
the Mexican Government to urgently demand the recall
of General Cortina from his present post, and to ask
the adoption of such efficient measures as will
J.L prevent the recurrence of these marauding incurs ions."*"-^
This action was taken partly because of reports from
Brownsville citizens

and partly because of communications

between Lieutenant Colonel Alexander McDowell McCook, commanding the Rio Grande sub-district, and Thomas F. Wilson,
United States Consul in Matamoros.

On August 2 McCook had

written detailing the extent of cattle steal inn;, and expressing apprehension concerning the result if immediate

^^Mex, Comm, Reports, 152-153.
ZSHSASil Relations, 1 8 7 1 J 657 in House Reports,
I4.5 Cong., 2 Sess., No, 701 (Serial I82I4.), Appendix B, 85,
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action was not taken.

He said there was in existence a

system of cattle stealing" which would be disastrous to
stock-raising interest in Texas and which might lead to a
predatory war on either side or war between the two nations,
if it were allowed to persist.

Consal Wilson replied that

he had indeed presented the inclosures to the proper Mexican authority. General Miguel Palacios, and added;

"In a

conversation which I had with General Palacios on the subject, he admitted the apparent complicity of General Cortina with the robbers," an J promised to take it up with
the Mexican Government,*^

The estimate of McCook was that

the number of raids had increased tenfold since the arrival
of Cortina,

The Cameron County Grand Jury reported on

August 28, 1871* that fully two-thirds of their time had
been devoted to inquiring into the stealing of cattle.

Un-

doubted evidence had been adduced to the effect that all
of those depredations had their origin on the Mexican side
of the river.

The thieves were organized on that bank of

the river, and crossed so well armed and in such numbers
that they defied arrest.

The report continued by saying

that the parties must be protected by viexican authorities,
because there was no attempt to arrest them, and because
the stolen cattle found such a ready market in Mexico,•''^
^^Poreign Relations, iQll, 6^7* in House Reports, I4.5
Cong.* 2 Sess., No, 701 (Serial l82]i). Appendix 3, ^.^5,
^^Foreign Relations, I872, 3l|i|.* in House Reports, I4.5
Cong, 2 Sess., No, 701 (Serial I82I4.), Appendix B, 89-90,
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By 1872 the r a i d s had reached such p r o p o r t i o n s , and
had become such a t h r e a t t o i n t e r n a t i o n a l r e l a t i o n s , t h a t
the Congress appointed a commission t o i n v e s t i g a t e the s i t u ation.

The Commission was f u l l y i n s t r u c t e d as t o i t s pur-

p o s e s and d u t i e s and e s t a b l i s h e d r i g i d r u l e s for gathering
and e v a l u a t i n g information.

I t held hearings in the L i -

brary of the Headquarters Building at Port Brown beginning
July 3 0 , 1872,

The r u l e s and r e g u l a t i o n s under which the

Commission operated s t a t e d t h a t every p e t i t i o n must be addressed t o i t , g i v i n g f u l l f a c t s as t o name, p l a c e s , damages,
and l o s s e s .

I t must s t a t e the f a c t s c o n c i s e l y without argu-

ment, and a c l e a r d i s t i n c t i o n must be made between known
f a c t s and o p i n i o n , or what was b e l i e v e d t o have happened, 17'
This group i n v e s t i g a t e d the problem c a u t i o u s l y and t h o r oughly.

Their report shows the extent of the problem, and

l i s t s i n s t a n c e s of c a t t l e s t e a l i n g between 1359-1872, based
18
on d e p o s i t i o n s before the Commission,^
The assessment r o l l s of I870 showed an ownership of
2 9 9 , 1 9 3 c a t t l e and 7 3 , 5 9 3 h o r s e s i n the e l e v e n county region

^^Post Medical R e p o r t s , J u l y , I 8 7 2 . The Commissioners
were Thomas R, Robb, Pabius J. Mead and Richard K, Savage,
The Coraraission remained i n the v i c i n i t y of Port Brown u n t i l
October 3* I 8 7 2 ,
^7post Medical Reports, J u l y , I 8 7 2 ,
iSnouse Exec. Docs. , k^ Cong., 3 S e s s . , No, 39*
( S e r i a l 1565) e x t r a c t s i n House Reports, I4.5 Cong., 2 S e s s . ,
No. 701 ( S e r i a l l82l|.). Appendix B, 9 5 - 1 1 0 ,
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between the Nueces and Rio Greuide,
and Live Oak, made no r e t u r n s .

Two c o u n t i e s , McMullen

The unfenced ranges made

i t probable t h a t thousands of head of unclaimed c a t t l e e x isted also.

Once each year the stock was rounded up by

the r a n c h e r o s , examined, branded, and separated; s t r a y s were
returned or disposed of; and an enumeration was made.

