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War with Mexico1 

 
James K. Polk began his presidency in 1845 determined to add 

the Oregon and California territories to the Union, to go along 

with the recently annexed Texas.  Negotiations with Great Britain 

were successful in resolving joint ownership claims of Oregon and 

attaining Polk’s goal of a U.S. boundary at the 49th parallel; 

negotiations with Mexico proved more difficult.  Mexico had broken 

off relations with the United States immediately after America’s 

annexation of Texas in 1845.  An attempt to purchase California 

from Mexico in 1845 failed when Mexico refused to receive 

American diplomat John Slidell. 

In January 1846 Polk responded to Slidell’s failed initiative by 

stationing American troops in Texas on the north bank of the Rio 

Grande, in territory south of the Nueces River that was claimed by 

Mexico and the United States.  Several months later, on April 25, 

Mexican troops crossed the Rio Grande and attacked two 

companies of American soldiers.  News of the attack reached 

Washington on May 9, just after Polk and his cabinet had 

discussed and agreed on sending a war message to Congress.  The 

attack was quickly incorporated into the message Polk sent to 

Congress on May 11 (the first passage below is an excerpt of Polk’s 

war message).  Congress responded to the message by 

overwhelmingly voting to go to war with Mexico. 

The Mexican War began in May 1846 when Congress passed a 

declaration of war following President James K. Polk’s call to 

defend American from Mexican attack in Texas.  It ended in 

February 1848 with the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe 

Hidalgo in which the Rio Grande was established as the Texas 

boundary, and the United States acquired the Upper California, 

Utah, and New Mexico territories for a payment of $13 million.  

Counting Texas (which declared its independence from Mexico in 

1836 and was annexed by the United States in 1845), Mexico had 
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lost half of its territory to the United States since becoming 

independent from Spain in 1821. 

 A Mexican perspective on the war is found in the second 

viewpoint below.  This viewpoint is excerpted from a pamphlet 

written by a group of Mexican writers and patriots.  The work, 

with its strong accusations of American greed and duplicity, was 

translated and published in the United States in 1850, where it 

received a sympathetic audience from many Americans critical of 

what they termed “Mr. Polk’s war.” 

 

 

The United States Must Enter War with 

Mexico to Defend Itself (1846) 
James K. Polk (1795-1849)2 

 

To the Senate and House of Representatives: 
The existing state of the relations between the United States 

and Mexico renders it proper that I should bring the subject to the 

consideration of Congress.  In my message at the commencement 

of your present session the state of these relations, the causes 

which led to the suspension of diplomatic intercourse between the 

two countries in March, 1845, and the long-continued and 

unredressed wrongs and injuries committed by the Mexican 

Government on citizens of the United States in their persons and 

property were briefly set forth…. 

 

A Desire for Peace 

 

 The strong desire to establish peace with Mexico on liberal 

and honorable terms, and the readiness of this Government to 

regulate and adjust our boundary and other causes of difference 

with that power on such fair and equitable principles as would 

lead to permanent relations of the most friendly nature, induced 

me in September last to seek the reopening of diplomatic relations 
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between the two countries.  Every measure adopted on our part 

had for its object the furtherance of these desired results.  In 

communicating to Congress a succinct statement of the injuries 

which we had suffered from Mexico, and which we have been 

accumulating during a period of more than twenty years, every 

expression that could tend to inflame the people of Mexico or 

defeat or delay a pacific result was carefully avoided.  An envoy of 

the United States [John Slidell] repaired to Mexico with full 

powers to adjust every existing difference.   But though present on 

the Mexican soil by agreement between the two Governments 

invested with full powers, and bearing evidence of the most 

friendly disposition, his mission has been unavailing.  The 

Mexican Government not only refused to receive him or listen to 

his propositions, but after a long-continued series of menaces have 

at last invaded our territory and shed the blood of our fellow-

citizens on our own soil. 

