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Foreword
ln performing its man) ci\·il-militan llllSSJOm throughout its
history, the U.S. Anll)' has often been a pioneer on the frontiers of
technology. Arm)' engineers in particular have been preeminent in
developing and using new technologies to carry out their assignments. Even pre-dating tlH.'ir organitation into a separate branch
in 1838, the t\m1y's topographical engineers carried on civil works
programs, their work in road and harbor construction, wat<.'rway
rhaning, and all the great innovations involved in creating a continental infrastructure quickly cle\'ating them into a kind of quasi-inclcpcndcn t federal ci' il works organ itation. Prominent among
t hcsc missions was the <."<pl01·ation and mapping of the \\'est.
Mapping in nineteenth centur)' America had both a civilian
and military dimension. Military and ci\'ilian explorers mapped
the tcrritori<·s of the American \Ycst. providing one of the essential
wols for agricultural expansion and urban de\'elopmcnt. As part
of their traditional military responsibilities, Arm)' engineers accompanied military forces in tbc fie ld, making reconnaissances,
planning the route of advance, and charting tiH' terrain for the
military commanders. Command(•rs abo looked to the engineer:.
f(>r special kinds of int<.'llig('JKC im·oh ing the terrain and the military su·engt h of the enemy.
TopoffmfJhiml Engint'l'l:~ in thf' Mt'ximn War serves a twofold end.
Tlw book cl<'monstrate\ how the engineers perforrncd a valuable
combat support mission in America\ lir-;t foreign war. It desCI ibcs
their contribution to liw Fremont and Kearney expeditions to California and their efforts during General Zachary Taylor's advance
to Buena Vista. lt also shows the engineers on the ntlling edge of
nineteenth C<.'lllury technology as til<.'\ laid the communication
routes throughout the '>OUthwest and Calif6rnia that woulcltk the
new contin<'ntal nation together.
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In addition to the intrinsic interest found in an accounl of such
advemures, today's military students can also learn much about the
influence of terrain on campaigns and battles, e ncountering principles that sti ll govern the usc of geographical intelligence in our
era of computer a nd satellite technology. 'W hat follows should also
renew their pride in the knowledge that the Army has always stood
on the forefront of scie nce and technology during its two centuries
of service.
I IENRY J. HATCH
Li eutenanl General, USA
Chi ef of Engineers

HAROLD W. NELSON
Brigadier General, USA
Chief of Military History

Washington, D.C.
7Junc 1991
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Preface
Thil> publication analyte., and explains the ,-ole of the U.S.
\rmy Topographical EngilH.'<'r Corps in the war with ~kxico, commencing with the activitie:. of the Topographical Engineers in 1845
and tracing their evolution from a scie ntific, mapping, and construnion agency of the federal government to their active participation in the war. Originally submined as a master's thesis at Texas
A&M University, the account begins with the role the Topographical Engineers played in military reconnaissances and explorations
in anticipation of the hostilities between the United States and
Mexico. Their role during the war is recounted, particularly the
conquest and explorations of California, 1ew Mexico. and Aritona. Included is Capt. John C. Fremont's third expedition, important for both its military and geographic contributions. Und<'r the
commands of Generals Scou and Taylor in Mexico, several officers
of the corps assumed important leadership responsibilities in addition to their topographic duti<·s. They contributed w the American military victory, and, of more lasting consequ ence, their reports provided basic scicntilic information about the lillk-known
regions that became part of the United States as a result of the
~ I cxican

vVar.

The Corps of Topogmphical Engineers. or more informally
identified as "topogs." was cMablished as a separate corps in 1838,
when some thirty-six authoritccl officers were placed on an equal
footing with the Corps of Engineers. Their responsibilities were
topography, mapping, and civil engineering works authorit.cd by
Congress. This realigning left the larger Corps of Engineers free to
concentrate on its combat role as supporter of the Army in the
field and builder of coastal lonifications.
The topographic responsibilities entailed exploring and sur\'eying the territories on both sides of the Missisl>ippi River. By
1845, John C. Fremont a~ a I'C'>tllt of his second expedition. had
\'II

pushed these explorations westward to California. The knowledge
of the land and the scientific data that the Topographical Engineers brought back to Washington resulted in accurate mapping
and provided information about people, plant and animal life,
routes, minerals, and soil conditions.
Nearly two-thirds of the officers of the Corps of Topographical
Engineers served with distinction in the Mexican War. Just as signi£~
icam and more lasting were the results of their wpographic and geographic studies. Even in the midst of a war, members of this scientifically oriented corps noted their geographic surroundings. The
Topographical Engineers were as much at home in speaking before
a group of scientists as in living in and exploring the rugged terrain
or supervising boundary surveys, lighthouse surveys, river and harbor improvements, and construction projects. The efforts of this
small corps of topogs resulted in more accurate maps of the newly
acquired lands in the West and in portions of Mexico. The published u-avels of these officers, along with the other popular u·avel
literature of the day, stimulated interest in westward migration.
This study outlines the activities of the Corps of Topographical
Engineers and the diversity of its efforts in the only conflict in
American history in which the corps served throughout as a distinctive branch of the Army. Because of the contribution of members of the Corps of Topographical Engineers. commanders were
able to effectively use the reconnaissance information provided.
These engineers played decisive roles in campaigns in California
and Mexico, and provided the nation with maps of the newly acquired lands and vast amounts of valuable scientific find ings.
In the course of research and writing the author has received
generous supporL from many individuals. Deep appreciation and
gratiLUde is extended to Dr. Herbert H. Lang, Texas A&M University, for his patient understanding in directi ng this research and his
valuable suggestions for improving the style and form of this study
when it was prepared in 1971. I am also most appreciative of the
assistance rendered by Dr. Garry D. Ryan and ,o ther employees of
the National Archives, and the constructive critic ism of Drs. Allan
G. Ashcraft and T.M. Stinnett, who graciously consented to serve
on my thesis committee. A special word of appreciation is also due
Mrs. E.I. Bailey for typing the original thesis manuscript and Mrs.
Wyvetra B. Yeldell for her typing a portion of the initial revised
VIII

manuscript for this publinnion. A word of thanks also goes to Dr.
.John T. Greenwood, the former Chief of the Office of I Iistory, U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers, who believed this study had some merit
for publication. The stud) also benefited greatly from the advice of
reviewers of the Engineer Office of I li'>tor}' including Drs. Frank
N. Schubert and Paul K. Walker and Mr. Dale E. Floyd. I am also
indebted lO the thorough review given by Lt. Co l. Richard 0.
Perry, former Chief, I Iistorics Division, U.S. Army Centet· of Military Histoq•, and Dl'.jamic \J\'. Moore, the Citadel.
A special word of thanks is also due to ~!orris J. MacGregor,
Acting Chief 1Iistorian, and to j ohn \V. Elsberg, Editor in Chief of
the Center. A large amount of praise is also owed lO the editors:
Kathleen Richardson for the original manuscript and Samuel Duncan Miller for the final editing. Barbara I I. Gil ben, Diane Sedore
Anns, and J oycelyn M. Canery skillfully carried the manuscript
through to publication. Arthur S. I Iarclyman, I lowell C. Bt·cwcr,
Sherry L. Dowdy, and Linda M. Ct:~ka ably handled graphics and
cartographic support.
Of course, the author alone is responsible for all interpretations and conclusions drawn in this work, as well as any errors that
may occur.

AD Rl.AJ'J G. TRAAS

Washington, D.C.
7 J une 199 L
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CHAPTER 1

The Genesis of a Small Corps
In 1845 the United States faced two international problems: a
dispute with Great Britain over Oregon, and .M.exico's opposition
to the annexation of Texas. Either could have led to war. Fortunately, by the following year the United States reached an agreement with Great Britain over Oregon. But the quarr·el with Mexico
moved one step closer to war on 1 March 1845, when Congress resolved to admit Texas to the Union. 1
Mexican resentment over American expansionism became a
fundamental cause for war between the two nations. American settlers in Texas had rebelled in 1836 and set up an independent republic. The slaugh ter of Texans at the Alamo and Goliad by Mexican troops scm shudders of hor ror throughout the American
public, and relations b(>tween the two counu·ies deteriOJ·ated. Mexican anger further increased when the United States recognized
Texas indcp<'ndencc. Other incidents between the two nations
added to Mexican ill-feeling. ln 1842 an American naval task force,
acting on a false rumor that war with Mexico had broken out,
sci;ed the coastal town of Monterey in Mexican ruled California.
Although the embarrassed Americans relinqu ished the town and
apologized. nothing could allay Mexican fear that Americans
planned to sci;e California. With the election ofJamcs K. Polk to
the presidency in 1844, l'{'latiOnl> between the two countries grew
even worse. The new American president ran on a platform favoring the annexation of Texas, and, aft<:r Polk's inauguration, Congress acted to admit the republic ofTcxa<; to the Un ion.

1 For background sec K. .Jack Bauer. ThP Mt•.wrrm \Vm: llN() 1848 (New Ym k:
Macmillan. Hl71). pp. 1-:16, and.John S.D. Ei'l'nhower. Sol·inl'rom Cod: '1'111' U.S.
\\'t1r 1\'ith Ml'xlm. 1846- /848 (:o-:t'll \ork: R<utdom I louse, 1989). pp. 1-26.
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The Military Situation on the Eve of War
While Polk waited for Texas to accept the oHer of statehood orders went out alerting military commanders to prepare for possible
hostilities with Mexico. The Navy concentrated in Texan and Mexican waters, and lhe Pacific Squadron received instructions to prepare
to seize ports along the California coast In June, orders reached Bvt.
Gen. Zachary Taylor and his "Corps of Observation" at Fort j esup,
Louisiana, to move to a position "on or near the Rio Grande well
suited to repel any invasion." Instead, Taylor moved his army by land
and sea to Corpus Christi, avoiding the disputed border region. 2
In july Texas' agreement to annexation created more war jitters.
Secretary of War William L. Marcy dispatched more troops to Texas,
and authorized Taylor to call upon the governors of nearby states for
militia. Polk sought to negotiate a settlement on American terms,
seeking to define a Rio Grande boundary and to purchase Upper
California and New Mexico. The Mexican government, however,
had no intention of giving up half of its national territory.
When notified of the Mexican government's refusal to negotiate,
Polk, in January 1846, ordered Taylor to move his force to the Rio
Grande as soon as possible. Taylor, called "Old Rough and Ready" by
his troops, acknowledged the order and its instructions not to consider Mexico as a n enemy. He was not to take action unless a declaration of war took place or American forces came under attack.
Events, however, did lead to the Mexican War, America's first
foreign war fought almost entirely in a strange and distant Janel.
During the war a small group of uniformed topographe rs, or "topogs," of the U.S. Army Corps of Topographical Engineers served
with distinction. This is the story of a unique organization , particularly its members, and its contribution to the nation, not only in
the war with Mexico but as an agency for internal development.

The Carps' Contr·ibution to the American Victory
Although the public knew little about the work of the Corps of
Topographical Engineers during the war, the corps contribUled significamly to the victory of U.S. forces. Besides the topogs' military

~

Bauer, Tht' J\ileximn War. p. 18.
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conu·ibulions, the small corps of officers (the corps did not have
enlisted personnel) achieved geographic and scientific discoveries,
products of more lasting consequence. Their investigations, carried
our in the midst of the war, broadened geographic knowledge
about the little-known regions of the Southwest. [n essence, the
corps served as sort of an intelligence gathering agency.
Most of the topogs, 26 of the 46 officers on Army rolls between
1846 and 1848, served in or near combat zones. Other members of
the corps provided indirect support to the war effort. Although the
topogs served meritoriously in the theaters of war, their topographic and geographic studies and maps resulted in a singular accomplishment among the branches of the Army. Even in the midst
of a war the Topographical Engi neers maintained their interest in
the sciences. By the very nature of their backgrounds, they could
not resist noting their geographic surroundings. 3
The topogs' efforts resulted in the most up-to-date and accurate maps of the regions they crossed, before, during, and following the war. Published accounts of the Topographical Engineers'
travels also added significantly to the popular trave l literature of
the day. Accounts of th e curious ways and customs of the Mexicans
and Indians, their languages and heritage, the climate, the wild
and barren topography, and exotic vegetation and wildlife lent an
air of romanticism never before experienced by Americans. The
Army topographers' accounts outlined the routes to California,
Oregon, and the Southwest, revealing at the same time the potential of these newly acquired territories. As a result, the hordes of pioneers heading west after the war put the writings of the Topographical Engineers to practical use. 1

The Two Engineering Cmps
Two separate engineering corps existed in the .S. Army at the
time. Robert E. Lee, P. G. T. Beauregard, Henry W. Halleck, and
George B. McClellan, all well known Civi l War commanders,
' Official Arm> Register for 1847, Adj. Gen. OIT., Washington, 1847. p. II;
llenry P. Beer\, "llistory of tlw U.S. Topographical Enginc<:rs," Mililar)· f:·nginet'T
34 Uune 1942): 291; Thomas II. S. Hamersl)', Complete Anny Navy Registt'T of the
U.S.A. From 1776 to 1887 (New York: Thomas II. S. Hamersl)', 1888), p. 643.
1
Robert W. Johannsen, To thl' /falls of the i\llontezumns: Till' i\ltxiam War in the
Amrriam ImaginatiOn (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1985), p. 12.
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served in the Corps of Engineers as captains and lieutenants dlll·ing the Mexican War. The Corps of Topographical Engineers included other prominem Ci,·il v\'ar leaders to be. George G. ~1eade,
joseph E. j ohnston, john Pope, and John C. Fremont served as
topog captains and lieutenants during the conflict with Mexico.
Other veteran engineering officers of the two corps who served in
the Mexican War also went on to positions of responsibility in the
Army, in business, and in education.
The responsibilities of the Corps of Topographical Engineers
included not only topography and mapping, but, just as significant,
civil engineering works authorized by Congress. The civil engineering projects-roads, canals, railways, lighthouses, and public buildings and works-were a great share of the topographical corps' efforts. 'A'hen war broke out, the Corps of Topographical Engineers
found itself in the midst of a large consu·uction effort. Military engineering support to armies in the field, however, and construction
of fortifications remained with the Corps ofEngineers.5
Mapping was an important responsibility of the Topographical
Engineers. From the military commander's viewpoint accurate
knowledge of the terrain often means the difference between success
or failure on the battlefield. A military agency is often given the task
of mapping its own country and obtaining the latest information on
the geography and topography of other nations, which in modern
terms is referred to as terrain intelligence. The scientific side benefits
gathered by the topographers-general information about people,
plant and animal life, minerals, and soil conditions--was also especially significant dllling this period of United States' expansion."
Many of the duties of the topographers assigned to field commands were similat· to those conducted by the Corps of Engineers.
Army regulations in f'()rce between 1840 and 1857 specified that armies
in the field would always ha,·e Topographical Engineers to help
... in reconnaissance' of the country through which an army hns to pass,
or in which it has to operate; in the examination of all routes of communication by land or by water, both for supplies ;md for military move·, Fm an O\ cnie" of tlu: hiltlon of tlw C01-p~ of Engint·c•' including th<.· Top<:.graphintl Engineers'('(' lhr I h .fiOT) of lfw l :lj Arm)' r.OijJ\ (If l~ngmem ( \\'a,hmgwn.
D.C.: U.S. Armr Corps of Engineers, 198()).
"For an overview of corps activitic~ in th<.' West, sc<· frank . Sdlllbcn, \qmguard of 1-:.\fJmniml: Ami)' 1-:nginens in thl' 'f'rmH-,\lissinifJIJi ~\/>~t. /8/9-IH79 (\'\'ashingwn, D.C.: U .$. :\nm Co1 ps of EngitH'<.'I ~. 1980) .
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ments: in the comtruction of militarv road'> and permanent bridge., connected with them, and in the ab ...ence of an offin·• or officer.., of the
Corps of Engineer..,, of milita1) bridges, and of fi<'ld works, fo• the defense of c n rampnwnts, fords, fl'ITies, and bridges.;

Althoug h Army topographers worked f(>r field commanden,, they
regularly forwarded reports to the chief of their coq)s. These reporL<;
covered mauers of geographic, topographic, and other sci<'n tific
studies, a ll ite ms of the utmost interest to the topogs' headq uaners in
\Vashington. The high esprit de corps and personal scientific interests among members of the co•·ps also o;cr\'ed as an incen tive to
gather \rttst amounts of information about the regions they crossed.
Tmining 1\nn)' TopogmjJher~

In this period , in which the Topographical Engineers operated as
a corps and separate branch of the Army, all but 8 or t.he 72 Army topographer'> who served between 1838 and 1863 obtained their commissio ns from the Military Academy. The m.Yority of the Topographica l Engineer officers a lso rec e ived their traini n g in militar y
cngince1ing at West PoinL Since the Corps ofEngin('Crs had rcsponibility for the Militarr Academy's oper.uion, e ngineering and e ngineering-related su~jccts predominate d in the school's curriculum.
Courses included mathematics, drawing, military and civil engineering, history, geography, ethics, military science, some law, and French
and Spanish. Officers graduated well Yerscd in surYcying; in the consu·uction of buildings, roads, bridges, canals, and rai lroads; and in
the improvement and building of harbors. Usually the top g raduates
received commissions in one of the two e nginee1ing branchcs.ll

7 War lkparunem. "General Regulations for the Arm~·. J HII ,"An. LXXV. par.
878, p. 159, quoted from Carn 0. Rpm. mtr Orpnrtmmt 'liipngrnphi((l/ 11urmu.
1831-1863: An .-\dmtlll\tratwl' !-ltltOI) (Doctoral dis'('rt<'ltion, \ merican Unhcrsit)',
1968), p. I 19.
A Arc hi<· P. Mc Dunald, "West Po int and tlw Engineer'>," M ilitary l~nginrrr 57
(~l ay-Jun<' 1965): 187-R9; Jame~ A. ~1orrison . .J• .. "'f'he &11 Srhool in thr \\or/[:
\\est Pomt. thr Prt>-Cittt/
>ean. lcVJJ-1866 (Kt•nt, Ohio: K(·nt State Cnh. Press,
1986), pp. 23-24, 91-10 I. Other hhtorical stud it'' on West Poim includt• Stt'phen
E. Ambro-.l'·~ Duty. llonm; Country: A llistory oJUi>\1 Point (Bahimorc: .Jo hns Hopkins Pres,, 1966), R. Erncsl Dupuy's Men of Wrst Point: The Fint 150 l'l•rm of thr
Unitnl Stolt\ ,'.1ilitary \mdrmy (.:'\c\\' York: William Sloan '' '"'ciaLcs, 1951 ), and
Thoma~ .J. Fleming·., \\i~t Poi11t: J'lu ,\lm a11d 1/mr~ of thr l '11ited '>ttl if\ ,\1i/it(IY)
Amdem) (Nt•\\ York: William ~1orrow ;mel Co., 1969).
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TABLE 1-CORPS OF TOPOGRAPIIICAL E:-o:Cil'!EERS OFFICERS, 1845-1848
(Regula• Grades as of 31 August 1847)

Colorul
johnj. Aben
Unllmant Colonel

James Kearney
Ma)lm

Hartman Bache
James D. Graham

Stephen H. Long
William Turnbull •

Augustus Canfield
Thomasj. Cram •
Campbell Graham
(:eorgc W. H ughes•

Co pta IllS
joseph E.Johnston 1
Thomasj. Lee
Thomas B. Linnard 1
John Mackay

jacob E. Blake '· •
William H. Emoq·
John C. Fremom '-'
john W. Gunnison

Charles N. Hagner•
A11dre\v A. Humphreys
john ~. Macomb
Eliakim P. Scammon •

James W. Abert'
Francis T. Bryan 1
George H. Derby•
William B. Franklin •
Edmund L. F. Hardcastle 1
George Meade •

William R. Palmer
William C. Peck 1
John Pope •
William F. Raynolds
Martin L. Smitll •

john McClellan •
Howard Stansbury
William H. Swift
Willi<•m C. Williams •.•

First Unttma111s
.Jame~

H. Simpson
Loren1o Sitgreavcs
William II. Warner
Israel C. \\'oodruff

&cond l.teutma111s ~

1

Willi;u11 F. Smitll
George Thom •
joseph D. Webster •
Amici W. Whipple
Thoma~J. Wood '-•

Kallnl m action.

' RctJgn«< M<>r 1848.
' Rt-"-"'gn«< 0« 1846.
'Mt>~ic.Ln WM tt'r\i('t'.
\ l)oc\ not include t\o\.'0 brt"\CI ~cond hrulc•unL\ .tppomt('d t.m 1Jut) 1848.

·" ""'"'· Offioal A""11/tg1Ji<r j..- IIN7. Adj (:Cn. 011 .. W•>hinglon. 1847. p. II ; I knr} 1'. 11<'<1"1, · 1h"orv of lhc U.S. ToP"'(faphic•l f.ngine<N: M•litary F.".(!IIM' ~ IJunt 1912): 291: ·n,om:u II. S. llamer•l). C.o,.f>inr ArmJ "''"'1/Vgisu:r of th'
U.!i.lo hom 1776 w 1887 (Now \'ork: Thoma< II. S. lhunculy. 1888). p. 643; Wilcox. /Jut"') oft"- Mmran liar. p. 615.