Owner-

ship was determined by marks and brands which were f i l e d with
tha county c l e r k ' s o f f i c e .

The handling of these herds was

under the d i r e c t i o n of the Stock R a i s e r ' s A s s o c i a t i o n of
Western Texas, who decided on r u l e s and r e g u l a t i o n s for the
p r o t e c t i o n of the r a i s e r and provided a c e r t a i n amount of
private police.

This p o l i c e force was not e f f e c t i v e

in

such a l a r g e stock country where t h i e v e s operated i n a h i t and-run f a s h i o n , with l i b e r t y t o c r o s s the i n t e r n a t i o n a l
boundary at convenient p o i n t s .

The r a i d s r e s u l t e d i n a

l o s s of s t o c k so severe that the Commissioners i n I872 e s t i mated that the r e g i o n had only o n e - t h i r d as many c a t t l e as
i t had a t the c l o s e of the C i v i l War.

Pigurinr; the natural

i n c r e a s e at o n e - t h i r d , and conceding that annual s a l e s
amounted to o n e - h a l f the i n c r e a s e , the c o n c l u s i o n i s i n e v i t a b l e t h a t the r a i d s were ruinous t o the industry,^^

The

Commission presented overwhelming evidence on the o r i g i n

^House Exec, D o c s . , l4^ Cong., 3 S e s s . , No, 39
( S e r i a l 15^5) e x t r a c t s i n House Reports, 14.5 Cong,, 2 S e s s . ,
No, 701 ( S e r i a l 182I4.), Appendix B, 9 5 - 1 1 0 .
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and e x t e n t of the r a i d s , ^ ^

Their extent might best be

shown by n o t i n g that claims were presented to the Commission t o t a l i n g #27,859,363,97,
under t h r e e headings:

These claims were c l a s s i f i e d

Class A, claims r e s u l t i n g from the

Cortina Raids of l 8 5 9 - l 8 6 0 t o t a l i n g | l , 9 0 6 , 6 1 9 , 0 0 ; Class B
c a s u a l l o s s e s of horses and c a t t l e by t h e f t i n the i n t e r i m
1 8 6 0 - 1 8 7 2 , $25,0)49,722.00; and C l a s s C, claims f o r i n p r i s o n ment and o u t r a g e , '^5903,022,97,

An i l l u s t r a t i o n of how a

t y p i c a l claim was reckoned i s found i n t h a t of Richard King
21
and Company amounting t o $2,[j.86,l60,00,
1 0 8 , 3 3 6 c a t t l e s t o l e n between I866
and November 1 1 , I869
Natural i n c r e a s e , 1869-1872
3,328 Horses s t o l e n I866-I869 v^.
6 0 , 0 0 per head
1,196 I n c r e a s e , I869-I872

|1,083,360,
1,083*360,
199*680,
119i760,

Many of the c l a i m s were exaggerated and t h e r e i s no
evidence that any of them were ever c o l l e c t e d , but when
taken with o t h e r testimony the c o n c l u s i o n i s reached t h a t
the l o s s was g r e a t durinp.; the years I86O-1872,
The Commission returned to Texas i n 1373 and held sess i o n s beginning at Brownsville on February 6 and c l o s i n g at

2Os0cond Report of the Commission, June 30, I 8 7 3 ,
House Exec, D o c s , , k3 Cong,. 1 S e s s , No, 257 ( S e r i a l l 6 l 5 )
e x t r a c t s i n House Reports, I4.5 Cong., 2 S e s s . , No, 701 ( S e r i a l 182)4.), Appendix B, 112-1114..
2lHou3e Exec, Docs. , I}.2 Cong., 3 S e s s , , No, 39 ( S e r i a l 1565)* Appendix, 14.0.
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San Antonio with a session which began on April 19. During this tirae they conducted hearings at various points
within the afflicted area.^^

During IO72 and 1873 a total

of 1,090 depositions had been taken and li.23 petitions filed.
In 1873 the commissioners found the raiders "far more active than last year."

They reported that the general

situation remained unchanged, and that the interests of
West Texas were in jeopardy except for the certain measures adopted by the military commanders, one of which was
the stationing of more cavalry on tho border.