The Government of Mexico, though solemnly pledged by 

official acts in October last to receive and accredit an American 

envoy, violated their plighted faith and refused the offer of a 

peaceful adjustment of our difficulties.  Not only was the offer 

rejected, but the indignity of its rejection was enhanced by the 

manifest breach of faith in refusing to admit the envoy who came 

because they had bound themselves to receive him.  Nor can it be 

said that the offer was fruitless from the want of opportunity of 

discussing it; our envoy was present on their own soil.  Nor can it 

be ascribed to a want of sufficient powers; our envoy had full 

powers to adjust every question of difference.  Nor was there room 

for complaint that our propositions for settlement were 

unreasonable; permission was not even given our envoy to make 

any proposition whatever.  Nor can it be objected that we, on our 

part, would not listen to any reasonable terms of their suggestion; 

the Mexican Government refused all negotiation, and have made 

no proposition of any kind. 

 

Defending Texas 

 

In my message at the commencement of the present session I 

informed you that upon the earnest appeal both of the Congress 

and convention of Texas I had ordered an efficient military force to 

“take a position between the Nueces and the Del Norte [Rio 

Grande].”  This had become necessary to meet a threatened 

invasion of Texas by the Mexican forces, for which extensive 

military preparations had been made.  The invasion was 

threatened solely because Texas had determined, in accordance 

with a solemn resolution of the Congress of the United States, to 

annex herself to our Union, and under these circumstances it was 

plainly our duty to extend our protection over her citizens and soil. 

This force was concentrated at Corpus Christi, and remained 

there until after I had received such information from Mexico as 

rendered it probable, if not certain, that the Mexican Government 

would refuse to receive our envoy. 

Meantime Texas, by the final action of our Congress, had 

become an integral part of our Union.  The Congress of Texas, by 

its act of December 19, 1836, had declared the Rio del Norte to be 

the boundary of that Republic.  Its jurisdiction had been extended 

and exercised beyond the Nueces.  The country between that river 

and the Del Norte had been represented in the Congress and in the 

convention of Texas, had thus taken part in the act of annexation 

itself, and is now included within one of our Congressional 

districts.  Our own Congress had, moreover, with great unanimity, 

by the act approved December 31, 1845, recognized the country 

beyond the Nueces as a part of our territory by including it within 

our own revenue system, and a revenue officer to reside within 

that district has been appointed by and with the advice and 

consent of the Senate.  It became, therefore, of urgent necessity to 

provide for the defense of that portion of our country.  Accordingly, 

on the 13th of January last [1846] instructions were issued to the 

general in command of these troops to occupy the left [northeast] 

bank of the Del Norte.  This river, which is the southwestern 

boundary of the State of Texas, is an exposed frontier.  From this 

quarter invasion was threatened; upon it and in its immediate 

vicinity, in the judgment of high military experience, are the 

proper stations for the protecting forces of the Government.  In 

addition to this important consideration, several others occurred to 

induce this movement.  Among these are the facilities afforded by 

the ports at Brazos Santiago and the mouth of the Del Norte for 
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the reception of supplies by sea, the stronger and more healthful 

military positions, the convenience for obtaining a ready and a 

more abundant supply of provisions, water, fuel, and forage, and 

the advantages which are afforded by the Del Norte in forwarding 

supplies to such posts as may be established in the interior and 

upon the Indian frontier.  

The movement of the troops to the Del Norte was made by the 

commanding general under positive instructions to abstain from 

all aggressive acts toward Mexico or Mexican citizens and to 

regard the relations between that Republic and the United States 

as peaceful unless she should declare war or commit acts of 

hostility indicative of a state of war. He was specially directed to 

protect private property and respect personal rights. 

