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The Mexican-American War

From "The Annexation of Texas, the Mexican-American War, and the Treaty of
Guadalupe-Hidalgo, 1845-1848 (see http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ho/time/dwe/
16336.htm)," in the Timeline of Diplomatic History.
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Figure 1. This contemporary painting showed U.S. troops marching on
Monterrey during the Mexican-American War.
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During his tenure (1845-1849), U.S. President James K. Polk oversaw the greatest
territorial expansion of the United States to date. Polk accomplished this through the
annexation of Texas in 1845, the negotiation of the Oregon Treaty with Great Britain in
1846, and the conclusion of the Mexican-American War in 1848, which ended with the
signing and ratification of the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo in 1848. These events brought
within the control of the United States the future states of Texas, California, Nevada, New
Mexico, Arizona, Utah, Washington, and Oregon, as well as portions of what would later
become Oklahoma, Colorado, Kansas, Wyoming, and Montana.

Following Texas’ successful war of independence against Mexico in 1836, President
Martin van Buren refrained from annexing Texas after the Mexicans threatened war.

Accordingly, while the United States extended diplomatic recognition to Texas, it took no
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Tyler, however, lacked the votes in the Senate to ratify the treaty, and it was defeated by a
wide margin in June. Shortly before he left office, Tyler tried again, this time through a
joint resolution of both houses of Congress. With the support of President-elect Polk, Tyler
managed to get the joint resolution passed on March 1, 1845, and Texas was admitted into
the United States on December 29.

While Mexico did not follow through with its threat to declare war if the United States
annexed Texas, relations between the two nations remained tense due to Mexico’s disputed
border with Texas. According to the Texans, their state included significant portions of
what is today New Mexico and Colorado, and the western and southern portions of Texas
itself, which they claimed extended to the Rio Grande River. The Mexicans, however,
argued that the border only extended to the Nueces River, several miles to the north of the
Rio Grande.

In July, 1845, Polk, who had been elected on a platform of expansionism, ordered the
commander of the U.S. Army in Texas, Zachary Taylor, to move his forces into the
disputed lands that lay between the Nueces and Rio Grande rivers. In November, Polk
dispatched Congressman John Slidell to Mexico with instructions to negotiate the purchase
of the disputed areas along the Texas-Mexican border, and the territory comprising the
present-day states of New Mexico and California.

Following the failure of Slidell’s mission in May 1846, Polk used news of skirmishes
between Mexican troops and Taylor’s army to gain Congressional support for a declaration
of war against Mexico. The President neglected to inform Congress, however, that the

Mexicans had used force only after Taylor’s troops had positioned themselves on the banks
of the Rio Grande River, which was effectively Mexican territory. On May 13, 1846, the
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American War, would be elected
President in 1848.
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Figure 4. Map of operations in
the Mexican-American War.

Following the capture of Mexico City in September 1847, Nicholas Trist, chief clerk of
the Department of State and Polk’s peace emissary, began negotiations for a peace treaty
with the Mexican Government under terms similar to those pursued by Slidell the previous
year. Polk soon grew concerned by Trist’s conduct, however, believing that he would not
press for strong enough terms from the Mexicans, and because Trist became a close friend
of General Winfield Scott, a Whig who was thought to be a strong contender for his party’s
presidential nomination for the 1848 election. Furthermore, the war had encouraged
expansionist Democrats to call for a complete annexation of Mexico. Polk recalled Trist in
October.

Believing that he was on the cusp of an agreement with the Mexicans, Trist ignored
the recall order and presented Polk with the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo, which was
signed in Mexico City on February 2, 1848. Under the terms of the treaty, Mexico ceded to
the United States approximately 525,000 square miles (55% of its prewar territory) in
exchange for a $15 million lump sum payment, and the assumption by the U.S.
Government of up to $3.25 million worth of debts owed by Mexico to U.S. citizens.

While Polk would have preferred a more extensive annexation of Mexican territory, he
realized that prolonging the war would have disastrous political consequences and decided
to submit the treaty to the Senate for ratification. Although there was substantial
opposition to the treaty within the Senate, on March 10, 1848, it passed by a margin of 38 to
14.

The war had another significant outcome. On August 8, 1846, Congressman David
Wilmot introduced a rider to an appropriations bill (see sidebar) that stipulated that
“neither slavery nor involuntary servitude shall ever exist” in any territory acquired by the
United States in the war against Mexico. While Southern senators managed to block
adoption of the so-called “Wilmot Proviso,” it nonetheless provoked a political firestorm.
The question of whether slavery could expand throughout the United States continue to
fester until the defeat of the Confederacy in 1865.

Manifest Destiny

Supporters of war with Mexico believed in “Manifest Destiny” — what they saw as the obvious
mission of the United States of America to expand across the North American continent to the
Pacific Ocean. (Manifest means clear or obvious.)

Because they believed in the superiority of democratic institutions and self-government, people in the
United States felt that they should expand those institutions as far as possible. At the same time, a
fast-growing population — fueled by high birth rates and immigration — meant that the nation
needed to expand its boundaries to provide continued opportunity to its citizens. Western land meant
not only freedom but economic opportunity.

But the more Americans tried to expand “freedom,” the harder they came up against their own
definitions of freedom. Westward expansion meant further displacing American Indians, and free
settlers often planted not only democracy but slavery in the new territories. When Americans found
themselves unable to agree on just what kind of “manifest destiny” their nation had, they would settle
the matter with a civil war.
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Legislative tactics and the Wilmot Proviso

David Wilmot introduced his infamous “proviso” as a rider, or irrelevant addition, to a bill
appropriating money to be spent by the U.S. government. Legislators often use this tactic to convince
their colleagues to vote for a provision that they wouldn’t otherwise support.
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On the web

The U.S.-Mexican War
http://www.pbs.org/kera/usmexicanwar/

Website to accompany the PBS program includes history, maps, and biographies.

A military history
http://www.history.army.mil/books/AMH/AMH-08 htm

The United States Army Office of Military History provides this detailed history of strategy and
operations in the Mexican-American War.

More from LEARN NC

Visit us on the web at www.learnnc.org to learn more about topics related to this article,
including Mexican-American War, Mexico, United States, diplomacy, history, and war.
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Figure 1 (page 1)
Lithograph by Adolphe Jean-Baptiste Bayot, based on a drawing by Carl Nebel. Originally
published in the 1851 book The War Between the United States and Mexico, Illustrated. Original
image available from Wikimedia Commons (http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Ustroopsmarchonmonterrey.jpg). This image is believed to be in the public domain. Users
are advised to make their own copyright assessment.

Figure 2 (page 2)
Photo by Mathew Brady, 1849. This image is believed to be in the public domain. Users are
advised to make their own copyright assessment.

Figure 3 (page 2)
Photo by Mathew Brady, 1849. This image is believed to be in the public domain. Users are
advised to make their own copyright assessment.

Figure 4 (page 3)
From American Military History, by the United States Army Center of Military History, 1989.
This image is believed to be in the public domain. Users are advised to make their own copyright
assessment.
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