Reference

is also made to the "smart blow inflicted upon the Kickapoos by the gallant General (Ranald S,) McKenzie (sic),"
A committee appointed by the Texas State Legislature in
March, I873, arrived at the same general conclusions, but
estimated that the number of head of stock on the ranges
23
was but ten per-cent of a few years past.
To meet the challenge of the raiders. Port Brown was
garrisoned in December, l873* hy companies C, E, G, H, and
I of the Twenty-Fourth Infantry, commanded by i^lajor Henry
E, Corbin,

The troops were kept busy patrolling the terri-

tory for cattle thieves, detachments being stationed at
Second Report of the Commission, June 30, l873*
House Exec, Docs,, k3 Cong., 1 Sess, No, 257 (Serial l6l5)
extracts in House Reports, I4.5 Cong., 2 Sess., No, 701 (Serial I82I1), Appendix B, II2-III4.,
\ouse Reports, 1^ Cong., 1 Sess., No, 314-3* (Serial
1709) extracts In House Reports, I4.5 Cong., 2 Sess., No. 701
(Serial I82I4.), Appendix B, III4.-II6,
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various points such as Edinburg, Rancho Penitos, Kinj^'s
Ranch, Santa Maria, Gertrudis and Clarksville,^^ The
troops at Fort Brown were charged with the responsibility
of protecting the border as far up river as Ringgold Barracks, a distance of 71.21 miles west of Brownsville,^5
Fort Brown's Jurisdiction extended to the mouth of the
river also which made a total distance alon,, the course
of the river, of 2)4.1,38 miles, a distance too great to be
effectively covered by the troops available.
Relations with Mexico were at their worse between
1871-1875, and during the latter year they reached a climax.
It is best described by Brigadier General Edward Otho Cresap
Ord, the commanding officer of the Department of Texas,
which had become an integral part of the Division of the
South,27

Because this description is so vivid and does not

seem to exaggerate the conditions, it is quoted at length:
To such a degree were the few American inhabitants
of the counties bordering on Mexico intimidated by the
frequent murders and threats against Americans generally by these raiders and their friends and allies
among the large population of vagrant Mexicans on our

2^Post Medical Reports, I872-I873.
2%ouse Exec, Docs., I4.2 Cong., 3 Sess., No. 1
(Serial 1558)* 1.
2A

^House Exec. Docs., 3l4- Cong,, 1 Sess,, No, 135
(Serial 861), 73.
27House Exec, Docs., Ul Conr^., 3 Sess., No. I, pt,
II (Serial 1)4467736.
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side of the river, that they with the exception
of one family left the country and fled to the
towns. Throughout the valley of the Rio Graide,
from the mouth for a distance of two hundred
miles up the river, and for a hundred and forty
miles back from it, crops and herds have been
abandoned, people dared not travel except in
armed parties, civil law outside of the town was
suspended, and sheriffs and judges reported to me
that it was unsafe to attempt to execute processes
of law outside of the towns unless the officers of
the law were accompanied by soldiers to protect
them. Under these circumstances, the governor of
the State applied through me, and directly, for a
sufficient United States military force to protect the frontier, stating his inability to do so
with the means at his disposal, I was directed
to inform him that it is 'the duty of the troops
of the Rio Grande Frontier to protect all the
officers of the General Governments, and as far
as possible, aid the State authorities in protecting the people against organized bands of
marauders from any quarter,' which I did; at the
same time I called attention to the grave character of the invasion, and the importance of prompt
and decisive measures by the Government of the
United States,
In short, this valley is the only part of Texas
where the Mexicans have continued in possession
since the treaty of Guadalupe; and whenever Mexican
troops, recruited perhaps from the prisons or composed largely of criminals, have been sent to the
Rio Grande border they have deserted almost en
masse, taking refuge on the east bank of the river,
where they Join the rogues who infest that country,
and live ^fion either bank as it may suit their convenience,2°
As the bandits were more and more successful, they
became bolder.

They extended their range of operation and

began to raid ranch buildings and stores.

In March, l875f

28
House Exec, D o c s . , I4I4. Cong., 1 S e s s . , No. 1

(Serial iWTTl 55^6,
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occurred the most daring and destructive raid since
September, 1859, when Cortina had captured Brownsville,
The United States Government documents refer to it as the
"Corpus Christl Rald."^^

According to the word of a cap-

tured Mexican who participated in the raid, it was organized at La Bolsa, thirty-five miles west of Brownsville.
After sufficient forces had assembled, they moved in small
parties to a rendezvous point twenty miles from where the
depredations started.

Upon arrival at this point they re-

mained hidden for several days awaiting the arrival of reinforcements.

They did not arrive when expected, and the

marauders, after obtaining fresh horses, began their assault.

The raid began on March 28 with the attack upon a

ranch near Tule Lake where they sought horses.

Next they

attacked two establishments near Corpus Christl, and remained at the second, Frank* s Store, for some time taking
the horses and valuables of several people as they arrived
at the store unaware of impending danger.

Here the first

killing took place when an elderly Mexican was shot because
he would not Join with the robber band.

The next assault

was on the store of Thomas Noakes, where another victim
fell prey to the raiders.