Two of the eight officers had attended th e military academy
but left before graduation to work in civilian life. One, Stephen H .
Long, graduated from Dartmouth, however, he did ser ve at West
Point as an instructor. John C. Fremont was also in this group. He
received his credentials in the field and under the expert guidance
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of joseph N. Nicollet and Ferdinand H assler. Of these eight Topographical Engineers, only Fremont seemed to resent West Point's
apparent domination of the Army.9
The Corps of Topographical Engineers did not have a service
school to provide further training to its officers. The topogs obtained their exp ertise in mapping and consu·uction by on-thejob
training, by travel, and by association with the scientists and engineers of the day. In addition, the corp s instructed its supervisors to
ensure that their junior officers received training in the ski lls of
their trade. For example, in 1845 Bvt. Captain Fremont received
specific insu·uctions from Colonel J ohn James Abert, the chief of
the corps, on this point before setting out on his third trans-Mississippi expedition. to

Origin of Army Topographers
The Topographical Engineers date back to the American Revolution when Robert Erskine received an appoinunent as "geographer" for General George Washington. Erskine died in 1780, and
two positions were established, one for the northem wing of the
Army and the other for the southern wing. As a result, the topographers served as a distinct group of engineers from the earliest
days of the United States. Following the American Revolution ,
Congress retained one of the geographer positions, that of surveyor of the public lands, to comply with the provisions of the
Land Ordinance of 1785. Although the Army did not have a topograph ic branch at the time, the expeditions of Captains Meriweth er Lewis and William Clark, Lieutenant Zebulon Pike, and
others served as models. The later exped itions of the Corps of

q William H. Goetzmann, Army J.o.'xploration in the America11 Wrst. 1803-1863
(New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1959), pp. 12-16, 69-74; Dictionary of Americtm Biography (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1964), VIII, p. 514; and XIII , pp.
~85-86. Nicollet was a brilliant French scientist who undertook topographical sur'e"s sponsored by the Topographical Bureau. Frcmolll accompanied !'icollet on
two surveys in 1838 and 1839 that produced a map of the upper Mississippi ,·alley.
These surveys rc1>ulted in a publication by tht• government after Nicollet's death
in 1843 entitled HejJort Intended To Illustrate tt MajJ of the Hyti1·ographical Basis of the
U/J/JI!I' Mississippi l?iuer. Hassler served as superintendent of the Coast Survey.
1n Goetzmann, Army Exploration, pp. 16-17.
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Topographical Engineers resembled in many ways these earlier
Army ventures in the We!>t. 11
During the War of 1812 the Am1y greatly increased its number
of military topographers. On 3 March 1813 an act of Congress authorized for the AI·my General Staff 16 wpogr·aphical officer positions with ranks of brevet major and captain. 12 This act, however,
did not authorize a corps or any administrative capability. During
the war the topographers served as staff officers in both the northern and southern wings of the Army. Signi1icantly, two of the topogs who served in the war, Isaac Roberdeau and john James
Abert, late•· wem on to serve as chief.o; of the Anm topographers. "1
Instructions issued to topogs during the war also served as a
model for future operations. When assigned to armies in the field
these officers were
To make such surveys, and t•xhibit such delineations of these as the commanding general shall direct; to make plans of all military positions
(which the Army may occupy) and of their respective vicinities, indicating
the various roads, ri\'ers, crt'eks, ravines, hills, woods, and ,·illagcs to be
found therein; to accompany alit t·connoitering parties sent out to obtain
intelligence of the movemcms of the enemy or of hi., po:.ition, etc.; to
make sketches of Lheir route, accompanied by written notes of eveq'thing
worth)' of obsen•ation thereon: to keep a journal of evcrr day\ movements, when the Armr is on mat·ch, noticing the varictit'~ of ground, of
buildings, of culture, and the distances and state of the road between
given points throughout the march of the day and, la!>tly, to exhibit the
positions of contending armies on liclds of battle, and disposition made,
whether for attack or dcfcnsc. 11

11

Beers,

~Historr

of the Topographical Engineers," p. 287; Gocvmann,

Arm)'

l·:xplnmtion. pp. 6-7; Ry,m, 'lilpo~·afJiuml Rurenu Administmtive 1/illnry, pp. 3-12;
Edw;u d Burr, "Historical Sketch of th<.· Corps of Engineers, l r.S. i\1 my,» Orrnsional
l'afN'I\ of thf [,' ngineer Srhool, No. 71 (Washington. D.C.: Gov<.·rnm<.'nt Printing Office, 1939). pp. 33-34; Frank N. Srhubl·rt. cd., The Nation Buildrn: II Sesquirmtennittl 1/iltory of the Cmp~ lif TofiiiJ..rrafJitimll~nginrers, 1838- /86J (Washington, D.C.:
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. 1988). p. 3.
It Since there were no mt·dah 10 'peak of, brc,•ct •·anks, wmporan· promo-

tiom without an incrca!>t in pm. bcram<.· tht· common form ol a·cognition for
ht•mi'm or ~en ice .
., Goctlmann, Arm) J:'.,plomtum. p. i: Burr, ~Historical Sk<·trh." p. :~5; R\-an. T()Jm~afJhiml Rurrau t\dmini\trnlit•t' 111\tor~. pp. 13-19.
11 Quoted from Bet~'> , "I Iiston of the Topographical Engim'('l\,'. p. 287.
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The conclusion of the war led to the usual reduction in military personnel. In authorit.ing the smaller military establishment
following the war, Congress provided for a Corps of Engineers but
made no mention of Topographical Engineers. Two topogs (i ncluding Isaac Roberdeau) remained on active duty to complete
surveys on the northern frontier and Lake Champlain. The two topogs saw an immense task ahead afler the border survey. In their
report they recommended "the completion of a frontier military
survey of the whole interior and exterior of the United States." 1"
Recognizing the need for Topographical Engineers in military
operations, Congress in J8 16 passed a law authori:~ing ten officers.
Significantly, this legislation provided for the first time several
Army topographers during peacetime. Un like the Corps of Engineers the topographical officers continued to lack a central office
or branch SU:ILUS as a separate corps. Generally, the War Department assigned them as staff officers to the two military departments. A few topographers also found th emselves working for the
Board of Engi neers for Fortifications. In this role the Army topographers surveyed the sites for seacoast and inland fortifications. A
side benefit of these surveys also resullCd in later improvements l<>
navigation. Farther inland M~or Stephen H. Long, one of the
noted topogs of the period. established Fort Smith in Arkansas and
explored the Old Northwest for future fortification sites. 16
Sr>rvice as a SubordinalP Burnm, 1818- 183 1

In 1818 the War Department consolidated the Corps of Engineers, the Topographical Engineers, the U.S. Military Academy, and
the Board of Engineers for Fortifications into a sing le Engineer Department headed by the senior Corps of Engineers officer. Unckr

" Burr, .. Jiistorical Sketch.·· p. :3R. The clllir<• rcpon by Majors I. Robcnkau
and John Anclt•Nu) is rcprodurNI on pages :\()-:38: Schubert, '/he Nation Builtin~.
pp. tl-5.
lb Goeumann, ,\rmJ l:'xjJlmallf/11. pp. 8-9; BtTI'>, .. 1-ii~ton or tiH" Topogr.tphical
Engineers." pp. 287-88; Burr. '" lliswrical Sl..t·trh," pp. 38-3!1; R' an. TopogmjJhiml
/Jwrau:\dmillilllfllwr llistor), pp. 22-23, 35-:16: Srhubcrl, Thr ,\"atwn Buildrr-., pp.
5-<>. For motT on the Board <~f Engineers on Fot 1iliralion~ ~ct· J amie W. Moort•,
The Fortijimtimn lloard, 1816 1828, find lhP Orfinition of Natiumtl SPCuril)', Tht•
Citadel, ~lonogt a ph Serit·s. no. X\1 (Charleston: The Citadel. Jan 1981 ).
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the direction of Major Robcrdeau the topogs became part of a subordinate Topographical Bureau. Located in Washington, the bureau's main duties consisted of housekeeping tasks but not control
over programs or personnel. The bureau collected and preserved
the specimens brought back by scientific expeditions, compiled
maps, and sLOred and cared for the topogs' survey instruments. 17
Under the Engineer Department the Topographical Engineers
continued their normal work, in some cases working on related or
identical projects with Corps of Engineers' orficers. [n 1819 and
1820 Major Stephen Long led an expedition to the Rocky Mountains, but his somewhat negative report of the high plains region
created the "Great American Desert" myth. 'W hile Long explored
the trans-Mississippi West, two Engineer officers surveyed the lower
Mississippi. A topographer served on General Andrew Jackson 's
military operation against the Seminole Indians in Florida. Several
topogs and Engineers surveyed harbors and bays, formally known
as the Survey of the Coast, ajoirH effort that continued for several
years thereafter. The topogs dominated the boundary surveys. In
1823 Major Long determined the northern boundary between the
United States and Canada at the 49th parallel in Minnesota. 18
The placement of the Army topographers under the Engineer
Department heightened the already strained relalions with the
Corps of Engineers. Some problems between the two groups of
Army engineers had occurred while working on similar or related
projects. This partly stemmed from the class standing upon graduation from West Point; the top ranks of the graduating class received assignments to the Corps of Engineers closely followed by
the second ranking group, the topogs. Corps of Engineers' officers
tended to believe that greater skills were necessary in the planning
and construction of fortifications than for public works. Engineer
officers also made sure they ran the Engineer Departmenl. In the
absence of the Chief of Engineers an Engineer captain or sometimes even a lieutenant, not M~jo r Roberdeau, took over the departmenl. Stephen Long took a dim view of the topogs' apparent

17 Burr, ~Hbtorical Sketch," p. 39; Rvan, TopograjJhlral Bureau AdministrativP
History, pp. 28-32, 4 I; Schubert, 'l'l1P Natum Buildel-s, p. 6.
•s Beers, ••JJistor)' of the Topographical Engineers," p. 288; Schubert, Till' Nation Buildm, pp. 6-7.
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second-class status, and he believed Engineer officers "cordially
hate or more probably arc jealous of our rising rcpu t.ation." 19
By 1824 the importance of waterways became paramount in the
development of the young nation 's commerce. By this time too the
federal government, following the Supreme Court decision in the
Gibbons versus Ogden case, had asserted its role in interstate commerce and the improving of the country's u·ansponation system,
particularly the rivers, canals, and harbors. In order to better develop the vast lands beyond the Appalachians, the young nation
desperately needed to improve navigable passageways. Congress, in
recognition of an increased government commitment to internal
improvements, passed legislation which involved using the Army's
engineers tO do the work. The General Survey Act of 1824 initially
called for field surveys, plans, and estimates of roads and canals, but
within a month a second law appropriated funds an d authorized
the employment of necessary Army engineers to improve the navigation of the Ohio and Mississippi rivers. Besides, Congress believed the oldier-engineers would obtain experience and do something useful to e n hance the coun try's defenses and development.
From that point both the Cot·ps of Engineers and the Topograph ical Engineers became deeply involved in civil works.:!()
By the end of May President james Monroe appointed a Board
of Engineers for Internall mprovements to administer the General
Survey Act. Its members included Corps of Engineers' officers but
no Topographical Engineers. The topogs felt frustrated by the lack
of recognition, and Major Long asked Roberdeau if the topographers were "to be mere chain bear ers in the giant work of internal
improvement." Three topogs, however, were attached to the board
to lead survey parties to evaluate canal routes. The survey work
dramatically influenced the topogs' out look on their mission. Authorized ten officers to do mililary reconnaissances and make
maps, the topogs instead devoted almost all their efforts to inter-

•~ Statement made in I 824 and quoted from Schubert, Till' .Valion Buildi'YS, pp.
8-9;James l.. :-.1orrison,Jr., "The Best School in the World," Hesl Point, the PrP-Civil
War Years, 1833- 1866 (Kent, Ohio: Kcm State Univ. Press, 1986), pp. 8. 142.
111 Schubert. TltP Nation Buildn-s, pp. 9-13; Rya n, ·t()pograjJhiral Bureau Atlmillif·
lmlittt' H istOt)'. p. 36.
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nal improvemems. By 1830 topogs led 10 of tlw 13 surveys for
canal, mad, and railroads, while civilians headed the other 3. Although the Engineer Depanmcnt took care or general supervision
of the surveys and the navigation work on the Jvlississippi and Ohio
rivers, the topogs accomplished the great share of the field work.
Scattered as they were throughout the interior of the country. the
topographers began to earn a national reputation for their internal improvement work. 21
In 1826 further legislation added more su rvcys for harbor and
river improvements and significantly the authorit.ation to carry out
the actual work. On the Ohio River near· I l(•ndcrson, Kentucky,
Major Long supcn·ised the construction of a wing dam which reduced a sandbar and raised the water for navigation. Later the engineers supervised commercially developed steam-powered snagboats to clear the rivers of hazardous limbs and debris, thereby
improving navigation. Now for the first time boats could be safely
operated at nig lu. Other survey work included the Chesapeake
and Ohio Canal, a trans-Florida canal, and the Cumberland Road.
Demands for similar services were so great that the \Yar Departmcm e mployed civil engineers and detailed additional officers
with engineering skills from other branches of the Arrny. 22
The Corps as a SPpamle Bureau, 1831- 1838

In January I 829 Bvt. Lt. Col. Isaac Robadeau sucldenlr died,
and after some deliberation Major John J. Abert took over the
reins of the Topographical Bureau. The following year he succeeded in gaining representation on the Board of Interna l lmpro\·emcnts. The board's usefulness, howc,•cr, had diminished
once it had identjfied the required survey work, and in 183 I the
Secretary of War abolished the board. In a dnunatic move for the

~• Quot(·d f mm Sch ubcn, The .Vntion lluilt!m. pp. H-9, I :1- 15: Ryan, '/(J/IO{(IYtfJh·
irnl Burrau Admllli\tratit•r History, pp. :lll-3H.
:rt Bel:rs, "lli\tm' of the Topoga aphkal Engineer~." p. 2HH: Burr, "lli,wriral
Sketch.- p. -19; Rran. Topogmphtml /Jurtau , \dmim~tml~t•r llulory. p. 62; GOl'll·
mann, t\ml) Lxfiloralion. p. 8; <;dnalwn. 1'111' \'ntion BuildrH, pp. 15-17. f'or a ckLailed accoum of tlw corps contriblllion<; in tr<lnsportation, ~cc f'ore~t C. ll ill,
Uoads, lvu/5 nml \\ittPrways: The Army l~'rt[(inrrrs and f:"ar(\' Tm/1\fJOrtalion (Norman:
UnivcrsiL)'ofOklahoma Press, 1957).

TilE

CE~ESIS

OF A

S~lALL

CORPS

15

wpogs the secretary also transferred the board's responsibilities to
the Topographical Bureau and clcvat<'d the bureau LO independent status within the War Deparlmcnt.:!:l
When Brevet Colonel Abert wok over the Topographical Bureau, he began working in earnest lO establish first an independent bureau followed by the establishment of a separate Corps of
Topographical Engineers. He argued that the distinct duties betweC'n both kinds of engineers-topographers and forti{ications
engineers-were important enough to justify two separate corps.
The Chief Engineer, Colonel Charles Gratiot, did not agree, arguing that surveys and consu·uclion were inseparable. As a slight concession, however, Abert received an appointment as assistant w the
Chief Engineer for topographic matters. The following year he became a member or the Board of Engineers for Inte rnal Improvements. At first Abert's role as an assistant ch ief still denied him
complete control over topographic operations until his appointmem to the Board of Engineers for Internal Improvements as coordinator of its operations. With the closing down of the board two
years later Abert finally succeeded in getting the WaJ· Department
to make the bureau a separate office directly responsible to the
Secretary of War. Now free of direct Engin eer Department control,
Abert came one step closer to his goal of establishing a Corps of
Topographical Engineers.21
Now for the first time a centrali;.ed Topographical Bureau controlled its own pet·sonnel and stood on an equal fooling with the
~:n gin<~er Department and the other clements of the Army staff.
The duties of the bu1·cau as outlined by the War Department were
both military and civil. It continued lO act as a topographic repositor)' and took charge of military surveys and reconnaissances and
the management of internal improvements. To overcome the limited officer strength authorization, the bureau continued the prac-

• Ryan, Topograpluml Bureau Admiuistml/llr 1/Htory, pp. 40, 7'2-75, 78-83; Schubnt. Thr Sation Buildl'l 1, pp. 17- 19.
2 ' Beers. kHistory of the Topographical Engineers,·· p. '289; Go<'umann, Ami)'
/;·.,pfomt/On, pp. 9-10; Burr. "l listorical Sketch: pp. 39-40; Ryan, Tof>OJ,>raphical Bu·
1rart Admini~trative 1 hi lOr)'• pp. 76-83; Sell ubnt , '1/rr Natiou Buildtn, pp. 19-'20.
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tice of hiring civilian surveyors and borrowing infantry and artillery officers to do the surveys. The responsibilities taken over
from the Board of Engineers for Internal Improvements included
the supervision of over 50 personnel-12 civil engineers, 30 line
officers, and Abert's own 10 topogs and a few attached Engineers.
Up until 1836 the Corps of Engineers handled all river and harbor
construction projects, but that year the War Department transferred several Great Lakes and Lake Champlain projects to the Topographical Bureau. In this manner Abert's mixed force of topogs
proceeded to accomplish field surveys and some of the construction responsibilities for internal improvements.2~·
Soon the small bureau became overloaded with civil engineering projects. By J838 construction activities had increased immensely and surpassed surveying in importance. The topogs were
also helping the new railroads, a somewhat controversial practice,
by doing surveys and supervising some constru ction. The system of
detailing officers from other branches to the hard-pressed Topographical Bureau began to reveal drawbacks, particularly wh en requirements for the Seminole War resulted in the withdrawal of the
detailed officers from the internal improvements work. The campaign against the Indians in Florida also demanded the services of
wpogs in the field and the preparation of a map of the peninsula.
Several topogs remained in Florida through the l 840s, working on
roads and improving the map. 26
Other engineering requirements drew on the skills of the Topographical Engineers. In 1834 the bureau took on the construction of coastal lighthouses for the Treasury Department. The Treasury Department also reestablished the Coast Survey in 1836, and
the project absorbed more of the Topographical Bureau's limited
capability. Thereafter, until the abolishment of the Corps of Topographical Engineers in 1863 as a separate corps, one or more officers remained assigned to this survey.27

2' Schubert, Tlze Not ian Buildrrs, pp. 20-21; Ry<tn. TofJO!JI"fl/llural !Jurrou Adminislmtwr I lislol)', pp. 83-84, 88. 91-93. 96. I 02.
:Itt Ryan, Topograp!tiral Rumw .\dminislralive HistOI'J, pp. HR, 94-96, 102-10,
115-16; Beers, MHistory of th<.· Topographical Engin<·er~.~ p. 290; Schubert, Thf
\ 'a11011 /Juildm. p. 23.

~•

Beers, ~Histon of the Topographical
pp. 27-28.

.\'a/1011 Builder~.

Engineer~ ...

pp. 289-90; Schubert, Tltt
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Tlu Topographical Engineers Corps, 1838-1845
In the meantime, Abert continued to pursue h is goal to elevate
his bureau to corp s status. Although the bureau assumed the responsibility for the surveys for internal improvem ents, Congress
and the War Department had failed to d elineate the duties of the
Corps of Engineers and the Topographical Bureau. Measures in
Congress to establish the separate corps failed in 1836 and 1837 before finally passing in 1838. The Seminole War and the expansion
of the western fron tier prompted Congress to enact legislation to
increase the size and improve the efficiency of the military establishment. This logically led to the establish ment of the Corps of Topographical Engineers, and the law defined the duties of the two
engineering corps. The topogs took on all the civil engineering
works directed by the federal govemment, especially the improvements for rivers and harbors. The Corps of Engineet-s retain ed militar y consu·uction projects, primarily the consu·uction of coastal fortifications. In turn, the Topographical Engineers transferred to the
Corps of Engineers its plans and drawings of fortifications. 211
The act of 5 July 1838 establishing the new corps authorized a
total of 36 officers but no enlisted personnel. More specifically, the
act of Congress authorized a 36-man top ographical engin eering
corps to "consist of one colonel , one lieutenant coJonel, four maj ors, ten captains, ten (jrst li eutenants, and ten second li eutenants." Colonel Abert became the chief of the corps and as such became equa l in rank to all the other head s of Army serv ices,
including the Chief of Engineers. The act also ended the corps'
dependence on civilian enginee rs.~'
As a result of this reorganit.ation, the operations of the Topographical Engineers expanded rapidly. The topogs assumed all responsibility for ··iver and harbor imp.-ovements on the Mississippi,
Ohio, Missouri, Arkansas, and Red rivers and in many harbors on the

2
" Ry.m. 'l&pographical Bureau t\dminirtmtive 1/istory, pp. 111-42; Beers, "I listory
of the Topographical Engineers," p. ~H8; Schubert, The Nation Buildrrs, pp. 23-26.
2'• Quoted from Burr, "Historical Sketch," p. 40; Schubert, Tilt Nat10n Buildtr.t,
p. 24. Yearly rosters may be found in the Official Army Register. For a ro\ter of the
officer<; of the corps from its original complement upon formation in 1838 and
changes prior to the Ci,il War, sec Beers, "A History of the Topographical Enginee.-.;," p. 291; or Goctzmann, Arm)' J~xploratton, pp. 43!>--37.
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Atlantic and Gulf coasts and on the Great Lakes. Surveying of the
Great Lakes intensified on a systematic basis in 1841. Topogs supervised the road-building projects in Wisconsin, Iowa, Michigan,
Arkansas, and Florida. Ostensibly built for military purposes, these
roads also eased the westward migration and delivery of maiL agriculture produce, and other commerce. Several topogs also reported to
the State Department to work on various boundary surveys along the
international borders, including the Texas Boundary Survey
(1840-1841) and the ortheast Boundary Survey (1840-1850). By
1845 seven topogs were at work surveying the New Brunswick-Maine
boundary. Other members of the corps supervised the construction
of new military roads in the territories. In Washington the corps embarked on several important public works prqjects. Topogs resumed
work on the long-delayed Washington Monumem, began constructing an aqueduct in the Georgetown area of the District of Columbia,
and started paving Pennsylvania Avenue between the Capitol and the
White House. The topographers also found time to help the Corps of
Engineers' military construction program by surveying potential fortification sites and rcconnoitet-ing strategic locations.30
In the 1840s the Topographical Engineers began a long series of
military surveys. Surveys for defensive purposes were underway for
the harbor at PortsmoutJ1, New Hampshire, and roads to and from
Washington, D.C. Very extensive surveys were also made around
New Orleans and in Florida to include the Dry Tortugas and Key
West harbor. Although well established in its public works role, the
corps increased its role in western exploration and mapping. 31

The Cmps and Manifest Destiny
As the tension increased between the United States and Mexico

in 1845, one of the topogs, Bvt. Captain J ohn C. Fremont, prepared
to depart on his third expedition to the West. Although strong
Arnet·ican expansionist aspirations prompted the acquisition of the

1<1 Beers, '·History of the Topographical Engineers." pp. 348-49, 351; Ryan, Topographical Buntmt Administrative Histor); pp. 143, 146, 148-49; Goetzmann, Anny
l~xplomtion, pp. 11-12; Schubert, The Nation Builders, pp. 55-56; see also W. Turrentine Jackson, Wagun Road West: A Stmly ofFeder·al Road Surveys and Construction in the
Trans-Mississippi West, 1846-1869 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1965).
" Schubert, The Nation Builders, p. 57.
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territories of California and New Mexico either by negotiation or by
force, very little information and few reliable maps were available
for military operations. The United States still knew very little about
its own lands west of the Mississippi, a vast expanse of territory acquired years earlier as a result of the Louisiana Purchase in 1803.32
This requirement for geographic information t-urned the corps'
attention to increasing its mapping of the West, and this in turn presemed new opportunities for exploration. Except for Stephen H.
Long, now an older m~or engaged in river improvement work, only
Fremont had any significant exploration expe1ience west of the Mississippi. East of the r·iver the corps had paid particular attention to its
role as a government engineering, public works, and construction
agency. Now necessity prompted the corps' involvement westward.
Several concerns in the West confronted President Polk's new adminisu·ation. First, restless Indian tribes needed to be appeased. In
particular, the mobile, horse-mounted Inclians of the western plains
preyed on unescorted settlers and traders passing through their tenilories. Second, accurate maps for military purposes were either lacking or inadequate. As a result, an urgent requirement induced military planners to launch a series of military expeditions to gather
information about the areas in contention with Mexico. Third, the
movement of armies and their logistical u-ains required a knowledge
of existing and proposed routes for transporting supplies.
At the time the corps had only a single map of the entire transMississippi West, an unpublished 1844 map of Texas compiled by
1st Lt. William H. Emory from available sources. josiah Gregg's
Commerce ojthePrai1ies (1844) and Tanner's Ame1ican Atlas (1839) offered some reliable information, but generally the commercial
maps, largely based on hearsay and conjecture, were woefully inaccurate. Even Emory's map relied on less than accurate information.
The fortl1coming maps resulting from Fremont's 1843-1844 expedition tracing the route along the Oregon Traj) were still in preparation. For tlle most part the available maps proved unsatisfactory
for use by military commanders in tl1e field. As a result, the Army
had to rely on military expeditions to reconnoiter and map the terrain, a responsibility of the Corps of Topographical Engineers.