 

Mexican Attack 

 

The Army moved from Corpus Christi on the 11th of March, 

and on the 28th of that month arrived on the left bank of the Del 

Norte opposite to Matamoras, where it encamped on a 

commanding position, which has since been strengthened by the 

erection of fieldworks.  A depot has also been established at Point 

Isabel, near the Brazos Santiago, 30 miles in rear of the 

encampment.  The selection of his position was necessarily 

confided to the judgment of the general in command. 

The Mexican forces at Matamoras assumed a belligerent 

attitude, and on the 12th of April General [Pedro de] Ampudia, 

then in command, notified General [Zachary] Taylor to break up 

his camp within twenty-four hours and to retire beyond the Nueces 

River, and in the event of his failure to comply with these demands 

announced that arms, and arms alone, must decide the question.  

But no open act of hostility was committed until the 24th of April.  

On that day General [Mariano] Arista, who had succeeded to the 

command of the Mexican forces, communicated to General Taylor 

that “he considered hostilities commenced and should prosecute 

them.”  A party of dragoons of 63 men and officers were on the 

same day dispatched from the American camp up the Rio del 

Norte, on its left bank, to ascertain whether the Mexican troops 

had crossed or were preparing to cross the river, became engaged 

with a large body of these troops, and after a short affair, in which 

some 16 were killed and wounded, appear to have been surrounded 

and compelled to surrender. 

The grievous wrongs perpetrated by Mexico upon our citizens 

throughout a long period of years remain unredressed, and solemn 

treaties pledging her public faith for this redress have been 

disregarded.  A government either unable or unwilling to enforce 

the execution of such treaties fails to perform one of its plainest 

duties. 

Our commerce with Mexico has been almost annihilated.  It 

was formerly highly beneficial to both nations, but our merchants 

have been deterred from prosecuting it by the system of outrage 

and extortion which the Mexican authorities have pursued against 

them, whilst their appeals through their own Government for 

indemnity have been made in vain.  Our forbearance has gone to 

such an extreme as to be mistaken in its character.  Had we acted 

with vigor in repelling the insults and redressing the injuries 

inflicted by Mexico at the commencement, we should doubtless 

have escaped all the difficulties in which we are now involved. 

Instead of this, however, we have been exerting our best 

efforts to propitiate her good will.  Upon the pretext that Texas, a 

nation as independent as herself, thought proper to unite its 

destinies with our own she has affected to believe that we have 

severed her rightful territory, and in official proclamations and 

manifestoes has repeatedly threatened to make war upon us for 

the purpose of reconquering Texas.  In the meantime we have tried 

every effort at reconciliation.  The cup of forbearance had been 

exhausted even before the recent information from the frontier of 

the Del Norte.  But now, after reiterated menaces, Mexico has 

passed the boundary of the United States, has invaded our 

territory and shed American blood upon the American soil.  She 

has proclaimed that hostilities have commenced, and that the two 

nations are now at war. 

 

Vindicating Our Rights 

 

As war exists, and, notwithstanding all our efforts to avoid it, 

exists by the act of Mexico herself, we are called upon by every 
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consideration of duty and patriotism to vindicate with decision the 

honor, the rights, and the interests of our country…. 

In further vindication of our rights and defense of our 

territory, I involve the prompt action of Congress to recognize the 

existence of the war, and to place at the disposition of the 

Executive the means of prosecuting the war with vigor, and thus 

hastening the restoration of peace.  To this end I recommend that 

authority should be given to call into the public service a large 

body of volunteers to serve for not less than six or twelve months 

unless sooner discharged.  A volunteer force is beyond question 

more efficient than any other description of citizen soldiers, and it 

is not to be doubted that a number far beyond that required would 

readily rush to the field upon the call of their country.  I further 

recommend that a liberal provision be made for sustaining our 

entire military force and furnishing it with supplies and munitions 

of war. 

The most energetic and prompt measures and the immediate 

appearance in arms of a large and overpowering force are 

recommended to Congress as the most certain and efficient means 

of bringing the existing collision with Mexico to a speedy and 

successful termination. 