Having sacked the country in

29This account is based upon the followlnp': House
Reports, kS Coa%, 2 Sess., Report 701 (Serial 132)4),
Appendix, 177-1^6, Included are several communications
between various officials, testimony, official reports of
military officers, and reports of special investigating
commissions.
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the vicinity of Corpus Christl, they turned their course
toward the Rio Grande.

On April 2 the force attempted to

sack Roma, but was driven off by United States troops
stationed nearby.

The force withdrew and crossed the

river into Mexico,
The organization and purpose of this party was known
in Mexico before the raid occurred.

Lucius Avery, United

States Commercial Agent at Camargo, wrote to Colonel Edward
Hatch, commandinc' officer at Ringgold Barracks, on March 6,
to Inform hlra that preparations were being made for activities of a suspicious nature,

Cortina, three weeks earlier,

had written confidential letters to his retainers and
friends requesting them to raise arms and horses for an
expedition, the details of which would be supplied later.
The gathering place was on the left bank of the river
which led the agent to suspect that a raid on some part of
Texas mi ht be planned, although he admitted that the plans
might be to support Cortina in some revolutionary movement
in Tamaulipas,

J, Ulrich, the United States Consul at

Monterrey, wrote to William Hunter, of the State Department,
concerning Mexican affairs.

In this correspondence he made

the observation that about four weeks before the raid on
Corpus Christl, word began to filter into Monterrey that
a raid on Edinburg or some other Texas vicinity was being
planned,

"There is no doubt from the conduct of these

raiders but that, although plunder was the main object.
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retaliation of Hatch's course entered into their plans."30
It was the considered opinion of William Steele that
the expedition was intended to have been of larger proportions and that Corpus Christl was their objective point,
but dissensions among them reduced the numbers so much that
they dared not attack so large a place.
A3 a result of the "Corpus Christl Raid" the people
were so aroused that they were determined to respond,

Joseph

E, Dwyer, who had served as interpreter for Steele, expressed
it very well as he wrote of the aftermath of the raid.
There is no justifiable defense for the outrageous lawless acts committed on Mexicans living
in Nueces and Cameron Counties, In consequence of
the recent raid on the Mexican robbers near Corpus Christl, Instead of exterminating the banditti who invaded Texas the vengeance fell on the
poor and unfortunate livin/-: in the country. But
I am happy to state that • . . these outrages
have aroused the good men of the country with the
determination to put down vandalism and sustain
the majesty of the law,31
Following the "Corpus Christl Raid" events transpired which tended to change the course of border incidents.

On June 12, less than three months later. Captain

^ Ulrloh to Hatch, House Reports, k^ Cong., 1 Sess,,
No. 3I4.3 (Serial 1709), ll4.7f in House Reports, I4.5 Cong,,
2 Sess,, Report 7OI (Serial I82I4.), 120-122, The reference
was to an attack upon raiders by Colonel Hatch in which he
was accused of cruelty to the captives.
3lDwyer to Governor Coke, House Reports, 1^)+ Cong,,
1 Sess., No, 3I4.3 (Serial 1709)* 121, in House Reports, kS
Cong., 2 Sess., Report 701 (Serial l32)4.i 114.2.

lOU
L, il, McNelly's company of Texas Rangers surprised a group
of c a t t l e t h i e v e s i n the act of " c u t t i n g out" s e v e r a l head
from a herd on the s i t e of the b a t t l e of Palo A l t o ,

The

rangers attacked with such Tory t h a t twelve of the outlaws
were k i l l e d .

The b o d i e s

/ere taken t o Brownsville and

placed on the c i t y p l a z a , and T.^cNelly announced t h a t the
b o d i e s would be given t o those who claimed them,

J, Frank

Dobie c a l l s t h i s the d e c i s i v e act against Mexican banditry,32
Another aid to the breaking up of these r a i d s
occurred i n J u l y , 1375, when General Cortina was arrested
and taken t o Mexico C i t y where he remained a p r i s o n e r unt i l the f o l l o w i n g year when he was paroled to the c i t y .
E a r l y i n JiSay he escaped to j o i n the r e v o l u t i o n i s t s under
General P o r f i r i o D i a z , 3 3
Cortina c o n s i s t e n t l y was blamed for the c a t t l e r a i d s
and depredations t h a t were c a r r i e d out i n Texas.

It

is

t3*ue t h a t Cortina had been an h e i r t o much of the land on
the l e f t bank of the r i v e r , and he f e l t that he was being
deprived of h i s r i g h t f u l p o s s e s s i o n .