St Unless otherwise indicated the following paragraphs are based on GoeLZmann, A rmy Explomtion, pp. 109-11.
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During this period the Corps ofTopographical Engineers had
evolved into an agency in support of Manifest Destiny-the manifestation of the American urge lO expand the nation's boundaries
westward to the Pacific Ocean. It was during this stage of collecting
topographic and geographic data in the West that members of the
Corps of Topographical Engineers, particularly Fremon t, were
drawn into the conflict \vith Mexico. :~s
That the members of the corps became involved in efforts to expand the nation seemed only natural-their exploration and mapping simply became the by-product of any new territorial gains. Fremont, one of the more illusu·ious members of the corps, has been
both accused of and credited with being the agent of Manifest Destiny in the seizure of California. Historian William H. Goetzmann, in
his seminal work on the topogs' explorations in the West, writes that
the corps was a central institution of Manifest Destiny as well as the
focus for a national spirit of romanticism. In the drive westward, he
states, the corps served as the agent of a democratic collective ·will. 34
By 1845 Manifest Destiny provided the impetus for deploying
the Topographical Engineers in areas close to Lhe Mexican border.
Three Army expeditions, two composed entirely of topogs, '"ere
dispatched westward. Although t.heir chief task directly related to
the threat of war, the Army topographers also received instructions
to gatl1er scientific information.

Colonel Kearny's Mounted Reconnaissance, 1845
On 23 May 1845, Colonel Stephen Watts Kearny's dragoon
force of mounted infantrymen set out from Fort Leavenworth,
Kansas. The expedition headed south to Bent's Fort (located in
southeastern Colorado) and returned to Fort Leavenworth via a
route paralleling the Arkansas River. By following this route
Kearny's troopers provided some security to the wagon trains traveling between Santa Fe and St. Louis, and the presence of tlle horse
soldiers on the plains also offered some measure of protection t.o
the wagon trains moving along the Oregon Trail. Besides gatl1ering

3

~

For a discussion of this phrase see Ray A. BillingLon, The Far Western Fnmtier,

1830-1860 (New York: Harper and Row, 1950), pp. 148-50.
!11 Goetzmann, Anny h'xjJlomtion, pp. 4-6, 17-2 1, and 429; Schubert, The Nation
Builders, pp. 54, 56-57.
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geographic information of the border regions the reconnaissance
succeed ed in making a su·ong show of force and impressed the Indians, deterring them from any outbursts if war did break out with
Mexico. In the end, Kearny's military reconnaissance proved the
worthiness of American cavalry mobility.:15
Th e Topographi ca l Eng ineers attached 2d Lt. William B.
Franklin to the expedition to record the information gained and
to map th e region. Franklin arrived at Fort Leavenworth after
Kearny's departure, and he joined the column eight days later.
The dragoons had head ed northwest along the Oregon Trail toward Fort Laramie, then following the North Platte River, they
passed Chimney Rock on 10 .June. When the expedition arrived at
the fort on the 18th, Kearny called for an immediate council with
the Sioux Indians. Franklin recorded the colonel's use of pageantry and su·ength to impress and deter the Indians from attacking the wagon trains along the Oregon Trail. The young topographer o bserved th a t during the pa rley the I ndians exhibited
feelings of guilt and knew that the arrival of the dragoons meant
possible punishment for past misdeeds. Kearny left Fort Laramie
with an agreement from the temporarily awed Indians to refrain
from attacking the Oregon-bound settlers. The dragoons resumed
their march west to South Pass, passing such landmarks as l ndepcndence Rock and Red Buttes. After returning to Fort Laramie,
the column turned south and arrived at Bent's Fort in late july.
T he soldiers resumed the march the next day and re turned tO Fort
Leavenworth by 24 August 1845.3ti
The reconnaissance achieved impressive results. The mobile
force marched som e 2,200 miles in 99 days, and in his re port

o.; Stephen W. Kca1 11). M
Repon of a Summer Campaign to the Rockv ro.tountains ... in 1845," Sen. Exec. Doc. 1. 29th Cong.. 1st sess., 1846. p. 210; G<x:tzmann,
Anny L~1Jlomtion, pp. 111-12. TI1is report contains a map and ab~u-act of the journal
of the accompanying Topographical Eng ineer, Lie ute nant Willia m B. Franklin.
Franklin's journal has also been rcprimed. &•c Frank N. Schubert (eel.). Alarrh to
South Pa.s..f: Iieutma11t Willimn B. Frank1m'sjormwl oftht IVa my Exptdition of 1845, I, Engineer H iswrical SLUdit·s (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Army Corp~ of Engineen., 1979).
'16 National Archi\'cs, Record Group 77, Record s of tht• OOicc o f the C hief of
Engineers. Letters R<•ccivcd by the Topographical Bureau (hereafter cited as RG
77, Record~ oft.hc O CE, LR, TE 77), Franklin to Abert, 5 Nm. 1845, LR 150. TE
77. This letter contained Franklin·~ full report, which was ablotractcd for inclusion
in Kcan1} \ r<•port.
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Kearny suggested repealing such excursions in lieu of establishing
"expensive" forts. His ideas differed quite a bit from those of Fremont and other topographers. The topogs viewed the establishment of forts as an inducement to frontier settlement and protection along key trade and emigration trailsY
Franklin prepared a careful map and report of the route for
publication as part of Kearny's report. The printed report included absu·acts of the topographer's journal along with those of
other officers on the reconnaissance, but they did not provide
much new information. The map, however, proved of value since it
provided the corps with an exercise in western map-making. In addition, most of Franklin's map incorporated the information Fremont had obtained in his 1843 and 1843-1844 expeditions. In any
case, the information gathered on the plains counu·y served as a
useful guide to settlers moving westward over the route. sa
Much broader in scope were the two topographical expeditions
that set forth that year. Both originated from orders issued to Bvt.
Captain Fremont-his and an ancillary expedition under 2d Lt.
James W. Abert, Colonel Abert's son. In these cases, however, Topographical Engineer officers, not line officers, commanded the
expeditions. Besides the military missions assigned to the topographers, the soldier-scientists of the corps also r·eceived instructions
to gather scientific data on the areas they passed through.
1'l1e Corps on the Eve ofWm·
For the most part the topogs moved easily from their role as civil
engineers and scientists to their primary duties of map-making, intelligence, and military assignments in support of the Army under
wartime conditions. To improve the work of the corps Colonel Abert
persistently urged establishing a unit of topographical en listed men
to help in surveys and military duties. Doing so would relieve the
corps from detailing soldiers from other branches, particularly from
the artillery, and save on the cost of hiring civilians. Congress, how-

~7

Goetzmann, Arm)' Explomtion, pp. .113-15.
pp. 115-16; Franklin Lo Abert, 5 Nov. 1845, LR 150, TE 77; Carl I.
WheaL, MajJjJing thr Trans-Mis.fissippi West, 1540-1861, II (San Francisco: The lnsLi·
LULe of HisLorical Canography, 1958) , pp. 191-92. A reproduction of this map is
opposiLc page 192.
~ I bid ..
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ever, did not act on this recommendation. The corps, therefore, remained composed entirely of officers, and the topogs continued the
practice of conu-acting with civilians.3\'
Once his topogsjoined a field command Colonel Abert lost direct control over them. At best, Abert could request the commanders to allow his Topograph ical Engineers to do additi onal tasks
desired by his bureau. From a su·ictly military standpoint, the topographers assigned to a command became staff officers. During
the course of the war nearly half of the members of the corps
served under the commands of Generals Stephen W. Kearny, Winfield Scott, Zachary Taylor, and John E. Wool. However, the majority of these topogs kept their technical lines of communication
open to the bureau. Throughout the war the topogs in the field
consistently submitted letters and copies of reports to Colonel
Abert in Washington:1o
The United States entered this war like many others, unprepared. Campaign plans did not exist. The small and in experienced
Army needed to be expanded, trained, equipped, and deployed
great distances to operate in vast unknown lands. The Army did
not have an intelligence system, and an urgent need arose for reliable information on the geography and topography of the envisioned war zone. Commanders appointed to lead campaigns in
Texas and Mexico (including the future American Southwest)
lacked information on roads, sources of supplies, facilities, obstacles, and even the climate. This ignorance of geography and lack
of military intelligence dramatically increased the work of the
corps as soon as its members joined their field commands. 11

Rr,\n. Topographiral Rureau Arlministmtive Histor)', p. 147.
Ibid., pp. 150-51. Several of the reports cited in this publication have copies
filed in the Topographical Bureau and are housed in the Nalional Archives.
~• George L. Rives, The U11i1ed Slale,t and Afexi.co, 1921-48. II (New York: Charles
Scribner's Sons, 1913). p. 195.
:I'J
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CHAPTER2

On to the Golden Gate With Fremont
Among the Topographical Engineers, j ohn Charles Fremont
stands out as a well-known explorer and the conqueror of California. Biographers and historians have subjected his career to the
closest scrutiny and criticism. Fremont was not as much an explorer of the unknown as he was a scientist and cartographer.
Allan Nevins, in his biography of Fremont, used an appropriate sobriquet: the "Pathmarker." Following his successful and highly acclaimed expedition to the West in 1843-1844, Fremont returned
to Washington. With the help of his wife and Charles Preuss, his
principal topographic assistant, he began to prepare a report and
map of his route to Oregon. 1

1 Biographies on Fremont are numerous. The most reliable is Allan Nevins,
Fnmlfml, Pathmarker of thR West (New York: Longmens, Green and Co., 1955). Another biograph)' that outlines his explorations in detail is Frederick S. Dellenbaugh, Fremont all(i. '49 ( cw Yot·k: Knickerbocker Press, 1914). Other biographies
include Herbert Bashford and Harr Wagnet·, A M<w Unafraid: The SlOT)' ofJolm
Charles Fremont (San Francisco: 1-larr Wagner Publishing Corp, 1927); Alice Eyer,
1'he Famous Fremonts and ThPir Amerim (n.p.: Fine Arts Press, 1948); Cardinal
Goodwin, jolm Charles Fremont: An Explanation of lfis Career (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1930). Several biographies were published in 1856 at the
time of his campaign for the ptTsidency and are high!)' Jaudato1·)' in nature: John
Bigelow, Memoir of the Ufe and Public Service ofjolm Charles Fremont (Boston: Ticknor and Fields, 1856). This work is valuable for the correspondence and orders
included. All of the foregoing biographies are pro-Fremont; however, Nevins and
Dellenbaugh 's works do not hesitate to criticize Fremont. The Fremont papers
have been published by Donald J ackson and Mar)' Lee Spence (eds.), 171e ExjJedi·
lions of jolw Charles Fremont, 3 vols., by the University of Illinois Press. Fremont
wrote i\Jiemoh'S oflvly Life (Chicago: Belford, Clarke and Co., 1887). Portions of this
work and his "Geographical Memoir~ were published b)' Allan Nevins in Narratives
of 1~;...-ploration and Adventure (New York, 1956). Besides the biographies, the explorations arc outlined in Goetzmann, Army lixfJWmlion, p. 117.
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Orders forFremonts 11li?·d r.·xpPditirm, 1845

On 12 February 1845 Colonel Abert sent to the newly breveted
Captain Fremont a letter of instructions and orders for his next expedition. The colonel assigned two lieutenants as assistants and
granted authority for the topographer to hire civilians. Abert instructed Fremont to survey the Arkansas and Red rivers within the
U.S. boundary, particularly noting the navigable properties of
each. Fremont was also to survey the area within a reasonable distance of Bent's Fort.2
Abert's instructions also gave some indication of further exploration. The same paragraph stated that the general outline of Fremont's duties was previously indicated in the chief topographer's
annual report of the corps in 1844. In that report to Congress,
Abert had also recommended an expedition into the still unexplored regions of the West to survey the Great Basin. From there
the expedition would move from the Great Salt Lake to the lakes
in Oregon, with a return route to follow the Colorado River toward
Santa Fe to the headwaters of the Canadian Rivet· and then to its
junction with the Arkansas River. 3
No evidence exists that Fremont received direct orders to proceed to California. Instead he believed that "President Polk entered on his office with a fixed determination to acquire California, if he could acquire it in an honorable and just manner."
Fremont's close association with his father-in-law, Senator Thomas
Hart Benton of Missouri, had made him aware of the problems
with Mexico and the fear of a British plot to seize California. Even
before his maniage to J essie Bemon in 1839, Fremont became attracted to the cause of Manifest Destiny as espoused by the senator.
The new Secretary of the Navy, George Bancroft, also professed an

2 These orders can be found in Donald Jackson and Mary Lee Spence (eds.),
The ExpPditions ofjolm Charles F·remo11t, I (Urbana. IL: University of Illinois Press,
1970), pp. 395-97; National Archives. 77, Records of the OCE, Leuers Sent by the
Topographical Bureau, Abcn to Fremont, 12 Feb 1845, LS 211, TE 77 (hereafter
cited as LS, TE 77). Sec also Coctzmann , ,\rmy l~xfJiomtion, p. 117.
s MThc Annual Report of the Chief of Topographical Engineers," Rcpon of
the Secretary of War. Sen. Doc. I, 28th Cong., 2d sess., 1844, pp. 218,221-22.
Colonel Abert's words arc "The general omline of Captain Fremont's duties arc
indicated in the annual repon from this oflicc."
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eager interest to add Califor·nia and the entire Southwest to the
United States:'
Thus, regardless of Colonel Abert's 12 February instructions,
Fremont already had decided on another expedition w California.
He could count on support by Senator Benton, Seccetary Bancroft,
and other government officials. Association with his father-in-law
and other influential persons, coupled with his recently acquired
fame, gave Fremont wide latitude in his next mission.'•
Fremont's writings following the expedition made no mention of
secret orders for the conquest of California. In defending his actions
in a magazine article some 46 years later, he wrote: 'The distance was
too great for timely communication, but failing this, I was given discretion tO act" 6 No evidence exists, however, that Fremont's immediate supervisor confirmed these instructions. Colonel Abert's guidance seemed clear enough in that Fremont should explore regions
'\,,ithin reasonable distance of Bent's Fort." 7 However, Fremont's
magazine article claimed: "But in arranging this expedition the eventualities of war had to be considered. My private instructions were, if
needed, to foil England carrying the war now imminent wilh Mexico
into its territory of California. At the fitting moment that territory
was seized, and held by the United States." The Topographical Bureau's files do not reveal these "private instructions." If they were
known to Colonel Abert, all he could do, considering the powerful
supporters ofFremont, was tactfully ignore them. 8
By 10 April Colonel Abert, possibly prescient to Fremont's intentions, issued supplemental instructions to the explorer. Th e
colonel ordered his son, 2d Lt. J ames W. Abert, and 2d Lt. William
G. Peck to accompany the expedition. Using the worsening relations with Mexico as a basis, the chief topographer advised:
On arriving at Bem's Fort, if rou find it desirable, rou will detach a lieutenant and party to explore the Southern Rocky Mowuain-. and the regions

'Fremonl, Narmtivf'S, p. 435. Background information on this subject is included in Goewnann, Army 1£xploralion, pp. 102-03: Nevins, Pathmarker; pp.
192-204; Bauer, Thl' Mexican War, p. 165.
~ Fremont, Narratwl'.f, p. 435.
"John Charles Fremom. "The Con queM of California,~ ThP Cnllury Magaunf',
41 (Apr 1891): 920.
7 Quo led in Jack~on and Spence (eels.) , Fmnont, J, pp. 407-08; Aben LO Fremont, 12 Feb 1856, LS 211, TE 77.
"Frcmom. "The Conquest of California," The CentllT)' Magaz.inr, 919.
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south of the Arkansas under !>IICh instructions as your experience shall suggest ... It is extremely desirable t.hal you should be in before the adjournment of the next session of Congress in order that if operations should be
required in that counu·y the information obtained may be at commandY

Fremont's only recorded leuer to Colon e l Abert during this
planning stage was a request for small arms and a mountain howitzer. Abert concurred, although it was not usual practice for a scientific expedition to have artillery. Fremont, never at a loss for well
placed words, defended his request by adding: 'The uncertain and
frequently hostile disposition of the people inhabiting the countries
along the line of exploration render every advantage of anns which
can be afforded material to the safety of our verr small party." 10
Colonel Abert also issued more guidance before the party's departure. On 14 May the colone l provided guidelines for t11e u·aining of the two lieutenants. On the 26th he informed the explorer
lO usc his own discretion as to the size of the expedition. This
seems to add more credence to the colonel's possible knowledge
of the "private instructions" and may explain his decision to order
a detached party. He wrote to Fremont that Lieutenant Aben's
party should return as soon as it had finished its work "in order
that the expenses of the expedition may be reduced, and funds be
lcfl to meet the events of your own efforts for more distant discoveries, which will probably keep you some time longer in the field
than he [Abert] will be." 11
The chief Army topographer, however, never raised the issue of
any direct violation of official orders. No doubt he realit.ed that the
arguments of the opposing power structure, if charges were made
against Fremont for insubordination, would be insurmountable.
Tlw colonel most likely knew that his subordinate's plans had the
sanction of high government officials. It is strange, however, that he
did not incorporate that knowledge in later con-espondence to the
explorer. Indeed, by the end of May, the news of Fremont's extended expedition even appeared in a Washington newspaper:

''Jack~on and Spence (eel,.), Flemont, I. pp. 407-08; Abert lo Fn.:mom. lO Apr
1845. LS 118. TE 77.
tt>jackson and Spence (ed,.). Frrmont, !, p. 419; Abert to Fl{'lllOlll, 9 Mav 1845,
I.R 130. TE 77.
11 Jac~on and Spence (ech.). F~t·mont, I, pp. 422-23; Abert w Frcmom, 14 Ma}
1845. l.S 133, TE 77; Abert to Fr<•mont, 26 Ma} 1845. l.S 136. fE 77.
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Captain Fremont has gone on his third expedition, dt'lermined upon a
complete military and scientific exploration of the vast unknown region
between the Rocky Mountains and the Pacific, and between the Oregon
Ri\er and the Gulf of California. The expedition is expected to continue
nearly two years. Its successful results arc regarded with the highest degree of interest by all the friends of Science in America and Europe. 1 ~

Fremont Organizes His Expedition
In May 1845 Fremont left Washington for St. Louis, where he
assembled his expedition. There the topog captain recruited an
exceptional group of men. He hired Edward M. Kern, a young
Philadelphia artist and naturalist, in place of Charles Preuss as his
topographic assistant. All the other members of the party except
Abert and Peck were civilians. Many of th is group had been with
Fremont before, and they included experi enced guides joseph
\Valker, Alexis Godey, Basil Lajeunesse, Lucien Maxwell, and
Theodore Talbot. Kit Carson, the famed frontier scout, his partner,
Dick Owens, and an exotic escort of 12 Delaware Indians later
joined the expedition at Bent's Fort. 13
Several historians have stressed that the large number of people and the armaments of th e expedition arc e\·idence of Fremon t's imention to conquer Californ ia. Allan Nevins noted that
"Obviously, sixty men were an excessive force fot· a mere topographical party, and sharpshooting is not a topogr aphical necessity." FrederickS. Dellcnbaugh concurs. Fremont's devotees, such
as Herbert Bashford and Harr Wagner, however, wrote that the

12 Washington Union New.1, May 1845. as quowd in Eyer. The Famous Frrmonlf
and Theirt\mt'lim. p. 137.
u Goewnann, Ann)' l~xjJioration, p. 1 J 8. Prcuo;s :.tayed behind and prepared a
map based on dat:t from Fremom\ second expedition, which wa~ actually a :.cries
of large-scale map~ carefully <kpicting all nec(·~sary information along the line of
travel. For a dt·tailcd discussion and reproductions of these maps see Wheat, Majr
ping the Tmns-;\.lissif.tijJjJi \Vest. Ill, pp. 24-29. Some of the map-. may also bt• seen
reproduced in Gocumann, r\lmy Exploration. b<ICk cover in original edition; and
in .Jackson and Spence (eds.), Fremont, ~ l ap Portfolio and ·commcntaq," pp.
14-15. For more on Kern and Talbot see Robe• t V. Hine, Edward Knn and t\ mrri·
ran r::o..pmuion (New Ha\'en, CT: Yale Uni\'ersity Press, 1982); and Robert V. I line
and Savoie Lottinville (eds.). Soldirr in the WeM: /..i•lln:f ojTIII'odon• Talbot During /lis
Services in Calijomia, Mexiro and Oregon 1845- 51 (Norman. OK: University of OJ...Iahoma Pres.\, 1972).
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weaponr y "was a great acquisition to topographical work. marksmanship being essemial qualification." 14
The Route lo California

On 20 June 1845, the topographic party set out from St. Louis
and headed toward Bent's Fon to rendezvous with Kit Carson and
the others. When Fremont made clear his intention to maintain su·ict
discipline, 13 men quickly dropped out. He moved his men at a rapid
pace, and by 2 August they reached Bent's Fort. While out.fitt.ing Ius
party and waiting for Carson and Owens to come up from Taos, New
~texico, Fremont issued instructions to Lieutenant Abert for conducting the auxiliary expedition. By 16 August both panics had set
out, Abert down the Arkansas and Fremont up that river to the west.
Fremont noted as he left the fort that he had "a well appointed compact party of sixty, mostly experienced and self-1·cliant men, equal to
any emergency likely to occur, and willing to meN it." 1'•
Fremont carried with him some of the most up-to-date topographic equipment of the period. The topographic tools included
a portable transit for measuring horizontal and vertical angles, two
sextants for measuring the altitudes of celestial bodies, and two
pocket chronometers for precisely measuring time, an important
factor in determining the longitude . The delicate barometers used
for meteorological observations and measuring elevations received
some damage along the way. 11;
By 20 August Fremont's pany had encamped along the Arkansas
ncar present-day Pueblo, Colorado. Fremont later recalled the topographic capabilities of his expedition:
I had me good instruments for astronomical observations. among them a
portable transit insu·ument. Thi~ I set up, and established here one of the
four principal positions on which depend the longitudes of the region

11 Nevins, Pathmarfwr, p. 207; Dcllcnbaugh. Fremont and '•19, p. 288: Bashford
and Wagner, A Man Uuafmid. p. 157.
1'• Fremom, NarTlllivl's, p. 437; Goeumann, Arm)' l~xplomtion, p. II 8.
"'John C. Fremont, "Gt·ographic Memoir upon Uppc• California. in Illustration of his ~tap of Oregon and Califo1 nia: Addressed t<> the S<.·n;\1(' of th<.' United
States bvjohn C. Fremont." St•n. ~li'>C Doc. 148, 30th Cong.. 1st 'l''~.. 1848. p. 46;
James\\'. ,\ben, journal of lieutcnantjamcs A. [sic] Abert. from Bcnt'l> Fort to
St. l.oui., in 1845. ~Sen. EXt•c. Do<.. 138. 29th Cong.. bt scss.. 1846. pp. 7-8. For a
dt·.,niption of mapping t<.'chniqul''> !>CC Goewnann, AmiJ HxJilomtum. pp. 438-39.
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embraced by Lhe expeditions. The longitude was determined by moon
culminations and the latillldc by sextant observation of Polaris and stars
in the sou thY