 

Prepared to Negotiate 

 

In making these recommendations I deem it proper to declare 

that it is my anxious desire not only to terminate hostilities 

speedily, but to bring all matters in dispute between this 

Government and Mexico to an early and amicable adjustment; and 

in this view I shall be prepared to renew negotiations whenever 

Mexico shall be ready to receive propositions or to make 

propositions of her own. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The United States Fought 

Mexico to Gain Territory (1850) 
Ramon Alcaraz (1823-1886) et al.3 

 

To explain then in a few words the true origin of the war, it is 

sufficient to say that the insatiable ambition of the United States, 

favored by our weakness, caused it.  But this assertion, however 

veracious and well founded, requires the confirmation which we 

will present, along with some former transactions, to the whole 

world.  This evidence will leave no doubt of the correctness of our 

impressions. 

In throwing off the yoke of the mother country [Great Britain], 

the United States of the North appeared at once as a powerful 

nation.  This was the result of their excellent elementary 

principles of government established while in colonial subjection.  

The Republic announced at its birth, that it was called upon to 

represent an important part in the world of Columbus.  Its rapid 

advancement, its progressive increase, its wonderful territory, the 

uninterrupted augmentation of its inhabitants, and the formidable 

power it had gradually acquired, were many proofs of its becoming 

a colossus, not only for the feeble nations of Spanish America, but 

even for the old populations of the ancient continent. 

 

A Policy of Expansion 

 

The United States did not hope for the assistance of time in 

their schemes of aggrandizement.  From the days of their 

independence they adopted the project of extending their 

dominions, and since then, that line of policy has not deviated in 

the slightest degree.  This conduct, nevertheless, was not 

perceptible to the most enlightened: but reflecting men, who 

examined events, were not slow in recognizing it.  Conde de 

Aranda, from whose perception the ends which the United States 

had resolved upon were not concealed, made use of some 
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celebrated words.  These we shall now produce as a prophecy 

verified by events.  "This nation has been born a pigmy: in the time 

to come, it will be a giant, and even a colossus very formidable in 

these vast regions.  Its first step will be an appropriation of the 

Floridas to be master of the Gulf of Mexico."  

 

The Ambition of North Americans 

 

The ambition of the North Americans has not been in 

conformity with this.  They desired from the beginning to extend 

their dominion in such manner as to become the absolute owners 

of almost all this continent.  In two ways they could accomplish 

their ruling passion: in one by bringing under their laws and 

authority all America to the Isthmus of Panama; in another, in 

opening an overland passage to the Pacific Ocean, and making 

good harbors to facilitate its navigation.  By this plan, establishing 

in some way an easy communication of a few days between both 

oceans, no nation could compete with them.  England herself might 

show her strength before yielding the field to her fortunate rival, 

and the mistress of the commercial world might for a while be 

delayed in touching the point of greatness to which she aspires. 

In the short space of some three quarters of a century events 

have verified the existence of these schemes and their rapid 

development.  The North American Republic has already absorbed 

territories pertaining to Great Britain, France, Spain, and Mexico.  

It has employed every means to accomplish this—purchase as well 

as usurpation, skill as well as force, and nothing has restrained it 

when treating of territorial acquisition. Louisiana, the Floridas, 

Oregon, and Texas, have successively fallen into its power…. 

While the United States seemed to be animated by a sincere 

desire not to break the peace, their acts of hostility manifested 

very evidently what were their true intentions.  Their ships 

infested our coasts; their troops continued advancing upon our 

territory, situated at places which under no aspect could be 

disputed.  Thus violence and insult were united: thus at the very 

time they usurped part of our territory, they offered to us the hand 

of treachery, to have soon the audacity to say that our obstinacy 

and arrogance were the real causes of the war. 