This was a l e g a l

q u e s t i o n , t o be decided by those competent to i n t e r p r e t

32Dobie, Vaquero, 6 7 - 6 8 ; McNelly, t e s t i f y i n g before
a Congressional Committee s t a t e d that the3?e were s i x t e e n
robbers i n the band and t h a t f i f t e e n were k i l l e d ; House
R e p o r t s , I4I4. Cong., 1 S e s s . , No, 3l|.3* ( S e r i a l 1 7 0 9 ) . 8» 2 8 ,
Ii3, i n House Reports, I4.5 Cong., 2 S e s s . , No, 701 ( S e r i a l

iQ2k)$

T&r^ijr^

33yoreign Relations, I876, k^2, in '^ou;39 Reports,
[1.5 Cong. , 2 Sess. , No. 701 (Serial 162)4.), 5>rg:r.'
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the l a w s , and he was t o be c r i t i c i z e d for not taking
advantage of proper l e g a l channels to achieve

Justice,

I t must a l s o be conceded that h i s e f f o r t s to help the
Texan—Mexicans whom he thought m i s t r e a t e d were prompted
by noble and humane m o t i v e s , but t h i s too might have been
accomplished i n a more oi^ierly and commendable manner.
The Mexican Commission of I872 went to great l e n g t h s t o
e x p l a i n the r i s e and f a l l of Cortina up t o the time of
their report.

I t was very n a t u r a l l y sympathetic t o him,

c a r e f u l l y e x p l a i n i n g that the r a i d s stemmed from the Ameri c a n s i d e of the r i v e r ( s i n c e Cortina was an American c i t i z e n ) , and that Mexico was the aggrieved rather than the
aggressor.

I t blamed the sharp decrease i n the number of

c a t t l e on the American side of the r i v e r as b e i n g a r e s u l t
of drought, d i s e a s e , and s a l e f o r consumption.

It

justi-

f i e d the a c t i o n s of the Mexican agents along the r i v e r ,
while c r i t i c i s i n g those of the Americans,

The c o n c l u s i o n s

of the Mexican Commission c a r r i e d some v a l i d o b s e r v a t i o n s
and j u s t c o n c l u s i o n s , but the evidence a g a i n s t Cortina and
the border population i s t o o voluminous to ignore,3^General Ord submitted a s e r i e s of q u e s t i o n s to
Joseph Dwyer irtio had served as i n t e r p r e t e r f o r vVilliam

3^Mex, Coram, Report; Charles W, Goldfinch. Juan N,
C o r t i n a , Troii.-1892: A Reappraisal ( B r o w n s v i l l e , 1 9 5 0 ) .
The theme of t h i s t h e s i s i s that the c o n f l i c t was s o c i a l
and c u l t u r a l r a t h e r than p o l i t i c a l .
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S t e e l e on h i s i n v e s t i g a t i o n of the border c r i s i s under
coraraission frora the Texas l e g i s l a t u r e .

To the Inquiry

of one which asked Dwyer i f he had reason t o b e l i e v e that
Cortina was s t i l l i n Mexican s e r v i c e , Dwyer answered:
"This q u e s t i o n i s s e t t l e d , as General Cortina has been
sent t o the c i t y of Mexico, ' f o r disobedience of o r d e r s . ' "
The informer went on t o say t h a t he had evidence that Cort i n a had c o n t r a c t e d with a Cuban buyer of c a t t l e to f u r n i s h him with 3500 head at e l e v e n d o l l a r s per head.35
Captain McNelly a l s o raakes reference t o t h i s c o n t r a c t ,
and s a y s t h a t he sent h i s f i r s t sergeant t o Bagdad i n the
c h a r a c t e r of a spy t o deterraine the brands on the c a t t l e
t h a t were being s u p p l i e d by Cortina,

This spy, 0 , A. H a l l ,

a s c e r t a i n e d t h a t Cortina did not have enough c a t t l e t o
f i l l the b o a t , and planned t o send a group of men Into
Texas t o o b t a i n more.

He returned and reported t h e s e

facts

t o h i s superior who l e d h i s men to i n t e r c e p t the band at
Palo A l t o

and k i l l e d a l l but one of them,36

General Cortina i s again implicated by the words of
Adjutant General William S t e e l e ,

3PHouse Exec, D o c s , , l4i4. Cong., 1 S e s s , , No, 1 ,

(Serial iSTUl

95^6.