Next the party headed across Colorado and Utah. On 26 August they camped at the Royal Gorge of the Arkansas and arrived
at the headwaters of that river in Mexican tetTitory on 2 September. Fremont and his group pushed on through the Tennessee
Pass and across the Continental Divide. On the 4th they reached
the Piney River, a tributary of the Colorado, and by 13 October the
party arrived at the south shore of the Great Salt Lake. The expedition next su·uck west across the desert toward the mountains and
California. Fremont aimed his march toward a mountain, which
he named Pilot Peak. This desert route later gained fame among
the westward emigrants and became know as the Hastings Cutoff. 18
On 5 ovember Fremont split his force into t.\vo parties. Winter was approaching, and he expected to encounter snow in crossing the Sierras into California. Considering it "imprudent to linger
long in the examination of the Great Basin," he decided to divide
the party and use the interval of good weather to run two separate
survey lines across the Basin. Walker guided the larger, main group
under Theodore Talbot. With Kern serving as topographer, the
group followed the more familiar route along the Humboldt River
to Carson's Sink, then moved southward to the rendezvous point
at Walker Lake. Meanwhile, Fremont's smaller party moved
through central Nevada from the Humboldt to Franklin Lake,
then southwest skining the AJkali Desert. He continued westward
to Walker Lake in western Nevada, thereby blazing the most feasible trail of the time across Nevada. As a result the topog dispelled
the idea that the Great Basin from the Great Salt Lake to the Sierras was the sandy, barren plain described by others. Instead Fremont found the area traversed by parallel mountain ranges covered with adequate timber, grass, and wildlife. The group reached

17

Fremont, N(lrrativP.s. pp. 440-41.
Fremont, Narratives, pp. 441-43, 446--47; Dellenbaugh, F'mnont and '49, pp.
291-92; Goetzmann, Anny ExjJ!oration, p. 119. Nevins noted lhal Fremom apparemly did not know of.Jediah Smith's crossing in I 827. Walke•· and PeterS. Ogden
crossed over nonh of Lhc Great Salt Lake LO lhc Humboldl, and the BanlesonBidwell panycrossed O\'er in 1841. See Nevins, Pathmarker; pp. 472-73 fn.
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the Walker Lake rendezvous point on 24 November, and three
days later the main party joined them. 19
Still concerned about the difficulties of leading the entire party
and its baggage through snow covered passes in the Sierras, Fremont again divided his party. This time he lead a selected group of
15 via the shorter route through the mountains, while Kern and
the main body followed a southerly 1·oute around the mountains. A
blanket of snow covered the peaks and ridge lines, but Fremont's
party succeeded in finding a clear pass and safely descended into
the California valley. This pass, later named for the ill-fated Donner pioneer party, became pan of a new trail from the Great Salt
Lake to California. The topog captain could also take credit for
blazing this route, though not through the pass, and rightfully deserved the appellation of "Pathfinder." 20

Fremont Ar'1ives in California
On 10 December Fremont reached john Sutter's settlement at
New Helvetia, better known as Sutter's Fort and the future site of
Sacramento. Sutter, who was away when the topogs arrived, returned the following clay, and the settler extended the same hospitality given to the explorer the year before. Four days later Fremont
departed in the direction of tl1e San j oaquin Valley to link up with
Kern. The main party had not arrived, and the topog decided to
rove around the valley. After a while he concluded that the main
pany had elected to take its time to ease the burden on their pack
animals. Since they had experienced guides, Fremont did not become overly concerned for the larger party's safety. By mid:January
he decided to return to Sutter's Fort to await their arrival.2 1
Now that he was in California, legally pan of Mexico and foreign territory, Fremont felt obliged to contact the authorities there
and stock up on provisions for the winter. Resting until late Jan-

Fremont, Narratives, pp. 448-54; Nevins, Patlmwrker, p. 213. Kern's journal
was published more than 20 years later. Edward M. Kern, 'Journal of an Explo·
1·ation of Mary's of Hum bolt River, Carson Lake. and Owens River and Lakes in
1845," appendix to James H. Simpson, Report of l~xfJ({)mti01lS across the Great Basin of
the Territory of Utah . .. in 1859 (Washington, D.C.: Govcrnmcm Printing Office,
1876), pp. 477-80.
2°Fremont, Nm·mtives, pp. 454-57; Nevins, Patlnnarker, pp. 215-16.
21 Fremont, Narratives, p. 458-64.
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uary, he then traveled to Monterey to call on the American consul,
Thomas 0. Larkin, and the Mexican Commandant, Donjose Castro. Fremont arrived at a time of internal tension, for Castro and
the governor of California, Don Pio Pico, were at odds. In addition, the previous governor had been ousted earlier, and contacts
outside California were virtually nonexistent. The presence of the
well armed topographic party aroused Castro's attention and suspicions about American intentions in California. H e had reason to
be concerned, for only a few years earlier an American naval force
had temporarily occupied Monterey. 22
Castro treated the American explorer with courtesy, giving him
permission to resupply but not any written consent to stay in California. The topographer told Castro of his peaceful intent, and assured him that his party only carried weapons to hunt game and
for protection against the Indians. His purpose for being in the
area, Fremont explained, had to do with finding a shorter route to
Oregon and other "scien tific purposes," but winter had caught
him in the mountains. He told Castro he had come to Monterey
seeking permission to set up a winter camp in the San joaquin Valley. With Castro's verbal approval for the Americans to stay for a
while in the Sacramento Valley, Fremont moved his party to Laguna, a vacant ranch 13 miles southeast of San J ose, for refitting.
During this period the main party rejoined the expedition. 23
The courtesy extended to the expedition to remain in California
dwindled as the Americans appeared to linger in the area. Fremont's men appeared to get along well with the local Spanish speaking Californians, drawn by curiosity to visit the encampment. During
these gatherings the Californians impressed Fremont and his colleagues lvith their fine horsemanship. Near the end of February Fremont moved his 60-man party southwest toward the settled Santa
Clara valley. On 3 March they encamped on the H artwell ranch near
present-day Salinas, only 25 miles from Monterey. Two days later the

2"l lbid., pp. 464-66.
Fremom, Narratives. pp. 465-68; H.H. Bancroft outlines the details or the
Californians' internal problems in History of California (San Francisco: A. L. Bancroft and Co .. 1886), IV. pp. 518-45. V, pp. 30-53. See also Justin H. Smith, Wm·
With Mexico (New York: Macmillan Co., 191 9) I. pp. 315-30: Nevins, Pathmarkn; p.
218; Eisenhower, So Far From Cod. p. 211.
2-'
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disturbed Castro dispatched one of his cavalry officers with an ultimatum ordering the expedition to leave California. 24
The Mexican authorities had every right to demand Fremont's
withdrawal. He had marched into settled regions under the guise
of a peaceful scien tific expedition during times of difficult relations between Mexico and the United States. Men like Carson,
Walker, Owens, the other mountain men, and the Delaware Indians hardly looked like peaceful scientific types. Historians generally hold the view that Fremont was biding his time and waiting for
the expected news that war had been declared. Bernard De Voto
wrote of Fremont in The Yem· of Decision, I 846, that "destiny was stirring in his soul." 2:.
Fremont's supporters portray the topographer's later actions as
an example of the American spirit that nothing could interfere
with Manifest Destiny. The topog boldly retired to Hawk's Peak, a
rough mountain overlooking the plains of Sanjuan and Monterey.
There he chose a strong position near the summit, strengthening
it with a rude fort of fallen oak trees. By defiantly hoisting the
American flag above the fort, Fremont put Larkin in a difficult position. The U.S. government enu·usted the consul, as a confidential agent. to work behind the scenes to win over the population,
thereby easing the way to attach California to the Union. FI-emont's actions seemed inconsistem with Larkin's policy of conciliation. The consul's correspondence with Washington, however,
did suggest some sympathy for Fremont's unusual mission. 26
For all the outspokenness on both sides, no epic conflict occurred at Hawk's Peak. The flagpole fell down late on the third
day. This provided Fremont with a good excuse to retire north to
Lassen's Meadows. The party traveled in short stages, hardly the

Fremont, Narratives, pp. 467-71; Eisenhower, So F"m·From God. p. 211.
Fremont, Narratives, pp. 467-7 J; Bancroft, History of California. V. pp. 7 and
102; Dcllenbaugh, Frnnont and '49, pp. 310-11; Nevins, Potlmllakn; p. 227;
Bernard De VoLO, The Year of Derision 1846 (Boswn: Houghton Miffiin Co., 1943),
p. 42. The leuers from the California officials are comained in Thomas 0. Larkin,
'111e l-arkin Papers, IV (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1951), pp.
228-29.
26 Bigelow, Memoir of thr Life ami Public Service ofjohn Charles Fremom, p. 133;
Bancroft, History of C<t!ifomia, V, pp. 12-13; Rives, The Unit!'(/ States and J\lfi'Xico,
1821-48, p. 174: Bauer, The Ml'xicon Wm; p. 166.
ti
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flight described by boasting Mexican officials. By 22 March they
encamped on the American River not far from Sutter's Fort. Since
Fremont planned to retire to the Klamath Indian country and
Oregon, he aptly justified his decision to leave the Hawk's Peak:
The protecting favor which the ways of all civilized governments and peoples accords [~ic] to scientific expeditions impaired on me, even here, a
corresponding obligation; and I now felt myself bound to go on my way,
having given General Castro sufficient time to execute his threat. Besides,
J kept always in mind the object of the Government to obtain possession
of California and would not let a proceeding which was mostly personal
put obstacles in the way. 27

The Mysterious Rendezvous With Lieutenant Gillespie, USMC
After moving around the Sacramento valley for about a month,
Fremont next headed toward Oregon's Klamath Lake to make topographic observations. He could easily have resumed his march via
his old u·ail to the Columbia River. Instead he elected to push westward into the unexplored Cascade Range fully m·vare that this route
ran through hostile Klamath Indian counu·y. The party reached the
lake on 6 May. On the evening of the 8th two horsemen rode into
camp and informed him that a Lieutenant Archibald Gillespie, U.S.
Marine Corps, was approximately 100 miles away and was bearing
dispatches for Fremont. The topog hastily decided to rendezvous
with the Marine Corps courier. He picked ten of his best men, including Kit Carson, Owens, four othe1· seasoned men, and four of
the Delawares, and quickly set forth. 2M
Lieutenant Gillespie had just completed an incredible and perilous journey by way of Mexico to deliver secret messages to Larkin
and Fremont and to relay information to the Pacific fleet. The
planning in Washington, particularly on the part of Polk, Bancroft,
and Benton, was charged with intrigue. Secretary of State James
Buchanan had forwarded only one official dispatch, dated 17 October 1845. along with a letter of introduction. These documents
were directed to Larkin, and insu·ucted him to pm·sue plans for

21
Fn:mont, i\'nrmlives, pp. 472, 477.
2II Jbicl .. pp. 494-96.
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peaceful secession and later annexation of California by the voluntary act of its in habitants. 2<J
Bancroft instructed Gillespie to bring Fremont up to date on
recent international developments. Fremont and Gillespie became
instant allies. In addition to facing a common danger, both were
quite compatible as energetic and impetuous individuals and contemptuous of the Spanish speaking Californians. After Gillespie informed him of Buchanan's insu·uctions to Larkin, Fremont felt the
time had arrived to act:
The information through Gillespie had resolved me from my duty as an
explorer, and I was left to my duty as an officer of the United States Army,
with the further authoritative knowledge that the Government intended
to take California. I was warned by my government of the new danger
against which I was bound to defend myself; and it had been made known
to me now on the authority of the Secretary of the Navy that to obtain
California was the chief object of the President.30

Fremont also used the personal correspondence from Benton and
his family to reinforce his decision. According to Fremont and his wife,
the correspondence (which has not been preserved) contained a family cipher warning him to be prepared to act. As Fremont later wrote:
The letter from Senator Benton, while apparentJy of friendship and family details, cont;~.ined passages and suggestions which, read by the light of
many conversations and discussions with himself and others at Washington, clearly indicated to me that I was required by the Government to
tind out any foreign schemes in relation to California and, so far as might
be in my power to counteract them.

Fremont pondered and reached the conclusion that night: 'The
time has come. England must not get a foothold. We must be first.
Act-discreetly, but positively." 31
29 The leuers were dated 17 October and
ovember 1845. Buchanan ·s insu·uctions in the 17 October letter were commiued to memory by Gillespie and
destroyed because he was subject lO search while passing through foreign territory. Larkin, The Lm·kin Papers. IV, pp. 44--47, 82. Also see Werner H. MarLi, Messenger of Destiny: The Ctllifomia Adventures 1846- 1847, of Arrltibald H. Gillespie, U.S.
Marine Corps (San Francisco, CA:john Howell Books, 1960), pp. 8-9.
!10 Fremont, Narratives, p. 497; Eisenhower, So Far From Cod. pp. 212-13.
31
Ibid., p. 498. For a det.-1iled discussion of the cipher and dispatch from
Buchanan see Josiah Royce, Cttlifornia from the Conquest in 1848 to thR Second Vigi.lmue Commillee in San Fmncisco (Boston and New York.: Houghton Mifflin Co.,
1914}, pp. 123-50. Senator Benton also gave his views on this subject in suppon
of Fremont. Thomas Han Bemon, Thirty }'/>au Vierv (New York: 0. Appleton and
Co., 1854) , II, pp. 689-91.
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Fremont reasoned correctly that the United States and Mexico
were at war, although the news of the declaration of war by the
United States probably had not reached California. At the time
Fremont received his communiques, however, the first major battles of the war were taking place in Texas. He latec explained, "I
saw the way opening clear before me. War with Mexico was inevitable; and a grand opportunit)' now presented itseU' to realize in
their fullest extent the farsighted views of Senator Benton, and
make the Pacific Ocean the western boundary of the United
States." The topog next formulated the first steps toward the conquest of California, which summarized his actions for the balance
of that fateful year of 1846:
l resolved to move forward on the opportunity and return forthwith to

the Sacramento Valley in order to bring to bear all the influences I could
command. Except myself, then and for nine momhs [actually six months;
Brig. Gen. Stephen W. Kearny arrived in December) afLe•-ward, there was
no other officer of the Army in California. The citizen party under my
command was made up of picked men, and though small in number, constituted a formidable nucleus for frontier warfare, and many of its members commanded the confidence of the emigration.32

Fremont had to deal first with another problem. That night a
band of Klamath Indians attacked the party's camp, and the Atnericans suffered several casualties. When Fremont and his entire
party returned to the Klamath Lake region in California, they exacted vengeance on the Indians there. 33
hemont and the Bear Flag Revolt

Fremont returned to Lassen's ranch on 24 May. Upon arriving he
received word of a recent Mexican proclamation expelling all aliens
who had not taken up Mexican citizenship. The edict also prohibited
any further emigration of Americans from the United States. This

~2

Ibid., p. 499.
pp. 499-507. Kit Carson gave his version in a later interview in tlw
Washington Union Ne-ws, 16 June 1846; Kit Carson, Kit Ctmon sA uto/)iography, Milo
M. Quaife (ed.) (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1935), pp. 96-99. Sec
also Edwin L Sabin. Kit Cw:mn Days 1809- 1868, I (n.p.: Press oft11c Pioneers, Inc.,
1935), pp. 443-44.
~ Ibid.,
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measm·e gave Fremont further justification to remain in California:
to protect American lives and stand ready to strike in case ofwar.34
On 24 May he wrote to Benton, ostensibly giving reasons for returning to the United States via California. Larkin supported Fremont and wrote that the heavy snow inhibited the explorer from
taking an alternative return route Lhrough Oregon. At that time of
the year, the snow and the hostile Indians in Oregon gave a good
pretext for venturing again into Californ ia.35
By 30 May Fremont encamped at the Buttes of the Sacramento,
and there the American settlers informed him of the Latest rumors
that Mexican authorities would enforce the laws excluding unauthorized immigrants and carr y out their threats to expell those already
there. Although there appeared to be no real basis for the rumors,
the Americans believed them. Fremont's return and presence added
to the commotion, thereby lending encouragement to the settlers to
act on their own to solidify their resistance to Mexican authority. 36
Fremont took no action against the Mexicans, bm retaliated
against hostile Indians in the area. In assessing the young Army topographer's actions during this stage in his stormy career, historians' views of Fremont are varied-either he acted too aggressive or
too hesitant and overcautious. Typically, his actions could be described as impulsive, a trait Fremont exhibited all his life. Considering these divergent views, one could also conclude that the
topog simply became confused. He made conflicting statements to
different settlers. One, William B. Ide, claimed that Fremont had
outlined a plan of conquest by the settlers while he would stand
aloof. J essie Fremont later wrote that her husband did not know of
the war, abhorred it, and returned to California for personal reasons. AJI this suggests that the orders carried by Gillespie were far
less extensive than Fremont himself claimed.37
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In june 1846 the Bear Flag Revolt took place. It began with Eyekid Meriu's seizure of Mexican horses on 9 June. five days later,
with advice from fremont, the settlers took Sonoma. On 16 Jun e
the Americans occupied Sutter's Fon and proclaimed an independent Republic of California. By the 25th Fremont and his ninetyman force had come out in the open to join the settlers at Sonoma
to do baule with the scanty Mexican forces. By now Fremont was
coordi nating his efforts with Commander john B. Montgomery of
the U.S.S. Partsmoulh now lying offshore in San Fra n cisco Ba('-'~
Soon most of northern California was in American hand~. Fremont then organized the California Battalion with himself serving
as its commander. With an organization consisting of 234 men
from the topographic party, settlers, and other adventurers, Fremont fo,·gcd the strongest disciplined force in that theater ofwaJ".39
The Navy joins Forces With Fremont

I lavi ng heard of the first baules of the war in Texas, Commodore John D. Sloat of the U.S. Navy's Pacific squadron ordered
Montgomery to take San Fra ncisco, and he sent word to F1·cmont
to report to him. Sloat seiLed Monterey on 7 July, and prepared to
join fo,·ces with Fremont to take the rest of California. When the
American flag fl ew over Suue,·'s Fort a few days later, the Bear Flag
Revolt e nded as quickly as it started. 10
Almost immediately, the British sh ip Collingwood arrived at
Monterey. Having discovered that California had been formally ann exed b)' the United States and somewhat chagrined that the
Americans got there first, a British officer aboard the Collingwood
later penned a rather descriptive accoum of Fremont's dramatic
entrance in the port town:
A vast cloud of dust appeared first, and then in long file emerged this
wildest wild party. Fremont rode ahead, a spare. active-looking man, with
such an <'ye! He was dressed in a blouse and leggings, and wore a felt hat.

"' FrcmonJ to }.lontgomcq. 16 jliiH" I 8·16, a~ quoted in :\c,·im. PnthmnrJm, pp.
Aho ~ce Bancroft, IIi story nf Caitfimua. \', pp. 101-31, 145-90.
.., :-\l•\im, Pnthmarker, pp. 275-79. Baucr ~tatcs the battalion numbered 22-1.
"/lu• Mrxiam \\i11, p. 169.
1
'' :-\<'' ilh, Pnthmnrkrr, pp. 279-RO; B,tut·r, l"ht .\lrxican \\or, p. 170.
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After him came five Delaware Indians, who were his body guard .... The
rest, many of them blacker than the Indians, rode two and two, the rifle
held by one hand across the pommel of the saddle.''

Sloat appeared shocked when he learn ed that Fremont had
acted without formal orders. H e recalled the disgrace that had befallen the naval commander who seized the town four years earlier.
Fortunately for Fremont, Sloat's successor, Commodore Robert F.
Stockton, described by historian justin Smith as "a smart, but vain,
selfish, lordly and rampant individual thirsting for glory," arrived to
take over the naval command. On 23 July Stockton placed Fremont
and his men under his command. He also appointed the topog a
major and left him in command of the California Battalion:12
All of CalijoTnia L5 Taken
The conquest of California involved a series of movements and
occupation of key points, usually without opposition, and the internal strife among the Mexican officials in California added to the
relative ease of the Amedcan operations. Fremont and his battalion
landed at San Diego and marched toward Los Angeles to join forces
with Stockton and Larkin , who landed at San Pedro. Los Angeles
fell without opposiLion on 13 August, and on the 17th the Americans declared the region a territory of the United States. Stockton
now appointed Fremont military commandant of northern California and ordered him to return north to recruit more personnel.4:1
Shortly after Stockton and Fremont depaned, the native Californians, prompted by the poor conduct of the American garrison
under Gillespie's command, rebelled and retook southern California. Los Angeles fell to a band of insurgents on 22 September. Be[\-veen 1 October to 15 December Stockton's forces made a series
of petty marches and countermarches. In O ctober Fremont re-

Frederick Walpole, Four Years in the Pacific, as quoted in Dellenbaugh, Fremont and '49, pp. 351-52.
12 Smith, War With Mexico, 1, p. 336; Oellcnbaugh, Fremont and '49, pp. 353-54:
Bauer, The Mexican Wa1; pp. 172-73; Eisenhower, So Far Fmm Cod, pp. 214-15.
13 Smith, War With N/1!).-ico, I, pp. 336-37: Dellenbaugh. Fremout and '49, pp.
356-57; Nevins, Pathmarher, pp. 291-93: Bancroft, History of Califomio, V, pp.
255-87.
11

0

TO THE COLDEN GATE WITH FREMONT

41

ceived ordct·s to move south with reinforcements. H e soon
reached Santa Barbara but unexpectedly returned to Monterey.
There the topog learned of his promotion to lieutenant colonel of
the Mounted Rifles as of26 May.~ 4
In late November, Fremont set out for Los Angeles with a force
of more than 400 men. In San Luis Obispo his troops captured Don
jesus Pico, one of the Californian resistance leaders. Pico had violated his parole and faced a death sentence, but an emotional plea
by Pico's family swayed Fremont, and he pardoned the Californian.
Such compassionate acts on Fremont's part also gained the favor of
the Californians, and Pico became one of his strongest devotees:'''
After very hard traveling, Fremom reached Santa Barbara on
27 December. Following a few days rest, his battalion moved on
and reached San Buenaventura on 5 January 1847. The next day
they heard news that an army commanded by Commodore Stockton and General Kearny had marched into Los Angeles. By the
l 2th he encamped his force near the mission of San Fernando. As
usual, Fremont took the initiative and began negotiations with
Don Andres Pico, leader of the Californian resistance. 16
On 13 January the parties came to an agreement, and Fremont, on his own authority, signed the Treaty of Couenga. The
terms were liberal and had the effect of appeasing the southern
Californians. Even one of Fremont's greatest critics, historian l I.
II. Banet·ofl, conceded that the explorer had acted wisely. Perhaps
Justin Smith best summed it up
It was a singular denouement. Men defeated, without a hope left, dictated term!> to the conquerors. A brevet captain, just blossoming into a
lieutenant colonel, eclipsed a commodore and a brigadier general; and
the arch-ruffian of the Bear cult reappeared as a fairy godmother to save
and bless the Californians, who detested him. But the ending was after all
a happy one. The Americans felt a new respect for the people. and they
were able to sec that, although destitute of gunpowder, the insurgents, if
driven to extremities, could have done much harm with lance, dagger
and torch, and could have sown the seeds of perennial hatcY

H Bancroft, lhslorJ of Cabfomio, \', pp. 3H-15; Ne,im, Pa/hmorker; p. 294:
Bauer, TheMrxira11 1\'clr, pp. 183-84; Eisenhower. Sof'orFrom God, pp. 217-18.
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c\·ins, Palhmarker; pp. 295-96; Dcllcnbaugh. Fremonl rmd '•19, pp. 365-68.
1
C\'ins, P(l/hmarkm; p. 296; Dcllcnbaugh, Fremont OTid '49, pp. 369-71.
"
17 Nevins. Path marker, pp. 299-300; Bancroft, Hislor_
v of California, V, pp.
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Fremont's DisfJute With Kearny
Fremont quickly became involved in a controversy with General Kearny. Both Stockton and Keamy claimed overall command
in California. Fremont supported Stockton, who, in return,
promised him the governorship of the newly acquired territory.
Later orders confirmed Kearny's claim. A despondent Fremont
lamented, "Each gave men an order to act under him. I remained
with Stockton as I had agreed. When Stockton sailed for Mexico I
was made to fee l the revenge of Kearny." Fremont's short term as
governor under Stockton's authority legally ended on 1 March
1847, when Kearny, after receiving authority from Washington,
proclaimed himself governor:18
Fremont further angered his new commander over the issue of
mustering of the California Battalion into federal service. Ignoring
the great distance between Los Angeles and Monterey, the young
topog decided to deal directly with tl1e general. In a display of his
usual rashness, Fremont covered the distances to Los Angeles on
horseback at record speed, managed to almost fight a duel with
one of Kearny's officers (postponed when the general found out
about the prearranged combat), and eventually was ordered to accompany Kearny on his return to the East. Upon arrival at Fort
Leavenworth the general charged Fremont with mutiny and insub-