The Texas Border Question 

 

To explain the occupation of the Mexican territory by the 

troops of General [Zachary] Taylor, the strange idea occurred to 

the United State that the limits of Texas extended to the Rio Bravo 

del Norte [Rio Grande].  This opinion was predicated upon two 

distinct principles: one, that the Congress of Texas had so declared 

it in December, in 1836; and another, that the river mentioned had 

been the natural line of Louisiana.  To state these reasons is 

equivalent at once to deciding the matter; for no one could defend 

such palpable absurdities.  The first, which this government 

prizing its intelligence and civilization, supported with refined 

malice, would have been ridiculous in the mouth of a child.  Whom 

could it convince that the declaration of the Texas Congress bore a 

legal title for the acquisition of the lands which it appropriated to 

itself with so little hesitation?  If such a principle were recognized, 

we ought to be very grateful to these gentlemen senators who had 

the kindness to be satisfied with so little.  Why not declare the 

limits of the rebel state extended to San Luis, to the capital, to our 

frontier with Guatemala? 

The question is so clear in itself that it would only obscure by 

delaying to examine it further.  We pass then to the other less 

nonsensical than the former.  In the first place to pretend that the 

limits of Louisiana came to the Rio Bravo, it was essential to 

confound this province with Texas, which never can be tolerated.  

We have ... shown the ancient and peaceable possession of Spain 

over the lands of the latter.  Again, this same province, and 

afterwards State of Texas, never had extended its territory to the 

Rio Bravo, being only to the Nueces [River], in which always had 

been established the boundary.  Lastly, a large part of the territory 

situated on the other side of the Bravo, belonged, without dispute 

or doubt, to other states of the [Mexican] Republic—to New 

Mexico, Tamaulipas, Coahuila, and Chihuahua. 

 

Our Treacherous Neighbors 

 

Then, after so many and such plain proceedings, is there one 

impartial man who would not consider the forcible occupation of 
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our territory by the North American arms a shameful usurpation?  

Then further, this power desired to carry to the extreme the sneer 

and the jest.  When the question had resolved itself into one of 

force which is the ultima ratio [final argument] of nations as well 

as of kings, when it had spread desolation and despair in our 

populations, when many of our citizens had perished in the 

contest, the bloody hand of our treacherous neighbors was turned 

to present the olive of peace.  The Secretary of State, Mr. [James] 

Buchanan, on the 27th of July, 1846, proposed anew, the 

admission of an Envoy to open negotiations which might lead to 

the concluding of an honorable peace.  The national government 

answered that it could not decide, and left it to Congress to express 

its opinion of the subject.  Soon to follow up closely the same 

system of policy, they ordered a commissioner with the army, 

which invaded us from the east, to cause it to be understood that 

peace would be made when our opposition ceased.  Whom did they 

hope to deceive with such false appearances?  Does not the series 

of acts which we have mentioned speak louder than this 

hypocritical language?  By that test then, as a question of justice, 

no one who examines it in good faith can deny our indisputable 

rights.  Among the citizens themselves, of the nation which has 

made war on us, there have been many who defended the cause of 

the Mexican Republic.  These impartial defenders have not been 

obscure men, but men, of the highest distinction.  Mexico has 

counted on the assistance, ineffectual, unfortunately, but generous 

and illustrious, of a [Henry] Clay, [a John Quincy] Adams, a 

[Daniel] Webster, a[n Albert] Gallatin; that is to say, on the 

noblest men, the most appreciated for their virtues, for their 

talents, and for their services.  Their conduct deserves our thanks, 

and the authors of this work have a true pleasure in paying, in this 

place, the sincere homage of their gratitude. 

 

The Cause of This War 

 

Such are the events that abandoned us to a calamitous war; 

and, in the relation of which, we have endeavored not to distort 

even a line of the private data consulted, to prove, on every 

occasion, all and each of our assertions. 

From the acts referred to, it has been demonstrated to the very 

senses, that the real and effective cause of this war that afflicted 

us was the spirit of aggrandizement of the United States of the 

North, availing itself of its power to conquer us. 

 