36Houae Reports, 144 Cong,, 1 S e s s . , No, 3l|.3 ( S e r i a l
1 7 0 9 ) , 8 , 2 8 , I4.3, i n House Reports, I4.5 Cong., 2 S e s s . , No,
701 ( S e r i a l l 8 2 i ; ) , IjT.
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Cortina is the recognized head and protector of
all the cattle thieves €uid murderers, from Camargo
to the mouth of the Rio Grande, He takes them
from the hands of any officer who is bold enough
to arrest them; they, in turn, support him against
all powers that may be brought against him. It is
impossible to conceive, without having heard from
many undeniable sources on both sides of the line
of Mexico and Texas, of the extent and the power
of this great robber chief, . . , His armed adherents are said to number over two thousand. .
There is no prospect of a cessation of the raids
into Texaa until this man is T»emoved. , , ,37
Captain George A, Purington, Ninth Cavalry, stationed
at Fort Brown, presents testimony in the same vein. He
raakes the statement that the raids were made with the tacit
knowledge and approval of the authorities of Mexico, and
adds that Cortina was the leader.
General Cortina, of the Mexican army and mayor
of Matamoros, is the recognized head of the marauders, and I think there is abundant proof that he
uses officers and soldiers in making these raids,
and that he receives the lion's share of the plunder, 38
To this evidence may be added the testimony of many
others. Including John Vale, Deputy Collector of Customs
at Roma, 39

The c r e d i b i l i t y of t h e s e w i t n e s s e s i s enhanced

37House Reports, I4I4. Cong., 1 S e s s . , No, 314-3 ( S e r i a l
1709)* 1 2 1 , i n House Reports, 45 Con,, 2 S e s s , , No, 701
( S e r i a l 1824), 138.
38Hou3e Exec, Docs. , 1414. Cong., 1 S e s s . , No, 1 ( S e r i a l
16714-)» 1 0 1 - 1 0 3 . Captain Purington a l s o a l l u d e s t o C o r t i n a ' s
c o n t r a c t w i t h the Cuban buyer,
39House Exec, D o c s . . 1414. Cong., 1 S e s s . , No, 1 ( S e r i a l

i67ii^)* loprss.
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by the absence of conflicting statements in the testimony
of so many.

The "Rogue of the Rio Grande" assisted Difaz

to power in I876, and although he appeared again, his active days were over and he spent the remaininc^ years in
comparative quiet.

He died in the I89O's in Mexico City.

Another event which helped in the settlement of the
border crises was the assumption of power by PoT^firio Diaz
on November 28, I876, D^az was anxious to achieve recognition by the government of the United States,

It was there-

fore imperative that the border conflict be settled.

His

idea for inspiring respect for the law was to "»dobe-wall'
the lawless—stand them up against an adobe wall and shoot
them,"

The most effective agent for implementing this con-

cept was General Ramon Trevino, the governor of Nuevo Leon
during the l870's,

"He was responsible, more than any

other one man below the Rio Grande for quelling the bandidos,"^0
Further efforts of the Diaz regime to suppress the
raids is reflected in the cooperation of officers of both
nations stationed along the river.

Periodically forces had

crossed the river in pursuit of raiders, but these crossings were not always with the approbation of the opposing
nation.

In I877 the Secretary of War, George W. McCrary,

spoke of the crossings as authorized.

^^Dobie, Vaquero, 67; Horgan, Great River, 859; Poreif.^ Relations, 1877* 385* House Reports, 45 Con-;., 2 Sess,,
Nar701 (Serial l82)+), 60.
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This state of things rendered it necessary to consider under what circumstances the troops of the
United States may be ordered to cross the line in
pursuit of these marauders, and for the purpose of
punishing them and recovering stolen property. Upon
a careful consideration, it was deemed proper to
direct General Ord, commandin'^ in Texas, in the exercise of his own discretion, when in pursuit of a
band of marauders, to follow them, either when the
troops are in sight of them or upon a fresh trail,
across the Rio Grande, and until they are overtaken
and punished, and the stolen property recovered,
T am rlad to be able to state, that although the
border has several times been crossed, , , the
friendly relations between the two countries have
not been disturbed,M-l
Brigadier General Ord, in his report for the same
year, made some interesting comments on the situation.
On the Lower Rio Grande, the removal of Cortina
and quite a number of the free troops i^ich acted
under him, and the exercise of gubernatorial functions by General Canales, had while he was disposed
to respect the orders of President Diaz, a good
effect in checking cattle raiding from that side of
the river, and generally improving the conditions

of affairs

P

General Ord c o n t i n u e s h i s report by sug^'^estin^; t h a t
r e g u l a r troops should be used along the border rather than
Texas Volunteers because of the long standing feud between

^^House Exec, D o c s , , I4.5 Cong., 2 S e s s . , No, 1
( S e r i a l 1794)* XIV; McCrary to Sherman, June 1 , 1877*
House Exec, D o c s , , kS Cong., 1 S e s s , , No, 13 ( S e r i a l 1773)*
I k , i n House Reports, I4.5 Cong., 2 S e s s . , No, 701 ( S e r i a l
1 8 2 4 ) t Appendix H, 2 4 1 ,
^ H o u s e Exec, D o c s , , I4.5 Cong., 2 S e s s . , No. 1
( s e r i a l iTWTT TTT
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Texans and Mexicans.