18 QuoLCd in Fremont, ''Conquest of California," The Century Magazine, 41
(April 1891): 927. There are many views on this controversy. Nearly all of Fremont's biographers, especially Upham and Bigelow. portray FremonL as an innocent and Kearny as the villain. Nevins and Oellenbaugh arc more objeclive.
Kearny is strongly supponed by his biographer. Dwight L. Clarke, Stej)hm Walls
l<PM'II)', So/diet of the West (Norman. OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1961). pp.
256-87. Another western historian wrote, "it was a rather stupid mistake because
an army officer should have known it was wiser to obey a superior of his own
branch of service." EdwardS. Wallace. The Great Reconnaissrmce: Soldiers, A1·tists and
the Scientists on the F·rontier, 1848-1861 (Boston: Liule. Brown and Co. 1955) , p.
173. justin Smith also commented that Fremont was a provokingly unprincipled
and unsuccessful schemer. and that Kearny showed himself grasping. jealous,
domineedng and harsh," War With MPxico, 11, p. 454. Also sc<' Theodore Criva,
Military Governmmts in Califomia, 1846-1850 (Glendale, CA: Arthur H. Clark Co.,
1963), pp. 56-103.
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ordinaLion. As a result of his impending coun-martial Fremont did
not see any further action in the war.'''
The court-martial commenced on 2 ;\lovember 1847 at Fort
Monroe, Virginia. By then the War Department had ruled that the
topographic officer would not be tried on matters taking place before the war, conveniently precluding an examination concerning
Fremont's presence in California at the outbreak of war. The
10pog also received the strong and influential backing of Senator
Benton, who viciously attacked Kearny's role in California. (Benton's personal vendella continued the following year in a vain attempt to deny Kearny's confirmation to brevet m~jor general.)
During the course of the trial, Fremont's father-in-law also charged
that the Army's West Point clique wa~ persecuting a successful officer who did not attend or graduate from that instilution. On 31
January 1848, Fremont was found guilty of muliny and disobeying
a lawful command and conduct prejudicial of good order. Two of
Fremont'~ colleagues, B,•t. Colonel Stephen H. Long (also not a
graduate of West Point) and Major james D. Graham, were on the
13-man court-martial board which returned the verdict. The court
sentenced Fremont to dismissal from the service but recommended clemency. Mter intensive consultation with his cabinet,
President Polk pronounced Fremont innocent or the charge of
mutiny but guilty of disobedience and conduct prejudicial to good
order and military discipline. The President then remitted all punishment, and Fremont, still a li eutenant colonel, received orders to
report to duty. Considering himself a victim of a great injustice,
Fremont submitted his resignation on 19 February. The Army accepted it on 15 March 1848, thus ending the topog's military career for the time being. Jlc did not submit a formal report of his
third expedition to the Topographical Bureau.w

1
'' Corrc~pondt•nce bctwct•n Fremont and l<t'arny rcgMding Fremont's rt'queM to join hi~ regiment in ~texico, Kearny'), refusal of tht• rt•quest. and a later
1 t·que~t from Fn•mont to rctu•n \t'par-atclv an· contained in Bigelow, Lift and Pulr
ltr Snvir~ ojjol111 Clwrles Frmwnl, pp. 189-214: ~l'' im, Palhmarkrr. pp. 320-21: Dcll<:nbaugh. Frrmonl rmd '49, pp. :l7'5-i7.
~· Bauer, Thr ,\Jrximn m11, pp. 367-68; ~t·vim,, Palhmarker. pp. :327-42; Clarke,
Slt1Jhen Walls 1\l'tlnl)', Soldier of the WPsl, pp. 338-7~~. Extracts of the trial arc contained in Bigelow, J.ift and Publir Srn1iu ofjohn ClwrlPs Fremonl. pp. 2 I 7-318. Benton's comments arc contained in hb 771irl) }(an \'il'!tl, II, pp. 7 I!>-19.
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Fremont's Geographic Memoir
Fremont's third expedition resulted in significant geographic
findings. He had shown that the Great Basin was not the formidable
desert described earlier by Major Long, and could be crossed. He
also had u·aced a new overland route. Thanks to the famous botanist
john Torrey, the explorer's collection of plants appeared in a Smithsonian Institution publication as "Plantae Fremontianae." Congress,
which had postponed the publication of Fremont's narrative, somewhat belatedly authorized the publication of his "Geographical
Memoir" along with Charles Preuss' important 1848 map. 5 1
In iL'> day, Preuss' map was the most accurate portrayal of western
America between the Rockies and the Pacific. It represented a compilation of the best sources available at the Topographical Bureau
which were based on the surveys of Fremont and his military colleagues and several western explorers. The Great Salt Lake was depicted more accurately, and the map included more geographic data
and names for the northern reaches of the Great Basin. Fremont's famous appellation "Golden Gate" for the enu·ance to San Francisco
Bay appeared for the first time on Preuss' map. When word of the
gold discoveries reached the East, Fremont added the term "El Dorado or Gold Regions" to the approptiate locations. According to the
forme1· topog the map was preliminary on ly, and he made himself
available for any future government-sponsored explorations.52
The "Geographical Memoir" itself was not a journal but rather
a geographic description of the region from New Mexico to the Pacific Coast. Fremont described each region separately-the Sierra
Nevadas, the Great Basin, and the maritime regions west of the
Sierra Nevadas. There could hardly be any doubt about his conclusion: "Geographically, the position of California is one of the best
in the world; lying on the coast of the Pacific, fronting Asia, on the
line of an American road to Asia, and possessed of advantages to
give full effect to its grand geographical position.""~

~1

Goetz mann, Army ExjJloration, p. 122.
Fremont, "'Geographic Memoir,·· Sen. Misc. Doc. 148, Goetzmann, Army ExjJlbraticm, p. 106. A detailed discussion of the map may be found in Wheat, Mapfling tlw 7'rans-MississifJ/Ji Wl's/, 1540- 1861, Ill, pp. 55-62. Reproductions of two editions of this map are located opposite pages 56 and 57.
~' Fremont, "Geographic Memoir," Sen. Misc. Doc. 148, p . 44.
"2
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In a statistically important appendix to the memoir Fremont
included th e astronom ical observations of Professor Josep h C.
Hubbard of the Naval Obser·vator y, tables of latitude and longitude fo r specifi c locations from Bent's Fort to th e Buttes o f Sacramento, and m eteorological observations of the Gr eat Basin and
San J oaquin valley. The factual data dispelled the desert myth and
later had great agricultural importance.!;·!
Se nator Benton saw to it that his son-in-law's "Geographical
Memoir" obtained wide readership. In 1848 the Senate authorized
the printing of 20,000 copies, and the House produced another
edition the following year. These were the last official publications
of Fremont's writi ngs as a Topographical Engineer. The corps had
lost its most distinguished and at the same time most impeLUous
representative. 55
Fremont's impulsiveness and youthful arrogance were unfortunate lor him , but the Corps ofTopographical Engineers benefi ted.
While wearing his LOpog uniform, Fremont had distinguished himself as a geographer, scientifi c collector, and explorer. I lis glamorous career served as a model for the other officers, and their reports often reflected his influence. And Fremont had made a
direct contribution to the war effort. ~,.,
The Subsidiary Expedition of Lieutenants Abert and Peck, 1845

Naming the expedition after Abert and Peck is ironic; after all,
the two Topographical Engineers assigned to Fremo nt as assistants
ended up exploring what had been, at least officially, assigned to
Fremont. As noted earlier, Colonel Abert had modified his instructions to give Fremont auth ority to assign the exploration of the
Rockies to his assistants. The two lieutenants accompanied Fremont
as far as Bent's Fort. Upon arriving at the fort in early August 1845,
Fremont paused to outfit his party. Before starling on his trek to
California on the 16th, Fremont wok the time to make sure the two
young topographers knew how w usc their surveying instruments.
" Ibid., pp. 45-65.
'•\Jack,on and Spence (eds.). FmTlont, Map Portfolio and "Commcm:u y.· pp.
15- 16; Wheat, MappingtheTranh\lissmipjJi \\!st. 15-I0-186l. ll1 , fn, p. 56.
"• Cocumann, Army Exploration. p. 123. Robert Selph Henry al~o discusses Fremont's impuJ,ivcness in Tlte Stor) of the Mf'xiran l\l1r (New \ or!.. and Indianapolis:
Bobb!>-~lcr rill Co., 1950), p. 113.
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As Colonel Abert had noted, ''Both Lieutenants Abert and Peck will
be found well versed in the theoties and the mathematics, which
the duties require, and in need only of practice in the use of the
sextam, which 1 have no doubt they will soon acquire under your
able superintendence." He added that Lieutenant Abert should return directly to Washington after completing his survey.57
During his stay at Bent's Fort, the young Abert displayed his
artistic ability. Cheyenne I ndians often visited the fort and the adjacent explorers' camp, and Abert put his skills to work by making
sketches of these visitors. While sketching their portraits the personable lieutenant quickly su·uck up friendships with seve1·al of the
Indian leaders, who even allowed the squaws to pose. Old Bark and
Yellow Wolf, two of the Cheyenne leaders, also provided Abert with
information about their culture, language, and habits. The topog
later incorporated this information in a later report of his 1846 expedition to New Mexico.5s
On 12 August, four da)'S before Fremont departed to the west,
Abert set out with a thirty-three-man party downstream along the
Arkansas River. Besides Peck, Abert also had as a guide the able
Tom Fitzpatrick, Caleb Greenwood, and John Hatcher, veteran
mountain men, who served as hunters. Pmvisions obtained at the
fort included sufficient flour, sugar, and coffee to last two months,
and as a treat, Abert packed several boxes of macaroni and rice.
The party also had 4 wagons, 56 mules, 7 horses, and 8 cows for
emergency food. Scientific equipment incl·uded a sextant and
chronometer, but Fremont had taken all the other equipment,
leaving Abert without any barometers.59
Abert initially moved easL from Bem's Fort along the Arkansas
River. On the 16th the topographic party swung south down the Purgatory River. With the Rockies .in the background they continued in
this direction for three days before joining the Santa Fe Trail, following it through to the Raton Pass. The group then left the trail and

~ 7 Col Abert to F'r<:mont, 14 May J 845, LS 133, T£ 77; Jackson and Spence
(eds.), Fremont. I, pp. 422-23; GoeLZmann, Army l~xploralion. pp. 117-18, 123; Lt
Abert, ~Journal,"' Sen. Exec. Doc. 438. p. 2. The following accoum is primarily
based on Lt. Abert's journal.
.,. Abert's 1846 expedition is discussed in the next chapter. Abert, ·~ournal."'
Sen. Exec. Doc. 438, pp. 3-5.
$\l Ibid., pp. 2, 7-8; Gocv.mann. Army l~·xfJlomlion, p. 124.
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moved along the headwaters of the Canadian River. By 1 September
Abert and Peck had descended the steep slopes to the Canadian and
C'ntercd the Llano Estacado, a plain stretching from New Mexico
imo West Texas. Several days later th ey were in dangerous Comanche country and could sec campfires in the distance. On the
e ighth 1hey noticed Indian scouts observing them. Fortunately,
Greenwood and Hatcher were adopted members of the Kiowa tribe,
and the Indians treated the explorers well. To preclude any mistaken identity, the Kiowa chiefs pr0\1ded an Indian guide and his
squaw to accompany the party eastward along the Canadian. tit'
On the 15th Greenwood and H atcher turned back toward
Bent's Fort, and the party continued a long the Canadian River.
T he following day the Indian escort de parted. Abert's grou p proceeded sou th of the Canadian to seek out the headwaters of the
False Washita River. Reaching what th ey believed to be the False
Washita (actually a few miles to the north) they traveled some 70
miles eastward in the Texas panhandle along the North Fork of the
Red River. Off on the horizon the travelers saw Indians observing
them, but they reached the Canadian on the 24th without incident. Proceeding rapidly eastward , the Americans safel y left Comanche and Kiowa territory. They moved through the Canadian
River valle) and further saved some time by simply following the
well-beaten buffalo paths.ti 1
By I 0 October Abert and his me n were past buffalo counu·y,
and they soon reached the ruins of Fort Holmes in eastern Oklahoma. They followed old dragoon trails, with thick vegetation and
forests -;lowing the party's progress. Three days later they killed a
marked hog, a sign the)' were nearing civilization. As the party
passed through friendly Creek Indian settlements, Abert's well
tra\'eled group had taken on a fearsome appearance compared, as
he put it, to the "tastefully'' dressed Indians. 62

••• Abert, ']ourna l," Sen. Exec. Doc. 4:18, pp. 3-5, 14-45.
1
" Ibid .. pp. -!7-49, 55-58. Distanet· and latitude cited in C<mvcrn(·ur K. Warl'l'll, "\kmoi• to Accompany the Map of th~· Territory of the l!nited States from
the \lis'i~~ippi Rhcr to the Pacillc On·an ( IH58) ... Exploring Expeditions since
AD 1800," L'.S. War Department. RefJOitl of the l:xploratiom and Surtii')S ... for a
Rmlmad from tilt Mi$\issippi f?.it•l'r to tht J>anjir Omm, 1853-6, XI, I lou\t' Ext·c. Doc.
91 . :t~d Cong.. 2d '>ess., 1861. p. 52.
"~ I bid., pp. 65-69.
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On reaching the North Fork of the Canadian, most of the party
moved straight on to Fort Gibson. Abert headed toward Webber
Falls, some four miles from the juncture of the Arkansas and Canadian, while Peck made exact astronomical observations of the juncture of the two rivers. With their survey now tied into known
points, the lieutenants reached Fort Gibson on 21 October. The topographers then moved on to St. Louis in the next leg of their return to Washington. 63
Abert s Map and Report, 1846

Once back in Washington, Abert and Peck prepared their report and a map of the region they had traversed. These results
were published in June 1846 and provided the latest authoritative
information on North Texas and the Canadian River region. Besides their findings, the topogs compiled their map from the best
available sources including the earli er maps done by Fremont,
William B. Franklin, and J osiah Gregg. Local Indian sources provided some information on the terrain between the Canadian and
Arkansas rivers, which the topogs duly noted. In addition to tracing the Canadian River region from New Mexico to its juncture
with the Arkansas, the map depicted the Platte, the Arkansas, several portions of other rivers, and the mountain region west of Fort
Laramie and Bent's Fort to Santa Fe. Published to a scale of 32
miles to an inch, the map embraced the country from the 94th
meridian to the Rocky Mountains and between the Platte River
and the 35th parallel. 64
Abert's report also included many sketches, geographic observations, and appropriate descriptions. While his report provided
valuable intelligence for the Army, the information in it, especially
the location ofwater and wood, also proved useful information to
later travelers and settlers. H e also included significant descriptions of the Kiowa and Comanche Indians, the first time these
tribes received anention in an official government report. While
his description of the Indians may have sounded discouraging for

Ibid., pp. 72-75.
Wheat, Mapping /he Trans-Mississippi H~st, II , pp. 192-93. A reproduction of
this map is opposite page 1.93. Warren, ·'Memoir," House Exec. Doc. 91, p. 52.
6~
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future settlers moving west across the region, it did serve a practical purpose as ethnological source material of the tribes encountered by the expedition.r.:;
Like many other Topographical Engineers, Abert did not concentrate in a specific scientific field; he left the analysis of the data
to the experts. Publication of Abert's report turned out to be especially timely for military purposes. War had just been declared, and
his information and map were put to practical use for future military operations in the Southwest.
The exploratory eflons of the Topographical Engineers on the
eve of the Mexican War were, of course, only pan of the tasks
being undertaken by the corps. And virtually all of the corps'
peacetime activities ceased when war broke out. The Topographical Bureau itself would have little to do with the war effort, but
some two-thirds of the corps' officers would dep loy to the field
commands. Lieutenant Abert would again head west, this time to
serve for a Lime with Lieutenant Emory in General Kearny's force
gathering at Fort Leavenworth.

r..~

Abert, journal," Sen. Exec. Doc. 438; Goctzmann, Anny Hxploration, p. 126.
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CHAPTER3

With the Army of the West
In late spring 1846, in anticipation of war with Mexico, Colonel
Stephen Watts Kearny readied an army of 1,700 regulars and volunteers at Fort Leavenworth for a possible campaign to seite New Mexico and California. By the end of june Kearny, newly promoted to
brigadier general, had assembled a mixed force, grandly called "the
Army of lhe West," consisting of his own lst Dragoo ns, a volunteer
force of artillery and infantry, some mounted plainsmen, and several Delaware and Shawnee scouts. When news of the war and orders to move out arrived, the army began its long march, advancing
by detachments to conserve water and grass. The Army of the West
did not face much in the way of Mexican opposition. The major deten·ent along lhc route of march turned out to be the vast western
distances and resupply difficulties. By August the expeditionary
force had advanced 850 miles, and seized Santa Fe, New Mexico,
without firing a shot. After establishing a military government,
Kearny and his expeditionary force, now cut back to 300 mulemounted dragoons, set out in late September toward California.
A small group of topographical engineers under l st LL William
1Iensley Emory accompanied the army through the hitherto uncharted region of the Southwest. Emory's vivid account of the expedition, formally entitled "Notes of a Military Reconnoissance" [sic],
provides a day-by-day journal of the army's march and a description
of the country's geography and people. After his return to the Topographical Bureau , he prepared the first accurate map of the region. 1

1 William H. Em on, "Notes of a Military Reconnoissance ( su) from Fon Lcavenwon.h, in Missouri to San Diego, in California Including Pan of the Arkansas,
Del 'one, and Gila Rivers," House Exec. Doc. 41, 30th Cong., 1st ~css., 1848. Sec
also Ross Calvin (eel.). Utulenant Emory &ports: A Reprint ofl .ieutmmll W.H. Emory '5
Notts of a Military Rl'(onnoissouce [sic] (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico
Press. 1951). Many quotations from Emory's "Notes" also appear along with other
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Lieutenant Emory's Instructions

Emory's wide ranging interests and his career following the
campaign in the Southwest made him as well known as Fremont.
Through his active interest in the sciences, Emory had developed
close associations with notable astronomers, mathematicians, and
geologists. Whenever possible he attended the yearly meetings of
the American Association for the Advancement of Science. His
image, however, was that of a red-whiskered veteran frontier cavalryman, and his associates referred to him as "Bold Emory." 2
On 5 June 1846 Emory received orders to join Kearny's army.
The military members of his party included 1st Lt. William H.
Warner, a seasoned topographer, and 2d Lts. Abert and Peck, both
now veterans of western exploration. Emory also had two civilians
attached to his topographic section: Norman Bestor, a statistician,
and John M. Stanley, a landscape painter. Except for Peck the selected topogs were already in Washington and ready to move on
short notice. When notification came Emory had less than 24
hours to collect instruments and make other preparations. Peck,
then assigned at West Point, received his orders to proceed directly
to St. Louis to join Emory's party.3
Emory received clear and concise orders from Colonel Abert:
"Although ordered to report as field and topographical engineer,
under the regulations, you will not consider these in light of exclusive duties, but will perform any military duty which shall be assigned to you by Colonel Kearny in accordance with your rank. " 4
Emory obeyed, of course, but also turned the orders neatly around.
Emory later noted, "in all cases where it did not interfere with other
and more immediate military demands of the service, the attention

journals and reporlS in James M. Culls, The Conquest of California and New Mexico
(Philadelphia: Cary and Hart, 1847). Ponions of a slightly different version of
Emory's reconnaissance journal also appeared in W. H. Emory, ''ExtraclS from
thejouma/,» Niles {Ohio) National Register, 71 (31 Oct, 7 Nov, 14 Nov 1846):

138-40, 157-59. 174-75.
2 Goetzmann, Army Exploration, pp. 128-30; George W. Cullum, Biographical
Register of the Officers and Graduates of the United States Military Acad1!111y (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1891) , r, pp. 481-83; DAB, Ill, pp. 153-54.
' Emory, ''Notes,'' House Exec. Doc. 41 , pp. 7-8; Goetzmann. Anny Exploration,
pp. 130-31.
1 Abert lO Emory, 5Junc 1846, LS 337, TE 77.
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of myself, and the officers assigned to duty with me, should be employed in collecting data which would give the government some
idea of the regions u·aversed." 5
OUJ·ing the short time allotted for preparations, Emory managed to gather instruments and other supplies. These he recalled
proved "sufficient for all the objects appertaining directly to our
military wants, but insufficient for the organization and outfit of a
party intended for exploration." The bureau provided two 8V2-inch
Gambey sextants and some other equipment, and he borrowed
two excellent box chronometers from the Navy. When the party
departed on 6 June the topographer still lacked a pocket chronometer and telescope of sufficient power to observe eclipses.6
The sensitive instruments required exu·eme care during transport, butlhe topogs' best efforts were not enough. Initially, the topographers placed the chronometers in a basket and transported
them by wagon. The instruments' rates changed materially after
the rough crossing over the Allegheny Mountains, and the jarring
motion of an Ohio River steamer further aggravated their condition. To preclude any further damage, Bestor resorted to carrying
the chronometers. This turned out to be a fonuitous move, because on one occasion the wagon formerly used to u·ansport the
delicate instruments overturned. Fortunately, the instruments still
worked satisfactorily when the party reached Fort Leavenworth.
Mter arriving at the fort Emory managed to borrow a Bunton
syphon barometer from the post medical deparunent. 7
From Fort Leavenworth to SantaFe

Emory's topographic party did not linger long at Fort Leavenworth. On 27 J une 1846 Emory led an advance party in the direction of Bent's Fort. A day later the main body of Kearny's Army of
the West departed in the same dit·ection. The topog began his
; Emory, "Notes," House Exec. Doc. 41, p. 7.
Emory took the latest available publications and maps; two copies of Fremont's report of his 1843-1844 expedition; Mitchell's map ofTex:as. Oregon. and
California: four copies of his own 1844 map of Texas; a copy or Abert's 1845 map;
Gregg's CommerrP of the Prai1ies; two sets of Hasswell 's tables; and two nautical almanacs. Emory. "Notes," House Exec. Doc. 41, pp. 8-9.
1
Emory. kNotes," House Exec. Doc. 41. pp. 8-9; Goetzmann. Anny Hxploralion,
pp. 130-31.
6
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journal of the reconnaissance by briefly noting the well known
route between Fort Leavenworth and Santa Fe. He did, however,
take detailed scientific and astronomical observations. The topographers reached the trading post on 29 July. After the main force
arrived, Kearny allowed a brief rest and awaited reinforcements.
Lieutenant Abert, however, became ill and remained behind when
the army resumed its march.s
On 2 August, the Army of the West departed Bent's Fort and
headed southwest toward Santa Fe, the capital of New Mexico and
the first m~or objective. Emory's journal entries now became
more detailed. His vivid description of the column's dramatic departure sets the tone and style of his account of the expedition:
I looked in the direction of Bent's Fon, and saw a huge United States flag
flowing to the breeze, and straining every fiber of an ash pole planted
over the center of a gate. The mystery was soon revealed by a column of
dust to the east, advancing with about the velocity of a fast walking
horse-it was the "Army of the West. " I ordered my horses to be hitched
up, and the column passed, took my place with the staff.9