He also requested continued authority

to cross the river in pursuit of raiders.
The orders of President ilayes, throup;h tho ;3ocretary
of War, concerning the pursuit of raiders across the river
evoked an immediate response from Mexican officials.

On

June 18, 1877, the Mexican Minister of War, Pedro Ogazon,
issued an order to his commander at Piedras Ne^-^as, General
Geronlmo Trevino instructing hlra to deploy his troops in
such a manner as to ensure that no robber escaped punishment simply because he crossed the river.

He was directed

to pursue robbers who comraitted depredations in either
country, but was to pursue them within the limit of the
Republic only.

When such offenders were caught they were

to be tried in the regular courts.

He was further Instructed

to abide by the terms of the extradition treaty of May 20,
1862,

He was to cooperate with United States officers when

requested to do so

and to enlist their aid when it was

needed; he could not grant permission to foreign troops
to enter the Republic because the Constitution reserved that
right to the Congress.

He was further instructed to "repel

force by force, should the invasion take place,"^^3
Mexico began to alter her attitude in the following
months when

she realized the true meaning and intentions

*^3poster to Evarts (enclosure). House Exec. Docs.,
45 Cong., 1 Sess., No, 13 (Serial 1773)* 18, in House Reports,
45 Cong., 2 Sess., i\fo. 7OI (Serial 182)4.), Appendix B, 242,
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of the orders to General Ord,

In time the attitudes and

actions of both countries changed sufficiently to permit
a control of the border bandits.
The question arises as to why these border crises
were tolerated for such a long time.

It must first be

remembered that the military forces of the United States
were rather small during most of this period, except during the war years when they were occupied otherwise. The
Department of Texas In I878 had one soldier to every 120
miles, too large a territory to cover effectively, even
when troops were concentrated at key points around the
frontier.

The total strength of the command at Fort Brown

in November, 1875* was only twenty-one officers and 292
enlisted men.

They were to guard the river for a distance

of Just over 100 miles, along irlth other duties,^

The

strength of the command fluctuated considerable during the
period of crises, but it never reached more than about 400
raen.
In addition to this was the lack of vital concern
on the part of the United States government.

The country

faced many problems during this period, and perhaps others
overshadowed the Mexican border crisis in the national mind,
Communications were slow, and the North thought the state
of affairs in Texas had been grossly exaggerated

Wpost Medical Reports, November, 1875.

and
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hesitated to do anything which would antagonize the Mexican government.

Then, too, that part of Texas was sparse-

ly settled, and Texas was going through the process of
reconstruction for a considerable period of time.

When

Texas was reconstructed and the population began to shift,
demands were made which caused the problem to be settled.
There was also the fact that for so long the Rio
Grande was a bai^rier of refuge behind which the offenders
could hide.

The troops could trail the marauders up to

the river, and see them take cattle across, but had to
stand and endure the jibes and sneers of the rustlers who
were confident the troops would not cross.

There wei^ in-

cidents recorded where American owners actually stood in
Mexican towns, and watched their cattle sold but could do
nothing about it.

Only when the War Department granted

the troops permission to cross the river were they effective
in curbing such practices.
Another aspect of the problem to be considered is
the attitude of the Mexican government durins the period.
The government of Mexico was unstable and insecure and
thus there was no set, standard policy to be followed on
the border.

There was much unrest in the northern provinces

of Mexico, some people considering the only solution to the
problem to be the movement of the Mexico-United States border westward to the Sierra Madre mountain range.

The un-

scrupulous Cortina and his cohorts had their way in Northern

113
Mexico for a number of years, and carried on with practical immunity.

The failure of Mexico to observe extradi-

tion treaties also made it impossible to punish the offenders when they were known.
Port Brown played a decisive role in these border
crises.

The commanders never seemed to have enough troops.

The problems on the border were so critical and so entwined
in the larger matter of international diplomacy that Port
Brown's commanders were subject to orders which were not
based upon an understanding of the local situation. The
border crises did not end with 1878, but they diminished
in the next few years and the border remained relatively
quiot until the early years of our century.

Fort Brown

continued to exist as a border post, and was confronted
with other problems.

It was a matter of almost constant

discussion in army circles as to whether Fort Brown should
be closed.
occupation.