The column proceeded along the Arkansas and then followed
the Timpas River southwest. At the end of the first day's march
Emory recorded the route of the army and the distance it covered,
a routine he would follow daily. As the army made its way to California, he included entries on elevation, astronomical observations on latitude and longitude, and remarks about vegetation,
water, wildlife, climate, and the topographic features of the land
they crossed. 1o
The topographer also began to describe the hardships facing
the dragoon force. The column pushed on through the dry and
dusty Timpas valley, passing "the hole in the rock"-a stagnant pool
ofwater. After passing "hole in the prairie," he wrote, 'We passed a
dead horse belonging to the infantry, black with crows, and a wolf
in their midst, quietly feeding on the carcass. This gave us unpleasant forebodings for our noble, but now attenuated horses." In one
day the army covered thirty-six miles, but the horses were already
beginning to fail. The sturdy mules, however, fared much better.11

Emory, "Notes," House Exec. Doc. 41, pp. 10-l4.
Ibid., p. 15.
1o Ibid., pp. 15-16.
II Ibid., pp. 16-17.
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The following day the army reached Purgatory Valley, and on 6
August ascended the Raton Pass into New Mexico. "The view from
our camp is inexpressibly beautiful," Emory wrote in his journal,
"and reminds persons of the landscapes of Palistine" [sic]. On the
7th they reached the top of the 7,500-foot pass and could observe
many mountains, including Pike's Peak. Excited by the vista,
Emory noted the changes in the landscape: "For two days our way
was strewed with flowers; exhilarated by the ascent, the green foliage of the trees in striking contrast with the deserts we had left
behind, they were the most agreeable days of the journey." 12
Kearny's army rapidly descended the pass and proceeded along
the old road to Santa Fe. Along the route the Americans encountered Mexicans for the first time. The natives they met seemed
rather unimpressive, giving rise to some premature views of their
enemy's military prowess. Observing some Mexicans who were detained, Emory noted, "They were mounted on dimmnutive asses,
and presented a ludicrous contrast by the side of the big men and
horses of the first dragoon." Fitzpatrick, the guide, who seldom
laughed, became almost convulsed whenever he turned his wellpracticed eye in their direction. Word also reached Kearny that the
Mexican governor had proclaimed martial law and ordered all
Mexicans to arms. More prisoners were detained the next day but
Kearny ordered their release as soon as the rear guard had passed. 13
On t.he 13th the Army of the West entered Watrous, New Mexico, the first town the army had seen after 775 miles. of traveling.
The next day messengers from the Mexican governor informed
Kearny he intended to do battle but suggested negotiations as an
alternative. Despite rumors that a su·ong Mexican force had occupied the pass on the far side of Las Vegas, on 15 August the Americans entered the town without opposition.
Kearny conciliated the local populace. Addressing the inhabitants from a rooftop in the main square of the town, the general
proclaimed the area's annexation to the United States, and offered something to the people that the Mexican government had
not delivered-protection against the marauding Apaches and
Navahos. The American commander also promised tthat the people would not be harmed, nor would churches be burned or deseIt

I~

Ibid., pp. 18-19.
Ibid., pp. 20-23.
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crated by his soldiers. Kearny then required the alcalde and other
officials to swear oaths of allegiance to their new government. 14
With the town peacefully occupied, Kearny prepared his army
to meet a Mexican force rumored to be in a gorge two miles to the
west. Filled with all the proper glory and excitement of an attack,
the troopers unfurled the unit guidons and colors, bugles sounded.
Emory described the charge: "All wore the aspect of a gala day; and
as we approached the gorge, where we expected to meet the enemy,
we broke into a full gallop, preceded by a squadron of horses.'' But
there was no battle. As the American troops safely crossed good defensive strongpoints it became evident the enemy had fled. The
Army of the West had a clear, unopposed route to Santa Fe. 15
As the army neared Santa Fe, Emory began to take detailed
notes describing the peoples and antiquities of the Southwest.
When the Americans entered the ancient fortified town of Pecos,
Emory, noted the influence of Christianity upon the inhabitants.
Mter observing the ruins of a Catholic church in the town, he
wrote that it typified the "engraftmen t of the Catholic church
upon the ancient religion of the country." His crude study in western anthropology and archaeology also embraced the popular
view that an Aztec or Mayan civilization existed in New Mexico. 16

The Occupation ofSanta Fe
Following the occupation of each town along the way Kearny
repeated his speech and promises of protection and imposed his
oath-swearing requirements. On 18 August the army began a
forced march to reach Santa Fe by sundown. Emory again noted
his surprise at the lack of Mexican resistance, particularly after observing the many excellent defense positions along the Americans'
line of march. The topog described one spot where, with a skilled
engineer and a hundred resolute men, the Mexicans could have
made the position impregnable. As the Army of the West approached the provincial capital, the governor and his forces fled
Santa Fe without offering any resistance. Wisely the officials left in

Ibid., pp. 24-28.
Ibid., p. 28.
16 Ibid., p. 30. See also Goetzmann, Army ExfJioration, pp. 132-33, for a discussion on this subject.
14
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charge decided to graciously welcome Kearny and his troops. After
the American flag was hoisted, a prominent citizen of the town extended an invitation to several of the American officers to his
house where they feasted on a splendid meal. 17
Following the occupation of Santa Fe, Emory, in cooperation
with Lieutenant jeremy F. Gilmer of the Corps of Engineers, reconnoitered the town and selected a site for a fort. Within five days they
obtained approval for the site and the construction plans to build
Fort Marcy. The topographer also prepared a map of the region for
General Kearny and Colonel Abert. Emory also dispatched eight
separate reports of the army's progress along with his scientific observations to the Topographical Bureau between 18 June and 24
August And before the mail express departed east on the 25th he
managed to complete and forward a map of the army's line of
march to that point. Emory also proceeded to fill his journal with
remarks of this hitherto almost unknown region, some predicting
the practical and theoretical economic, social, political, and religious future of the Southwest. He correctly foretold the importance
of New Mexico as an American possession, mentioning the feasibility of running a rail line through the region to the West coast. 18
For the time being Emory was now the sole effective Army topographer in Kearny's army. Abert had come down earlier with a
debilitating illness during the stop at Bent's Fort and remained behind; later Peck also became ill; and, Warner received orders detaching him to ordnance duty. This lack of military assistants did
not deter the intrepid topog from reconnoitering the region
around Santa Fe on his own. On 2 September, taking only Bestor,
Emory accompanied a force led by Kearny south along the Rio
Grande River to challenge a Mexican force rumored moving
north. On reaching Santo Domingo the fo llowing day, Kearny took
the occasion to meet with the Pueblo Indians in the area. 19

Emory's Comments on New Mexican Society
The stopover in Santo Domingo presented another opportunity
for the astute topographer to record more observations and in17

Emory, "Notes," House Exec. Doc. 41, pp. 30- 32.

Ibid., pp. 32, 3!.>-36.
19 Ibid., pp. 36-38.
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sights about the local Indians and New Mexican society. The Indians' relationship with the local Catholic priest particularly impressed Emory. The cleric invited him and several other officers to
his home, where the ever observant topog seemed to delight in
commenting about the attractive girls seen glancing into the windows and doors of the padre's parlor. Soon a cautious play of
glances ensued between the young officers and the girls; a "little exchange of the artillery of eyes," Emory recorded in his journal. But
he was very glad "to see the padre move towards the table, and remove the pure white napkin from the grapes, melons, and wine." 2o
Before departing Santo Domingo, Kearny gave his usual speech to
the inhabitants, and Emory made notes on the population and the
amount of ground under cultivation. By 4 September Kearny neared
Bernalillo, where the American force learned that the rumors regarding the Mexican force were false. Here, too, the Americans were received with hospitality; this time a local wealthy man invited the officers to his home. Emory often participated in these repasts and took
the time to record his impressions of the furnishings, food, and utensils found within the dwellings of their hosts, typically homes belonging to the wealthy or clergy. He also commented on one of the New
Mexicans' more popular foods: "Chile the Mexicans consider the chef
d'oeuvre of the cuisine, and seem really to revel in it; but the first
mouthful brought the tears trickling down my cheeks, very much to
the amusement of the spectators with their leather-lined throats." 21
Because the clergy wielded considerable influence among the
people, the Americans were fortunate that the priests considered
them as friends. After their entry in Padilla the soldiers received
another invitation to a prominent citizen's home. Playing their
role as proper guests, the Americans went out of their way to attend a mass before breakfast. The mixed odor of people and incense at the service, however, caused some discomfort. Emory recalled that their attendance "proved anything but an appetizer."
After their stay in Padilla, the army moved on to Isleta.22
By the 7th they reached Peralta. After a night of taking astronomical observations of the stars, Emory accompanied the army to
Tome, arriving there just in time to witness a feast honoring the
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Virgin Mary. Emory found th e event novel and striking. He accidentally moved into the path of the procession and had a candle
thrust into his hand by a grave Mexican. Emory later wrote, "It was
thought proper that the officers should show every t·espect to the
religious observances of the country, consequently they did not decline participation in these ceremonies." 23
The army returned to Santa Fe on 11 September, and Emory
assigned more work to his staff before departing with Kearny for
California. H e ordered Warner and Peck to Taos to determine its
latitude and tl1e topography along the road. Three days later he
drafted instructions for Lieutenants Abert and Peck. Both lieutenants, now sufficiently recovered from their illnesses, received
word to remain with the occupation force. During their stay in
New Mexico the two topogs made a separate topographic survey of
the newly acquired American territory. 24

Setting Out for California
With reinforcements on the way and New Mexico relatively pacified, Kearny now turned his attention to continue the march to California. H e divided his expeditionary force into three columns.
First, he directed the Missouri volunteers under Colonel Alexander
W. Doniphan, who recently arrived with his regiment, to move to
Chihuahua in Northern Mexico. Doniphan would then proceed to
the southeast to join forces with General Taylor's army moving in
the direction of Monterrey. The second column, his own Army of
the West, began preparations to depart westward along a northern
route. A third force, a battalion of Mormon infantry, received orders to march overland to California along a separate southern
route. The Mormon Battalion, under the command of Lt. Col.
Philip St. George Cooke, was en route to Santa Fe and not expected
to arrive before Kearny's departure. Meanwhile, another American
force had also left for Santa Fe to relieve Kearny. 25

Ibid., pp. 41-42.
Ibid., pp. 43-44.
2'> Ibid. , p. 45. See also Bauer, The Mexican War, pp. 135-41, for a discussion of
the New Mexico occupation. Cooke's report is attached to Emory's report. AJso
see P. St. George Cooke, The Conquest of New Mexico and California: An Hist01ical
and Personal Narrative (New York: C.P. Putnam's Sons, 1878).
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On 25 September 1846 Kearny's force of 300 dragoons set out
on the long march to California. Emory's topographic party, now
less Abert and Peck, consisted of fourteen men. He had one officer,
Lieutenant Warner, and no enlisted personnel. The rest of his staff
included civilians: Bestor, Stanley, and two other civilian assistants,
drivers for the instrument wagon and a transportation wagon, one
man in charge of instruments, two men in charge of the mules, an
assistant teamster, and two private servants for the officers.26
In order to avoid covering the same ground, Emory elected to
follow a route a little west of Kearny's army, which at the time was
heading in a southerly direction. This he figured on doing for a
few days, but almost immediately he became seriously ill. By the
sixth day of his illness (1 October) the weakened topographer finally rose from his cot without any help. By then news had reached
the American force of Navaho and Apache attacks on nearby settlements. Emory speculated that the Mexican governor, Armijo,
permitted these depredations in retaliation to the New Mexicans
who opposed him. This lack of protection, Emory concluded, revealed the former regime's fearful and arbitrary rule.27
The army moved past Valencia and on to Socorro. Emory
longed to cross the mountains and explore the haunts of the
Apaches and Comanches and perhaps find a shorter return route
via the Red River. "But onward to California was the word," he
recorded in his journal, "and he who deviated from the trail of the
army must expect a long journey for his jaded beast and several
days separation from his baggage. We were not on an exploring expedition; war was the object; yet we had now marched one thousand miles without flash ing a saber." 28

News F1·om California
Before reaching the town ofValverde, word reached Kearny of
the American victory in California. Kit Carson, on his way to Washington to deliver a message from Fremont, had stopped at the dragoon encampment and relayed the latest information to Kearny.
Emory, "Notes," House Exec. Doc. 41, p. 45.
Ibid., pp. 47-48.
[bid., p. 50. Colonel Aben also corresponded with Emory on the exploration of the Red River, but this would require the approval of Kearny. Aben to
Emory, 21 Aug 1846, LS 420; and 16 Sep 1846, LS 444, TE 77.
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Based on this news the American commander made a fateful decision the following day. No longer feeling the need to move on to
California with his full force, Kearny sent 200 dragoons back to
Santa Fe and pushed on with the remaining 100 men. Emory and
his party remained with Kearny. The general then assured Carson
that the dispatches would be delivered to Washington, and he ordered the unhappy scout to act as his guide.29
On 7 October the now almost minuscule Army of the West
passed the last Rio Grande settlement. It then continued along the
left bank, departing from the southward main road. Between the
lOth and the 13th Kearny held up his dragoon force to await the
arrival of pack saddles, a course of action advised by Carson who
was aware of the deteriorated road conditions ahead. When the
pack saddles arrived, the army switched from wagons to mules. Everybody in the command seemed happy about the switch, except
Emory; "My chronometers and barometer, which before rode so
safely, were now in constant danger. The trip of a mule might destroy the whole." Emory now regretted all the more that he had
not had time in Washington to obtain a pocket chronometer, because the large ones were unsuitable for carrying on foot or by
mule. The viameter, an instrument attached to a wagon to measure
mileage, was removed from the wagon and attached to a wheel of
one of the small towed howitzers. At this point Emory had
recorded the distance from Santa Fe as 203 miles. The march westward continued, and soon the American force began its descent
from the New Mexican plateau. so
Observing the Indians Along the Way

On 15 October the army left the Rio Grande and turned west
to the Black Mountains. Three days later Kearny's column reached
the deserted copper mine of Santa Rita de Cobre, where the
Apaches, under the notorious chief Magnus Colorado, had driven

29
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off the inhabitants. On the 20th, at a location just a few miles from
the Gila River, Emory witnessed the meeting of his general, Magnus Colorado, and the other Apache chiefs. He observed that the
Apaches swore friendship to the Americans and eternal hatred to
the Mexicans, but "Carson with a twinkle of his keen hazel eye, observed tO me, '1 would not trust one of them.'" Sti ll , the meeting
and late1· trading session impressed the topographer. Ile recorded
in his journal: "Several wore beautiful helmets, decked with black
feat h ers, which, with the short skirt, waist belt, bare legs and
buskins, gave them the look of ancienc Greek warriors." The army
reached the Gila River later that day. As usual Emory took notes
about the local geology, vegetation, and wildlife. 3 1
Kearny then moved on westward past ruined Indian pueblos
and remnants of aqueducts. Emory saw evidence of broken and
scattered pottery, and he d u ly recorded his findings. By 28 October the army cleared the Black Mountains and moved through the
valley of the Gila not far from Mount Graham. Here Emory observed quantities of agate and obsidian fragments. He recalled that
William H. Prescott, in writing his history of the Americas, had described the stones as those used by the Aztecs to cut out the hearts
of victims at ceremonial sacrifices. Moving on, they passed Mount
Turnbull on the last day of the month. The soldiers found further
evidence of Indian ruins, and Emory prepared sketches and site
pl ans of the various dwe lli ngs. The topog1·aph er's expectations
now heigh tened at the prospect of seeing the well publicized Indian structures at Casa Montezuma (CasaGrande) .3~
On the first day of November Kearny's a r my moved from the
Gila River to follow Carson's old trail. The column followed it for
some sixty miles over rough terrain before again striking the river
route. Along the route they encountered more Apaches. At that
point the army's mules had worn down. The Indians promised a
trade, but the number of mules they provided proved disappointingly few. By the 4th the expedition descended toward the Gila in a
southerly direction. Because of th e southward shift, the army made
only meager progress to the west-one degree and four seconds in
seven days. When the expedition made its next stop Emor y's jour-
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nal entry reflected: "We are yet 500 miles from the nearest settlement, and no one surveying our cavalry at this moment would
form notions favorable to the success of the expedition." Sores and
scars covered every animaJ.33
As the army moved west again along the Gila River, Emory attached appropriate names to landmarks. lie named Mineral Creek
and speculated on the presence of copper and gold. The army also
passed through the wide plain country of the Pima and Maricopa
Indians, and Emory observed that the Gila's current had slowed
considerably. By 9 November, as they passed near modern-day Florence, Arizona, they saw more ruined Indian settlements. The
army reached Casa Grande the following day, and Emory, his wish
now fulfilled, explored the famed dwellings. During the course of
his investigation he had Stanley prepare detailed sketches for use
in his final report.34
Emory expressed considerable admiration for the Pimas and
Maricopas. The Indians possessed well-cultivated lands with in-igated fields of wheat, corn, and other staples. The topog noted
that these remote people yet did not know the evils of the white
man's liquor. H e also found them a peace-loving, religious people
who believed in one overruling spirit. Despite their rather passive
nature Emory concluded they were not helpless, for both peoples
often defeated the dreaded Apaches, the evidence being warriors
just returned from a battle with scalps and prisoners. 3!•
By mid-November the army completed its trek through the
Gila Bend region and moved on from the valley to another tableland. Emory wrote that most of his mules had traveled some 1,800
miles, and somehow they managed to revive after each stop. He
observed more signs of former Indian habitations, and the topographer sw·mised that the Maricopas were moving eastward in juxtaposition with the Pimas. He observed boulders with hieroglyphic
symbols beside more modern inscriptions, and Carson discovered
several American names. In this more dismal stretch leading to the
Colorado River, remains of former settlements were still present
though fewer in number.36

, Ibid., pp. 71-76.
~' Ibid., pp. 77-82.
,~ Ibid., pp. 82-89.
16 Ibid., pp. 89-93.
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Still No Enemy
One week later the American force became aware of possible
contact with the enemy. On the 22d the straggling column came
upon a recently occupied camp estimated to have accommodated
a Mexican force of 1,000. Although Kearny's force numbered only
110 men, with men and beasts so run down that even the general
had to switch from his exhausted horse to a mule, the American
commander prepared to order an attack. He ordered Emory to set
off with a fifteen-man reconnaissance party. Near the juncture of
the Gila and Colorado rivers, the patrol soon encountered a small
group of Mexicans who were driving about five hundred horses
from California to Sonora for the Mexican army. They offered no
resistance. Because the captured horses appeared wild and useless,
the Americans later decided to release their captives. The army
then prepared for the ninety-mile march across the California
desert. Meanwhile, Emory, Warner, and Stanley took astronomical
observations at the juncture of the two rivers. The topog's next
journal entries described the impressive canyon region. Emory
also reflected on the possibility of steamboat navigation on the
lower Colorado and the feasibility of flatboat navigation up the
Gila to the Pima villages. On the way back to camp they met a Mexican courier carrying dispatches from California to Sonora containing news of the uprisings in Los Angeles and Santa Barbara.
This information, dated 15 October, stirred Kearny to hasten his
column's march westward.37
On the 25th the Americans fo rded the Colorado River and
crossed into California. The army now began a memorable eightday trek across the desert to Warner's ranch at the base of the
Sierra Madres. Emory described the barrenness of the region.
Midway across the desert men and animals could not quench their
thirst because they could only find brackish water. The topog did
not find any evidence that one of the areas they crossed, the Imperial valley, would later become a famous and rich agricultural area.
The heavy sand made travel difficult for the animals, but the army
moved as fast as possible, covering fifty·four miles in two days. Rations ran low, and the men resorted to eating their animals. Emory
wrote that one of tl1e officers "found in a concealed place one of
~7
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the best pack mules slaughtered, and the choice bits cut from his
shoulders and flank, stealthily done by some mess less provident
than others." Wolves could be heard fighting over the abandoned,
worn-out horses and mules. Thorns from desert thickets cut man
and beast. Four days after setting out, the troops slaughtered a
horse and ate it with great relish.ss
Arrival in California