Somehow affairs always dictated its continued
It was not until I906 that the fort was again

closed, following an episode between colored troops stationed at the fort, and the citizens of Brownsville,
The fort was transferred to the Department of Interior, and remained under this Jurisdiction until 19liL. In
that year it was reopened and made headquairters of the
Brownsville Military District,

From 191I4 until I9I4-I it

served as headquarters for the Twelfth Cavalry, and from
1941 to May, 19l4l-* it was headquarters of the I2i4.th Cavalry,

lli^
In that month it was inactivated, and in 19kS was turned
over to the Army nnTineers,

On May 15* 19l|6, the post

was certified to the War Assets Administration for disposal, and was assigned on July 7* 1914-6, to the Federal Works
Agency,

In July, 19lx8, the front l62 acres was deeded to

the City of Brownsville who granted part of it to the
school district for the use of Texas Southmost College,
That school continues to use part of the grounds.
On the grounds stands the beautiful Port Brown
Memorial Center completed in 1953* which Includes the
Zachary Taylor Library for the use of both the college
students and Brownsville citizens.
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APPENDIX A
PICTURES:

RECENT PHOTOGRA? IS OP PO^fr BROWN

Figure 1,
Fort Brown
Post Hospital,
Occupied in May, I869

Figure 2,
Fort Brown,
looking across the
lagoon.

Figure 3.
Fort Brown
Memorial Center,
ompleted in 1953»
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Figure 4.
Marker locating the position of Old Port Brown,
The upright cannon in the left background marks the
spot where Major Jacob Brown was wounded May 6, 1846,

Figure 5.
Post hospital building erected and occupied
about May 1, I869. Now used by Texas Southmost College

123

^

^

M

»

•

*

*,"•

Figure 6 ,
View of O f f i c e r s Quarters b u i l t in
1868-1870 facin," the lagoon on the Fort
Brown H l l i t a r y Reservation.

Figure 7.
New Port Brown Headquarters building,
showing the international bridge to Matamoros
in the background.

uk

Figure 8.
Marker on the site of Port Brown,
erected by the State of Texas in 1936, In
background is the Port Brown Memorial
Center, erected in 1953*

Figure 9 ,
Comraeraoration plaque i n the Fort Brown
Memorial Center, l o c a t e d on the former Fort
Brown R e s e r v a t i o n ,
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APPENDIX G
TROOPS STATIONED BETWEEN THE RIO GRANDE
AND THE NUECES, l 3 4 6 - l 3 5 8 »
vi?AR FORT POR^ RINGGOij)
-^
FORT
PORT
PORT
TOTAL
xi!.Art BRQyyij po|;^g BARRACKS MCINTOSH EWELL MERRILL TOTAL TEXAS
3 I n f l A p t 1 Art
1846 1^7
98
2 Inf
U2
167
3 I n f l A r t 1 Art
2 Inf
1848 l 4 8
63
102
1 Inf
Ull
1205

P8
1814-9
1850
k Art
1851 1 7 3

3 Inf
137

2 Art

TTHf

1852

155

1853

3 Art
2 Inf
3 Art

185U il+o
1855

3 Art
152

3~A?F
1856 128
"TAFF

1857

166

1858

1 Art
100

311

ITTHf—2 ktd bet Mid

89

126

122.
"ITltd
Rfls

1 Art
I4. I n f
s 10 R f l s
Art, Inf Art, Inf
632
_S26
16 Ari
7 Art
Inf
Inf, R f l s

JiS

622

7 Art
Inf

J81

1 Art

73
TTPt
85

Rfls

7 Art
Inf
T C^ aav
86

Rfls,
2 Mtd
Rfls
128
2 ktd
Rfls
120

1 Mid

Rfls

6g

2319

527
90l|

3265

lUlS

2886

1277

3l|-99

98U

3762

325

2229

-

Det, Vcdr
27

•Compiled from S e c r e t a r y of War Reports f o r the
Indicated,
F i r s t number r e f e r s t o number of companies;
t o number o f t r o o p s at s t a t i o n .
Inf, » Infantry, Art,
A r t i l l e r y , Cav, « C a v a l r y , Mtd, R f l s . » Mounted R f l e s ,
R f l e s » Detachraent of R i f l e s and D e t , I n f , = Detachment
Infantry,
130

years
last
«
Det,
of

APPENDIX H

TROOPS STATIOn'^^ AT PORT BROiVN
1867 - 1878;;

Companies

Regiments

1867

Six

1868

I
C-G-K
K

I
l+l
9
I
26
k

1869

A-H-K

10 Infantry

250

1870

A^G-H-K
K

10 Infantry
k Cavalry

375

1871

Pour

10 Infantry

205

1872

Six

10 Infantry
h Cavalry

352

1873

C-E-G-H-I

24 Infantry

286

187U

Five

24 Infantry

302

Seven

9 Cavalry
24 Infantry

268

Seven

9 Cavalry
24 Infantry

1^59

Seven

8 Cavalry
24 Infantry

1;70

Nine

8 Cavalry
2I4. Infantry

429

1875
1876
1877
1878

Artillery
Infantry
Cavalry
Artillery
Infantry
Cavalry

Total iroops
378
1+10

•^Compiled frora Post Medical Reports, and Secretary
of War Reports f o r the years I n d i c a t e d ,
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