Despite the hardships the army plodded westward in anticipation that the long trek was almost over. The weary troopers advanced through an ever-narrowing valley ridged by gray granite
and quartz mountains. By the first day of December they reached
the deserted Indian village of San Felippe. In this final stage of the
long march the men, according to Emory, repeatedly ascended
"divides" in the anticipation of seeing "the glowing pictures drawn
of California." On the following day the soldiers sighted the first
large trees of evergreen oak since leaving the States. Then emerging from yet another pass they sighted the beautiful valley of Agua
Caliente, which Emory ecstatically described as "'waving with yellow
grass." Crossing over another ridge the hungry and exhausted
army feasted its eyes on Warner's ranch.39
As Kearny's men descended toward the ranch, they could see
inhabitants driving off the cattle and horses, apparently in fear
that the advancing column was Mexican. On arriving at the ranch
and establishing their identity, the American force learned that the
Mexicans had imprisoned the owner and established a stronghold
nearby. By their presence at Warner's ranch, the Americans also
discovered that they now sat astride the pass to Sonora-the Mexican main supply route to California. Before moving on to San
Diego, however, Kearny decided to refit his weary force and sent
word to the American garrison requesting an escort. The army
rested and feasted for two days. Emory's topographic party alone
devoured a fat, full-grown sheep in a single meal. 40
"' Ibid., pp. 99-1 I 3. Emory also advised against using slaves to develop the
area as opposed to the existing system of peonage. Later, opponents of slavery
were to quote his remarks. See Charles 0. llart, ~slavery Expansion to the TerritOries, 1850, r New Mexico llistorical Quarterly, 4 I (Oct 1966): 269-86.
~9 Emory, "Notes," !louse Exec. Doc. 41, pp. I 04-05.
~~~Ibid., p. 105.
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The Bailie of San Pasqua/

On 4 December the Army of the West, now somewhat rejuvenated, set out toward San Diego. Kearny encamped in the valley of
the Rio Isabel near Stokes's ranch. Stokes had advised Kearny earlier of the latest news, and the general sent th e rancher to San
Diego to inform Commodore Stockton of the need for reinforcements. The following morning the troops marched out in cold and
rainy weather to the Santa Maria ranch. On the way they met their
escort, Captain Gillespie of the Marines in command of a party of
thirty-five. Along with this joining of the two small American contingents came word that a Mexican force was some nine miles distant. For the first time in its long march, the American army
sensed a distinct possibility of encountering the enemy. A reconnaissance party reported that the mounted Mexican force numbered approximately 160 men. As the Mexicans apparently knew
of the presence of the reconnaissance party, Kearny decided to attack immediately. Emory recalled the excitement of the forthcoming action, "We were now on the main road to San Diego, all the
'by-ways' being in our rear, and it was therefore deemed necessary
to attack the enemy, a nd force a passage. About 2 o'clock, a.m., the
call to horse was sounded." 11
Early in the cold, wet, and foggy morning of 6 December 1846,
the small American army moved out to meet the Mexican lancers.
A small advance guard moun ted on the best horses led the way followed by Kearny and the main force of dragoons, mostly mounted
on mules. The balance of the column , including the two mountain
howilZers, brought up the rear. Kearny invited Emory and Warner
to accompany him. In turn, the chief topog took four other members of his topographic party. He told Bestor, Stanley, and the others to move ·with the rear echelon and take care of the party's baggage, instruments, and notes. 12
By daybreak the approaching Americans saw the enemy's
campfires. Quickly alerted to th e arrival of Kearny's combined
force, the Mexicans, armed with their deadly lances, moved out to
do battle. Emory recorded the events that followed in dramatic

Ibid., pp. 107~8.
Ibid., p. 108. See also Dufour, Ml'xican mzr; A C<Jmpact llHIOI), p. 149; Bauer,
Tht Mtxican \'\'tu; p. 188; Eben hower. So Far From Cod, p p. 222-23.
u
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style. He recalled that Kearny "ordered a trot, then a charge, and
soon we found ourselves engaged in a hand to hand conflict with a
largely superior force." As the advance party lunged forward, the
enemy fired a heavy volley and then fell back faking a retirement.
Kearny's main force, mounted on horses and slower mules, soon
found ilSelf cut off and under attack by the expert Mexican horsemen. In the end, however, the Mexicans retired from the battlefield, thus concluding the so-called Battle of San Pasqua! as a costly
"victory" for the Americans.
The battle amounted to hardly more than a skirmish. Kearny
had no more than 150 men , including Gillespie's force , and perhaps 80 took part in the fighting. The Americans lost one of the
howitzers when the mules towing it panicked and fled to the
enemy lines. According to Emory the Americans lost 18 men killed
and 13 wounded while their opponenL'i suffered only 2 killed and a
few wounded. The wounded included Kearny, Warner (in three
places), Gillespie, and several key officers-one-third of all the
American officers present. Emory also claimed to have saved the
general from being finished off by a lancer ready to strike the
American commander from behind. The topog rushed in and
drove the assailant away with his sword. 13
That night the Americans buried their dead while the foe hovered about. The military situation had become quite desperate for
the victors. Provisions were exhausted, all the horses were dead,
and the mules were in poor condition. The Americans, besides
being fewer in number, were ragged, worn down by fatigue, and
emaciated. Early the following day Kearny urgently dispatched several men to make their way to San Diego for help and carriages to
transport the wounded.H
Emory's journal entry that morning grimly reported: "Day
dawned on the most tattered and ill-fed detachment of men that ever
._, Emory, ~Notes,~ I rouse Exec. Doc. 41, pp. I08-09, 168. Kearny's report is
contained in CuttS. Tlu Conquest of California and New Mexico, pp. I 99-20 I. Other
accountS of the battle arc in Goctzmann, Anny Hxploration, pp. 139-40; Smith, War
With Mrxiro, I, pp. 341-42: Dufour, Mexiran ~1~r; A Compact 1/istory, pp. 149-50;
and Clarke, St1Jhen ml(ts Keamy, Soldii'Yojllze Wl'st, p. 214; Bauer, ThtMtxican 1\'ar,
p. 188; Eisenhower, So Far From Cod, pp. 222-26. Fremont obtained the lost howitzer as a result of the Treaty of Couenga, and it was mentioned in Fremont's
court-martial that he refused to transfer the gun along with other property to
Kearny's command .
..,. Emor), WNotes, • !louse Exec. Doc. 41, p. I09.
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the United States nntstercd under her colors." They arranged the
wounded and the pack animals in the middle of the column and
straggled toward San Diego. As the weary force headed toward the
ranch of San Bernardo, the Mexicans gave way. After the Americans
departed the ranch, their adversaries threatened to take a hill in their
path and simultaneously attack from the rear. Some of Kearny's
troops charged the hill, an exchange of shots lOOk place, and their
opponent withdrew from the high ground. The now desperc\le American force proceeded to occupy the hill for a last-ditch stand.'~
Fortunately for the Americans, further lighting did not take
place the following day. That morning Kearny selected Emory to act
as the American representative to a truce called by the Mexican
commander, Don Andres Pico, to trade prisoners. By evening Kit
Carson, leading a party of three, slipped out of the besieged encampment and headed toward San Diego, twenty-nine miles distant,
to repeat the general's message for help. As usual Emory, regardless
however bad things looked at the time, routinely continued recording his astronomical observations of the camp's position. 1h
The battered Americans waited for the relief force. Du ring the
siege the Mexicans drove a band of wild horses to harass the surrounded cncampmem. The Americans dexterously turned aside
the animals, and took advantage of the encounter: "Two or three
of the fattest were killed in the charge, and formed, in the shape of
a gntvy-soup, an agreeable substitute for the poor steaks of our
worn clown brutes, on which we had been feeding for a number of
days." By the evening of the 1Oth a force of J80 marines and sailors
from San Diego finally an;ved. 17
The relief force caused the Mexicans to back off, and on the following day the combined American forces moved on toward the Pacific unopposed. Anticipation of sighting the ocean S\vellcd within
the fatigued men of the Army of the West. Approximately seventeen miles northeast of San Diego they were rewarded with a magnificent panorama. "The Pacific opened for the first time to our
view," Em ory noted in his journal, "the sight producing su·ange but
agreeable emotions. One of the mountain men who had never seen
the ocean before exclaimed: ' Lord! there is a great prairie without

l'• lbid .. pp. 109-10.
Ibid .• pp. 110-11.
,, Ibid., pp. lll-12.
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a tree.'" They reached San Diego on 12 December, thus completing an epic journey. According to Emory, Lhe Army of the West had
marched 1,912 miles from Fort Leavenworth to the public square
in San Diego, successfully covering the long distance th rough the
entire trans-Mississippi Southwest along a route previously negotiated b)' only a few trappers and Indians.~~

Kearny Moves on lo Los Angeles
On l 2 December Emory entered a few comments in his journal. They would influence the Topographical Bureau's activities
a nd national policies for the next ten years. He extolled the fine
harbor of San Diego: "The harbor of' San Francisco has more
water, but that of San Diego has a more uniform climate, bener anchorage, and perfect security from winds in any direction." While
San Francisco would become a commercial metropolis, because of
the rich lands and the rivers of the surrounding area, "San Diego
should be made the terminus of a r-aih·oad leading by the route of
the Gila to the Del Norte [Rio Grande], and thence to the Mississippi and the Atlantic." Emory's strong advocacy of a southern
transcon Lin ental railroad route would form the basis of the bureau's later recomm e ndations, and the Topographi cal Bureau
would become one o f the key backers of th e southet·n route.'19
At the end of December Emory received orders to report to
General Kearny as his Adjutant General. He began his new duties
just as the campaign to retake Los Angeles got underway. With a
nondescript command of soldiers, sailors, madnes, and irregulars,
Stockton and Kearny joined forces and set out on the 29th. The
topog in his new capacity directed the placement of defen sible
camp sites along the route of march. Although Emory had embarked on new duties, he still inserted topics of topographic interest in his journal. I Ie included interesting comments about the missions of San Luis Rey, Flores, and San J uan Capisu·an o, and on the
Santa Anna and San Gabriel rivers. On 8 Januar y 1847 Kearny's
force reached the San Gabriel River where a short skirmish took
place. The next day the American force moved on to Los Angeles

1bid., pp. 112-13, 178; Goetzmann. Army l~xplora/ion, p. 141.
'''Emory. "NoLes.~ House Exec. Doc. 41, p. 113; Coetzmann, Army Expwralion,
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where another abortive Mexican attack took place. By the lOth the
joint force reoccupied the town . The Mexicans had dispersed, and
the Americans took complete possession of all California, this time
for good. Thus, some six weeks before the Battle of Buena Vista and
over two months before Scott's landing at Vera Cruz, the rich region was securely in American hands. 5°
Emory then returned to his engineering duties. He selected a
site for a fon, drew up the necessary plans, and saw to the beginning of its consu·uction. Several weeks later he received orders to
return to Washington to prepare his report. Breveted twice in the
battles in California, Brevet Major Emory returned to San Diego
on 25 .January to sail for the States.5I

Emory s Report of a MilitaT)' Reconnaissance
Upon Emory's return to WashingtOn, h is journal and map
were incorporated into a final report and prepared for printing.
Like Fremont's earlier expeditions, the U.S. government considered these reports important enough for widespread dissemination to the public. In December 1847, the Senate authorized the
printing of Emory's epic "Notes of a Military Reconnaissance."
The House followed suit the next month. Even a New York publisher took advantage of the public domain government publications and reprinted a commercial version. Of the two Congressional publications, the House document tumed out to be more
comprehensive in scope. Not only did it contain Emory's " otes,''
but also Lieutenant Abert's journal (of 27 June to 29 july 1846)
and map ofNew Mexico, Colonel Philip St. George Cooke's report
of his march to California, and many sketches and drawings. 52

oo Emory, ·· otes," House Exec. Doc. 41, pp. 114-21.
Ibid. , pp. 121-26. Emory returned after having traveled 6,900 miles by ship
and 3,600 miles on land, including 2,500 miles on horse or mule. See Ni!Ps [Ohio]
National Ri>gister, 72 ( 14 Aug 1847): 372.
52 Dudng Lhis period Emory was also involved in Fremont's court-martial board.
Because Emory was Kearny's Adjlllant General, several letters wen• signed by him
for the general. The defense thus tried to implicate Emo1·y in an alleged conspiracy
against Fremont; sec Clarke, Strphm Hi1t1s Kearny. Soldirroft!tP West, p. 358. One letter to Fn~mont used in the court-martial concerned the requirement of Kearny's
approval in any organizational changes in th(' California Battalion; see Bigelow,
Memoir ofthe Ufr rmd Public .SPrvice ofJnh n C/wrles Fremont, p. 262.
'• 1
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Emory's report added significantly to scientific geography, particularly of the newly acquired Southwest. His map became the first
professional and accurately drawn representation of the region. Included were data and topography that only he and his party observed, plus information reported by Cooke along his route. Carl
Wheat wrote in his study of western maps that it "is a document of
towering significance in the cartographic history of the West." 53
The map immediately made all commercial atlases obsolete.
With the single exception of the area of Gila Bend, Emory's map
of the Gila River is accurate to this day. T he gold-seekers on their
way to California in 1849 used it widely along with the topog's
"Notes." The Topographical Bur·eau later based its mapping and
exploration efforts in the region on this map. When used with data
collected by Fremont and other Topographical Engineers and explorers, the map became even more significant. "It tied the country together on a route at its extreme south," Wheat wrote, "and
was to become of great value when the boundar y of the United
States and Mexico was traced a few years later." 54
Emory's report alone had five lengthy appendices. T he first
consisted of three pages of correspondence between Emory and
Albert Gallatin, a former Secretary of the Treasur y, about the Indian ethnology of the Southwest. The ex..Secretary had helped to
found the Ame ri can Ethnological Society in 1842. Whatever
Emory could furnish by way of descriptions and drawings of the
pueblos, archaeological remains, and their locations were of considerable benefit to the society. In his exchange of correspondence
with Gallatin the topographer regretted that he did not have the
opportunity to pursue his findings about any connections between
the Pimas and tl1c Mexican Indians. Still, Emory's findings were
among tl1e first serious steps in the study of the pueblo tribes and
their mysterious past. Coupled with this he provided thorough de-

~, Wheat. MtljJpinf( thr Tram-MississifJI>i \Vest. Ill, p. 6. Cooke later wrote, "My
rude map cmercd four hundn·d and se\'cnty-foUI miles, and it chanced to get
inLO Captain Emory's hands while he was finishing his own map in Washington.
The tests which he was able to apply to it, proved its singular accuracy, a nd h~· incOJ·poratcd it with hi~ own. lt appears in atlases as Colonel Cooke's wagon route."
Cooke, TilL C.onqut.>l of Nrw MP:o:iro and California, p. 158.
'>1 Goetzmann. Army J·:xplomtiou, p. 112; Wheat, l\;l apf>illl( the Trans-Missi,uippi
\1~st. Ill , p. 8.
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scriptions of the Maricopas and the Apaches. Only Josiah Gregg's
Commerce of the Prairies, published in 1844, had thus far touched on
the fields of Indian ethnology and contemporary lifeY•
Emory's second appendix contained twemy-five pages on the
botany of the Southwest. The noted botanist john Torrey studied the
cactus specimens sent back from the expedition and listed eighteen
new species and one new genus as Emory's findings. He even named
one of the plants QunntS Emoryi in honor of the topographer. Dr.
George Englemann, a leading authority on the plants, prepared a
special section on cacti. He identified fifteen species and rendered
the first scientific report of the giant cactus. Emory's drawing of the
plant helped to make it an item of scientific interest for years/>6
The remaining three appendices in the more detailed House
published report contai ned information which would be of great
help to the Army and future travelers. One had sixteen pages of meteorologic observations. Another appendix contained several pages
of geographic positions depicting the distances from camp to camp,
the total distances from Fort Leavenworth, and the precise latitude
and longitude at each place of observation. A huge fifth appendix, a
205-page "Table of Astronomical Observations,'' contained more
than 2,000 astronomical observations of precise locations on the
earth's surface. A total of 357 separate barometric observations also
showed the elevations along the route. Many of these readings differed only slightly from more accurate modern readings, a remarkable feat considering the rough treatment given to the instruments.57
Emor y's report was a significant geographic achievement. Despite the lack of time and instruments, he had prepared an interesting and lively description of the topography, animals, plants, inhabitants, archaeology, and geology of the Southwest. Like Fremont, he
described the possibilities and limitations for future development
of the regions traversed. For example, the topog touched upon the
potential mineral resources of the territory. Like his more famous
colleague, Fremont, however, he did not consider the subject to be

H Emor). ··xoLes," !louse Exec. Doc. 41, pp. 127-385. See also Goeumann,
ArmJ ~~·xpwmtion, pp. I 42-43.
.•, Emoq, "NoLes," I louse Exec. Doc. 41, pp. 135-!19. See also Gocl7lnann,
Army L•:xf>l<>mtion, p. 143.
7
" 1::mory. "NoLes," llousc Exec. Doc. 41, pp. 160-385. See also GoCL7mann.
AmiJ J·:xfJlamtion, p. 142.
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the principal purpose of his examination of the region. Even today
Emory's "Notes of a Military Reconnaissance" is of value because of
the firsthand picture it provides of the Southwest in l846.
Emory also included the account of Lieutenant Abert's travels
to Bent's Fort. Abert's appendix incorporated a nine-page list of
plants, all in their proper Latin terms, and noted the location of
collected specimens. 511

""James W. Aben, ~Notes of Lieutcnamj.\\'. Abcn," House Exrc. Doc. 41 ,
Cong., lst sess., 1848, pp. 386-414.
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CHAPTER4

Lieutenants Abert and Peck
in New Mexico
After Emory set off to California with the Army of the West,
Lieutenant James W. Abert, with th e assistance of Lieutenant
William G. Peck, embarked on a three month survey and examination of the newly acquired New Mexican territory. Guided by
Emory's detailed instructions, the two topogs and their party rode
out through the Rio Grande valley, taking topographic readings
and making a meticulous inquiry into the uses and possibilities of
the region . They constantly scrutinized and recorded thei r surroundings, going from town to town noting agriculture production, estimating the population, and examining mineral resources.
Finishing their survey around Christmas of 1846, Abert and Peck
returned to Washington via separate routes. The return trip
proved much more severe than the work in New Mexico. In particular, Abert proved his mettle during that grueling winter.

Lieutenant Abert's Stay at Bent's Farl
During the first leg of Kearny's march from Fort Leavenworth
Lieutenant Abert had become quite ill and remained behind at
Bent's Fort to recuperate. Three weeks later he felt well enough to
at least resume his journal. With a copy of Horace, a Greek testament, and his ever-ready sketch book, the topog optimistically
wrote, "I served to make the hours of confinement pass pleasantly." By 27 August he felt well enough to make it down the stairs
from his room without help. As time passed Abert regained his
strength. He began making preparations to rejoin the Army of the
West and purchased mules for the journey to San ta Fe. During his
stay at the trading post, the residents of the fort, a·ware of Abert's
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interest in natural history, provided the inquisitive officer with
samples of plants and minerals and a wildcat hide-all ofwhich he
avidly added to his growing collection. 1
Abert also displayed the same keen interest as Emory in the culture of the American Indians. ·w hile recuperating at Bent's Fort he
took the opportunity to renew his friendship with the Cheyenne Chief
Old Bark. When the topog later prepared his report he commended
the Cheyennes, particularly because of the rare number of offenses
committed against the whites and their honesty in trading. The report
also reflected Abert's sympathy for the tribe's desperate condition at
the time. The Cheyennes were beset with hunger, shortage of game,
and severe epidemics of measles and whooping cough. Abert placed
some of the blame for the Indians' plight on Washington:
As the people of the United States have been, and are, the greatest cause
of the diminution in the quantity of game, by continually travelling
through the country, by multiplying roads, and thus destroying the quiet
ranges where the animals breed; by killing many of them, and by the immense numbers that they induce the Indians to destroy for their robes, it
seems but fair that the United States should assist the Cheyennes. At this
moment a very beneficial influence might be exerted upon them, as they
have their minds now full of this plan of. .. forming permanent habitations, and of living like the whites, by tilling the ground and raising cattle.2

The Indian visitors to the trading fort, in turn, took an interest
in Abert and his drawing skills. After seeing his plant sketches, they
insisted that he draw their portraits. In return he had the Indians
bring in more plant and wildlife specimens. With the aid of an interpreter, the topog began to take copious notes. One topic of interest, not surprising considering his own health at the time, included Indian folk medicine. He contrasted the Cheyenne's use of
the juice of a root to treat rattlesnake bites with the typical cure of
the frontiersmen who frequented the fort. "At Bent's Fort," Abert
wrote, "the usual remedy is alcohol. They say that if they can make
a person drunk, soon after the bite he is safe." 3

I James W. Abert, "Report or the Secretary of War, Comrnunicat.ing in Answer
to a Resolut.ion of the Senate, a Report and Map of the Examination of New Mexico, made by Lieutenantj. V•l. Abert of the Topographical Corps," Sen. Exec. Doc.
23, 30th Cong., lst sess., 1848, pp. 3-5.
2Tbid., pp. 6-7.
~ Ibid., p. 9.
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Abert also compiled a Cheyenne dictionary during his stay at
the fort. Unfortunately, this portion of his papers disappeared during his hard winter journey back to St. Louis later that year. His
final report, however, did include several pages of the Cheyenne
vocabulary based on_letters he forwarded earlier to the Topographical Bureau and notes he kept in his sketch book.~

Abert's Route From Bent's Fort to Santa Fe
Mter a stay of over a month Abert felt well enough to travel. He
set out on the afternoon of 9 September 1846 with a small party
bound for Santa Fe. He seemed happy to be back on the open
prairie agai n , and the party made eight miles the first day. Once
encamped after a long day's journey, the stylistic Abert added
more observations and insights to his journal. "At night," he recalled, "we had a serenade from a full choir of prair·ie wolves; they
collected around our camp in great numbers, and broke forth in
sudden bursts of their inimitable music." 5
One week later the party approached Raton Pass. Excited by
the increasing signs of wildlife, Abert moved quickly ahead of his
companions, crossed over the pass, and left his ox team far behind.
By now his growing specimen collection included a gopher, a
horned lizard, and a centipede. Reunited the following day, the
party continued to descend the pass over a rocky trail lined with
the wreckage of wagons of earlier travelers. 6
Several times the topographer and his companions met travelers passing in the opposite direction, and they passed on the latest
news of Kearny's peaceful occupation of Santa Fe . As the party
neared Las Vegas on the 23d, signs of civilization began to appear
in the form of homes and grazing sheep and cattle. They arrived in
the town the following day and immediately moved on in the direction of Santa Fe through a succession of small New Mexican
towns. Abert, however, did find some time to investigate and describe the adobe construction and irrigation systems of the region
they crossed. By the 27th they reached a point only 27 miles from
Santa Fe and hurriedly pushed on to their destination. The ex1

Ibid., pp. 10-11. Abert also provided a detailed description of Benl's Fort.
p. 17.
Ibid., p. 22.

~ Ibid.,
1'
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hausted topog later noted that he "was soon seated amongst my
friends, who looked upon me as one awakened from the dead." 7
Arrival in Santa Fe and New lnsl'ruclions

Mter arriving in Santa Fe Abert received new instru<;tions to
conduct another independent survey. Before Emory departed with
Kearny's Army of the West on 25 September, he left instructions
for Abert and Peck to continue the survey of New Mexico. Peck
had also suffered an illness, and Emory decided after consulting
with Kearny that both lieutenants should make the map of New
Mexico based upon his preliminary observations. In addition, the
two lieutenants were instructed to furnish "an account of the population and resources, military and civil, of the province." 8
Emory's orders sp ecified that completing the survey depended
on the two men doing other duties as required by the local commander. Fortunately, these were minimal. Abert and Peck con tinued the survey's triangulation based on six astronomical positions
set by Emory. Upon completion of this task, they p roceeded to
comply with Emory's instructions to plot "the course of the Del
Norte, that of iL~ tributaries to the base of the mountains or beyond the settlements; the quantity of land under cultivation; the
position of towns, churches, hills," and other topographic features.
Specifically, Emory wanted data to include
The population, number of cattle, horses, and sheep, and the quantity of
grain and otJ1er agricultural products, the facil ities and best localities for
water power to propel machinery, and also the mineral resources of the
country, it is very desirable to know. You will, therefore, give particular attention to acquiring all the information on these subjects which the present statistical knowledge in the country will afford.9

Before setting out on his next venture, Abert took time to explore Santa Fe and comment in his jomnal about the town's people and customs. H e visited the marketplace and attended a local
fandango, where the young officer noted the New Mexicans' love
of music and display of good manners. "For a Mexican," he wrote,
"never even lights his cigaritto without asking your consent." JO
Ibid., pp. 26-31.
Emory, "Notes. " House Exec. Doc. 41, p. 43.
9 Ibid., p. 44.
10
Ibid., p. 32.
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On 29 September Abert and Peck headed south to investigate
the gold mining region along Galisteo Creek. There they found
primitive mines, and within a week the lieutenants returned to
Santa Fe with a variety of samples. Then they packed the mineral
samples and wildlife specimens for shipment to Washington. Abert
followed this with further exploration of Santa Fe. He drew
sketches of the town and its churches. Along with a description of
the town he also wrote a laudatory account of the construction of
Fort Marcy. Abert liked to visit the marketplace for .a daily promenade because as he noted, "one sees more of character displayed
in the market place than at any other public assembly." He also
began to compare his notes with those of Lieutenant Zebulon
Pike, who explored the same region in 1807. 11

The Su.1·vey of Southern New Mexico
On 8 October Abert and Peck and their small party set out to
begin their topographic survey. Their survey lasted over two
months until their return to Santa Fe on 23 December. Initially, the
topogs followed the Rio Grande south as far as Valverde, a distance
of 150 miles. Then they moved northwest of the river seventy-five
miles opposite Albuquerque. In the final leg of their exploration
the topographers turned eastward for the final fifty miles. 12
After its departure from Santa Fe the party passed Sandia on 14
October and arrived in Albuquerque the following day. Before their
arrival Abert heard news of a Navaho Indian raid. In an area not far
from the topographer's route the marauding Indians devastated an
entire valley and drove away a large number of sheep. Still Abert
wanted to press toward the fabled cities of Cibola. A few days later
they entered Navaho country, where the explorers, without the benefit of a military escort, p1·oceeded with caution. His party moved on
unmolested and soon reached the first cities of Cibola-CiboUeta,
Moquino, Pajuate, Covero, Laguna, Rito, and Acoma-clustered on
the banks of the Rio de San Jose or its branches. Abcn and Peck

11

Aben,

~Report

and
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of the Examination of New Mexico.- Sen. Exec.

Doc. 23, pp. 32-39. Peck's notes of his earlier reconnaissance:· with Lieutenant
Warner lO the Taos region were included in Abert's report, pages 40-44. Pike

ended up being taken into custody b)· Spanish cavalry.
1
2 Warren, "Memoir," !louse Exec. Doc. 91, pp. 53-51.
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spent two days in Laguna and Acoma, and on the 22d headed east
again, about five miles north and parallel to the Laguna-Acoma
road. They visited the ruins of Rito and encamped again on the Rio
Puerco. By the 26th they were back in Albuquerque. 13
The so-called Seven Cities of Cibola did not impress the Americans. The disappointed topogs found Rito a pile of adobe ruins.
The other towns were simple one- and two-story pueblos occupied
by primitive Indians who practiced simple agricu ltural methods
similar to those of Indians east of the Rio Grande. Acoma, located
on a high limestone rock, appeared somewhat more pretentious.
The topographers reached the town by a nanow stairway cut out
of the rock face. 11
Local officials and wealthy citizens usually greeted and provided quarters to the unesconed party. By the time an American
escort did show up, Abert believed that his party had already ventured through the most dangerous areas. He elected to move on
without troop protection. When Abert reached the Ri o Grande,
news of General Zachary Taylor's victory at the northern Mexican
city of Monterrey began to reach New Mexico. 15
The next leg of Abert's survey led his party to Valverde. Between
27 and 31 October the topographers traveled up and down the
banks of the Rio Grande, crossing several times between Peralta
and Padi lla and again at the Canon Inferno and continuing eastward th rough the Sierra Blanca to Chilili. The party discovered
Chilili abandoned and in r uins. Apparently a stream changed its
course thereby forcing the inhabitants to estab lish a new settlement
nearby. On 6 November the group again joined the Rio Grande at
Casa Colorado and proceeded along the banks of the river south
thro ugh La J oya de Ciboletta and Socorro. By the 15th they
reached the Am erican dragoon camps at Valverde, pan of Colonel
Alexander W. Doniphan's expeditionar y force gathering for the
move into northern Mexico to join forces with Taylor. While investigating the ruins of Valverde, Abert learned that Doniphan and his
Missouri volunteers had e ncamped nearby in Socor ro. 1f>

., Abert. "Report and Map of the Examination of New
Doc. 23, pp. 49-60.
II Ibid., pp. 54-55.
I \ Ibid., pp. 53. 60.
1" Ibid .. pp. 67-83.
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Abert found Valverde a hub of American activity in anticipation
of Doniphan's march to Chihuahua. Many trading wagons and
their civilian teams had already gathered in town to support the assembling army. Abert and his party remained near Valverde for
nearly a month to conduct astronomical observations, gather
more specimens, and visit Doniphan and the nearby army camps.
The topog lieutenant also took advantage of the army's communications link with Washington and forwarded several reports of his
activities to the Topographical Bureau. 17

Orders To Return lo Washington
By 12 December Abert had completed the survey and made
preparations to return to Washington . Orders received from Colonel
Abert directed the two lieutenants to return to the topographic headquarters to prepare a map and report of their New Mexico surveys.
The two had accumulated information of great in teresa in the capital,
and their orders insured that topographers would not accompany
Doniphan's army. Apparently, neither Kearny nor Colonel Abert saw
fit to assign Topographical Engineers to Doniphan , and he in turn
did not make a request to assign even one topog to his staff. Abert
considered joining Doniphan, but he did not know where that expedition, or another army assembling in Texas under Brigadier General John E. Wool, would go after reaching Chihuahua. 111
As a result, the topog decided to return to the United States via
Santa Fe along a route he knew was open to travel despite the impending arrival of winter. "Many of my friends represented the undertaking as almost impossible," he later wrote, "but there was one

17 Ibid., pp. 85-90. The Topographical Bureau registered four leuers in all
from Aben: 7 Octl846, LR 1004; 25 Dec 1846, LR 165; 24 Feb 1847, LR 170; 19
Apr 1847, LR 300, TE 77. Only copies of the last two a1·e on file. Lieutenant
Abert's correspondence of 19 April was his handwriuen version covering the period 15 November 1846 through 21 March 1847 (the day of his return to Washington). This journal was slight!)' differem from the printed report.
1
~ Aben, "Repon and Map of the Examination of New Mexico," Sen. Exec.
Doc. 23. p. 90. Colonel Abert advised his son to return to Washington and recommended an altcmativc rewrn route. He suggested either the Rio Grande or Red
River; however, he concluded, "positive instructions cannot be given from such a
distance, and reliance is placed upon you r discretion and intelligence, as well in
what relates to the safety of your command, as to the results it will collect." Abet·t
to Abert. 18 Nov 1846, LS 504, TE 77.
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trader who had crossed the pr·airies in the winter; and as he had
done it, l did not see why it might not be done again, moreover, my
orders to return had to be obeyed." 19
Abert !.hen organized a party for the return trip. During his
stay at Valverde he hired eighteen men recently discharged from
the trade caravans and interested in returning to the United
States. On 23 December 1846, after a nine day trip, his party
reached Santa Fe. Upon arriving they heard news of a planned
New Mexican insurrection. Adding to the negative tone of his return trip, news had arrived of the latest Comanche depredations
along the Canadian River. These dire warnings did not deter the
inu·epid topographer from spending the next five days preparing
for the long journey. With his valuable notes and specimens
packed, Abert and his party departed Santa Fe on the 28th amidst
an ominous snow storm. Meanwhile, Peck had made separate
plans to depart later along a slightly different :route.2o

Abert's Ha,-d Trip Bach
Both of the topographers endured many trials and hardships on
their return trips. The weather turned very cold on the prairie, and
the snow at Raton Pass reportedly reached depths of five feet. In one
instance Abert's foot froze to the stirrup on his mule. The cold and
weary party also had to haggle over tl1e price of corn with the inhabitams along the New Mexican portion of their route. Abert abruptly
put a stop to this and made the New Mexicans accept the standard
quartermaster rate. Wagons broke down and required expedient repairs. Fortunately, the wagons could be readily patched up because
of the availability of materials from the many abandoned wagons
along the route. They trudged on and along the way passed one
party of wagoners who had decided to remain in one spot throughout the winter. Icy conditions also plagued the cold and fatigued
travelers, particularly when crossing streams and climbing and descending the slippery banks. The descent to the fording sites usually
resulted in wagons skidding clown the slope, dragging men and ani-

19 Aben, "Repon and Map of the Examination of New Mexico," Sen. Exec.
Doc. 23, p. 90.
~o Ibid., pp. 91-96.
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mals into cold streams or across icy surfaces. Reluctant ox teams and
mules had to be dragged through the freezing water.21
Such conditions began to take toll of Abert's party. The men riding either in the wagon boxes or on the mules exposed themselves
to frostbite. To keep warm they trudged through the deep snow. In
one instance, however, this effort so fatigued two members of the
party that they could not walk any fanher. Seven men contracted
measles, and Abert noted, "Many of the men were getting sick and
nearly all had dreadful coughs." It became increasingly difficult for
the weakening group to hunt game. By the time the exhausted party
reached Bent's Fort, on 20 J anuary 1847, most of the men were very
sick. Little did they realize that their ordeal had only begun. 22
The harsh trip thus far did not convi nce the topog to hole up
at the fort until spring. H e hastily made plans to push on eastward
across present-d ay Colorado and Kansas toward For t. Leavenwonh.
Mter exchanging wagons and obtaini ng provisions for forty days,
Abert leflthe seven sick men and pushed on through Indian country. The smaller party proceeded along the Santa Fe Trail watchfu l
for roving bands of Pawnees and Arapahos known to have raided
wagon trains along the trail. The Cheyennes they encountered appeared friendly; h owever, in one instance Indians stole some axes
but their chief returned th e pilfered items. Although Abert remained on guard while passing through Arapaho country, he did
accept an invitation to visit the lodge of Chief Long Beard for a
feast. The topog nonchalantly observed that the dog meat being
consumed was considered "bon bouche" for festive occasions. Conidering the less than fastidious appetite of his men, Abert added,
"It was well he kept his fat dogs under his eye, or som e of my party
migh t have been tempted to commit similar extravagances." 23
By 1 Februar y the weather took a turn for the worse. A blizzard
struck their camp, and members of the party arose the next morning to discover several men buried in the heavy snowfall. Only by
tracing cracks on the snow's surface did the search ers find their
buried comrades. According to Abert these cracks were "caused by
the movements of the restless sleepers; covered by a heavy man tle

21 Abert, "Rt·pon and Map of the Examination of New Mexico ... Sen. f.x(·c.
Doc. 23, pp. 97-1 10.
~2 Ibid.; Aben to Aben, 19 Apr 1847, LR 300, TE 77, p. 12.
2~ Ibid., pp. II 0- J 2.
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of snow they had kept extremely warm, and now the chill air felt to
them more intolerable." They also found three of the mules frozen
to death. Abert speculated that the same fate would have befaJien
the remainder of the party if the storm had lasted much longer.
When the party proceeded to dig out its belongings, one of the
men suffering from snow blindness and sitting off to the side suddenly shouted an alarm. He felt something tugging at his buffalo
robe, and panicking he somehow scared off some famished wolves.
The following day a less fortunate mule wandered off, and this
time the wolves succeeded in getting a meal. 21
On the morning of' the 6th Abert and rus men discovered that all
the mules were missing. Abert wrote angrily, "There was no doubt
that the Pawnees had driven the animals off; we were on their hunting grounds, where no other tribe of Indians dare venture without
fear." I le knew it was impossible to u·ack down the Indians, and now
without pack animals Abert considered caching his collection of geological and wildlife specimens. He decided, however, against such a
drastic course of action. Abert also had to overrule some members
of the party who wanted to leave a sick man behind with provisions
they hoped would last until another caravan came along. Fon Leavenworth still remained some 348 miles away. 25
Some good fortune and spirit, however, persisted within the
jaded company of travelers. They found two abandoned oxen and
hitched them to the party's remaining wagon. Abert's journal
vividly described how his men exerted incredible effort to move
on. ''Then attaching ourselves in a line with long ropes," he wrote,
"we moved off from the scene of all our miseries, with more cheerful hearts, than for many a long day; the air was rent with shouts
and laughter as we rejoiced in thus triumphing over our disasters."
They moved off at a rate of two miles per hour during this "ne plus
ultra" phase of the trek to their destination. 26
Some of the topog's party, however, did not make it to the fort.
They reached Pawnee Fork on the 12th, but one of the men became too ill to go on. He remained along the side of the road with
t\VO guards. Another blizzard struck the party a week later at
Turkey Creek. After thirty-six hours of heavy snow Abert and his

pp. 112-17.
Abcr1 to Abert, 19 Apr 1847, LR 300, TE 77, pp. 2a-24.
~t. Ibid.; Aben·s rat<.' of speed is noted on page 25 of the lcucr.
~ ~Ibid.,
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men again dug themselves out. They found two men buried in six
feet of snow. This time one of them did not survive.27
The worst was over. Abert made arrangements with another
wagon train to ship most of the specimens and baggage to Washington. Leaving all but two of his men with the wagon train, Abert,
now outfitted with a horse, rode swiftly eastward. Three weeks later
he finally 1·eached Washington, over two months after his departure from Santa Fe.2s

Peck Follows a Different Route
Lieutenant Peck's return trip back to Washington also featured
some excitement. He delayed his departure until the American army
of occupation put down an insurrection in the northern New Mexican town ofTaos in early 1847. A few days out of Santa Fe the topographer's small party lost ten horses and mules to Comanche raiders.
The following day the Indians made off with the remaining thirty-five
animals. In the ensuing gunfight a musket ball reportedly struck
Peck's pistol at the point of the manufacturer's stamped impression,
thus creating a similar impression on the ball. When the shooting
ended one of the men next to the topog had been wounded, and
Peck noticed his own uniform had several bullet holes.29
The trek to St. Louis held further adventures for the young
topog. That evening, however, he had the good fortune to meet
another party of Americans, including Kit Carson, now resuming
his trek east after marching with Kearny to California. During the
meeting Peck acquired several replacement horses. Farther along
the Arkansas, another Indian attack, this time by Pawnees, attempting to capture the horses. This time they easily drove off the marauders. By the time Peck reached St. Louis on 16 May 1847, U.S.
troops were being dispatched to secure the Santa Fe route. 30
Peck did not submit a formal report of his return from Santa
Fe, but his return trip did contribute to the geographic knowledge
of the West. His change in routes allowed him to hastily survey the
adjacent Cimarron route. "It is nothing but a reconnajssance," he
27 Abert, "Report and Map of Lhe Examinalion of
cw Mexico," Sen . Exec.
Doc. 23, pp. 123-25.
2~ Ibid., pp. 127-30.
29 Cults, Conquest oJCalifomia and New Mexico, pp. 236-37.
"~~1 Niles {Ohio] National Registt>r, 72 (29 May 1847), p. 205.
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later wrote, "and was made in the same manner that all other reconnaissances have been made in that country, except that I had
no means of establishing astronomical positions. The country is
eminently favorable to a compass line, and I think it may give a fair
idea of the route." Later the Topographical Bureau incorporated
Peck's survey into Emory's map.31

Lieutenant Abert's Report
In 1848 the Senate and House ordered Aben's "Report and
Map of the Examination of New Mexico" printed. Because Abert
and Peck had also incorporated the surveys of Emory and Warner,
their's was an up-to-date, accurate, and significant report and map
of the region. When the United States obtained the territory of
New Mexico in 1848 by the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo, a professional piece of cartography depicting terrain, settlements, waterways. and routes already existed. Along with the work done by
Emory, the resultant map would serve as the framework for further
surveys of the Southwest. In addition, the bureau incorporated
Abert's map into Fremont's more complete 1848 map of the West.
The written portion of Abert's report and map comprised 130
pages of printed text, two pages of comments on geology of New
Mexico, and many beautiful sketches that included representations of Santa Fe, Indians, towns, the ruins of Pecos and Acoma,
and natural wonders such as Canon Inferno.32
Both Abert and Peck returned to other topographic duties,
tlms ending their direct involvement in the war with Mexico. The
following year Abert assumed duties at West Point as a drawing instructor and later taught English literature and moral philosophy.
Peck also took up instructor duties at the Military Academy as a
professor of mathematics until 1855 when he left the Army. Abert
stayed on and served as a staff officer during the Civil War. In later

31
Quoted in Warren, "Memoir," Report of Explorations and Surveys ... for a
Railroad. Xl, House Exec. Doc. 91, p . 54; Wheat, Mapping the Trans-Mississippi
West, IIl, p. 5.
~2 In addition to the survey. map. and specimens, Abcn also collected valuable
data on population, governmental organization, and economic production. He
included the 1844 official census, which gave the population of New Mexico as
100,964. Abert, "Report and Map of the Examination of New Mexico," Sen. Exec.
Doc. 23, pp. 61-63.
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years, the two former topogs took on civilian college teaching carecrs-Abert as a professor of English literature at the University
of Missouri at Rolla and Peck as a professor of physics and civil engineering at the University of Michigan and later as a professor of
mathematics, astronomy, and mechanics at Columbia University.
He authored several textbooks on mathematics and mechanics
and translated a physics textbook from French to English. Abert
died in 1897 at the age of77 after a long and distinguished career.
Peck died in 1892. !1~
The campaign in the Southwest resulted in the acquisition by
the United States of the coveted southwestern region. Accompanying Kearny's Army of the Southwest, Emory, Abert, and Peck produced comprehensive reports of the region. Their maps and surveys
would later serve as a solid foundation of geographic kn owledge for
later surveys made by the Corps of Topographical Engineers. In
turn, the topographic surveys would provide valuable information
to travelers and for the future development of the territory.

~,Cullum, Bio~:,rmphiral

Nt•gister, II, 151-52, 192.
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William H. Emo r y during the Civil
War. (U.S. Military Academy Archives)

Drawing of Santa Fe, from Emory's report. (National Archives)

Cereus giganLros, from Emory's report.
(National i\J·chives)

Passing San Fe lippe, New Mexico, from Emory's report. ( ational Archives)

Drawing made by Lieutenam Abert during his convalescence at Bent's Fort in 1846,
from his report. (National Archives)

I

r

, ..

..

I II

-·· --......,....,, .._.
--..- ,.,.. --- ...-

~~

n,.. .....

,._ ,...,.....,_ . , , _ , J ..

... ,..........._................

....,,_._~_,,_

,.~

r:;~/';..--, :,;·;.~WOo~ ::;::~ -~-:'i"'-!~

,

,..._

. ~~.,_.

,._ _ _ _ •_..""-_H.._..
-~~

Noht............ .,."'""···..,.. ........

'

...

~

u
0

TtR IIITOAY Of" NEW MEXI CO,
._•• I"" •
~·

D

,

/

fiHfG

t.t·~ ~W

Kl.\lf'\

l

/'
J

The Abert and Peck map of the Rio Grande valley. (National Archives)

Zachary Taylor. (Library of
Congress)

George Meade during lhe Civil War. (National
Archives)

Sketch of Palo Alto. (National Archives)

-

Battle of Palo Alto, Taylor's astride ''Old Whitey." (Library of Congress)

· ·;,

SKETCH •
O f' TN.

BATTLE C 1\0V N 0

AT

~~~~CA OHA PALM
"!AY 911' 181•6

A " Fb.tl

Sketch of Resaca de Ia Palma. (National Archives)

View of Monlerrey from Independence Hill in the rear of Lhe Bishop's Palace. (Library of Congress)

,·

J. ~;.;~~',:.,,...,.

c...

Q...._..-..,

•"-1<4.,,..._.. ,._.
~

"

'

'

f'N.,.. .... /1".(,...

~

.

PLAN

,,._,.,

4-¥,..,_,...._.,.

- - .. ~ ..... w .. . -~~ ..
~-- ~ ........., . A,,t•

6ATTLE or 6UtNA · VISTA

::-;.!:!........=.._.~-_,, .....

,..__,n........

... .
,..,... -~,.......... ,..,...,._'--•
_ _...............-.....rt.,...,_,.,,,. _......__

1"'"_".._,.~-r- _,.,
J..., --~·-,........,.u...,.._

..

18+7.

..,__._l. ,_

_..,_,~----_._

_....

~~·

.. .~J,.-i"ff--~·......-.
,.....,..... _ 1........... -~,-

r;:-,..
,. . ~~:=::::::F-"'
............

..

~, -~·.~

c..~

..J• . .:.. .•-J-v --.J~~
~ II.N!'.-..1 ,_,,. ·•*~Jl_..- c;~
.b.a:Ma.Aaaa .-.tiM-~..~~...-

Ta,.... ~ W-l .

.....,~.,-----~

~_,-,#~..._~ ,...,.~

-·-~...,..,._,

_~_......,

'......_/.JI-. ... _AM.. ~-.,~o;

:=-~...:::_~.;;::-..::.:;r.=.,.
--~-;..,.--,;::;::;

~"~

-:=.:=:'!'.;:;..,

--·

.c.·...,..

.....,....__
. . ._
80'_
.........................
,,,
,
. . _ . _,_
_

.. r_,......__ __,._.,,..........,...;....,.

t•nmll••

roRrtt T . r.'~~'G"

~ !rrC:::::~::~~Ao~cl.
T..

<".,' .......,.. k L'· ...... t

_,..,.~

~-f

•.,
i.-,,,....._.

Map of Buena Vista surveyed by Captain Lin nard and Lieutenants Pope and Franklin and drawn
by Lieutenant Sitgreaves. (National Archives)

CHAPTERS

With Zachary Taylor
in Northern Mexico
Following the official incorporation of Texas into the Union
and as international relations with Mexico deteriorated in the
spring of 1845, the U.S. government determined to put troops in
Texas. In June Washington alerted Brig. Gen. Zachary Taylor to
prepare to move his army from Fortjessup, Louisiana, into Texas.
He concentrated his forces at New Orleans, and before the month
was out Old Rough and Ready received orders to move into Texas
after the state officially accepted annexation. While portions of his
army went overland, Taylor accompanied the first u·oops, which set
out on 23 July by sea for Corpus Christi. They reached the coast of
St. Joseph's Island on the 26th and shortly thereafter moved by
small boats to Corpus Christi. 1
Immediately, Taylor's staff became aware of the need for up-todate maps. Lt. Col. Ethan Allen Hitchcock, Taylor's Inspector General, aptly described the Army's lack of access to geographic and intelligence information: "My sickness is partly disgust at the state of
things here-the haste and ignorance displayed in this movement.
The government has actually no information of the coast, harbors,
bars, etc. and as little of tl1e interior." The best available map of
Texas and adjacent counu·y-drawn up by Lieutenant Emory and
compiled at the Topographical Bureau in 1844-reached Taylor on
29 August. Hitchcock angrily noted in his diary that the map added
"a distinct boundary mark to the Rio Grande. Our people ought to
be damned for their impudent arrogance and domineering pre-

1 Bauer, The Mexican War, pp. 18-19, 32; Smith, War With Mexico, 1, pp. 138-42:
Dufour, T'he Mexican Wm; A Compact History, pp. 32-3:1; Eisenhower, So Far From
Cod, pp. 30-33.
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sumption! It is enough to make atheists of all to see such wickedness in the world whether punished or unpunished." 2
Emory had actually prepared his map of the Southwest for the
Department of State, and it was based on available information
from the best authorities at the time. This included the explorations and maps prepared by Baron Von Humboldt, Lieutenant
Zebulon Pike, and Major Stephen Long; from Fremont's 1842 expedition; and from various naval sources, atlases, and local materials. Although excellent for political purposes, Emory's small-scale
map did not meet the needs of a military commander. Taylor's
army needed a map with significant military information based on
military reconnaissance patrols. To remedy the deficiency, the Topographical Bureau ordered several experienced topogs to report
to General Taylor. 3
One was 2d Lt. George Gordon Meade, who received his orders at home in Philadelphia on 12 August 1845 to report at once
to Texas. Meade graduated from West Point in 1835, left the Army
in October 1836, but then returned to active duty in 1842 as a second lieutenant in the Topographical Engineers. After an assignment as a topographer for the northeast boundary sur vey, he took
on duties as a construction engineer to design and build lighthouses on Delaware Bay. The orders to report to Taylor's army
came as an unexpected surprise to the young topographer. 4

7opogs join Taylor's Army
Meade followed a well-traveled route to his new assignment.
From Washington he went by rail to Cumberland, Maryland. Next
he took a maH stage to Wheeling in western Virginia, then continued his journey by land to Zanesville, Ohio. After reaching the
Ohio River port town (where he took note of low river conditions),
Meade boarded a river steamer which took him past Louisville and
Cincinnati to the Mississippi River. After another river voyage,
2 Ethan Allen Hitchcock, Fifty Yem:s in Camp and Field: Diary of Major General
Etlzan Allen Hitchcock, USA, W.A. Croffut (ed.) (New York: G.P. Putnam's Sons,
1909), pp. 195,198.
' Wheat, Mapping the Trans-Mississippi West, II, pp. 190-91. A reproduction of
this map is opposite page 184.
• George Meade (ed.), The Life and Leum of George Gordon Meade, I (New York:
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1913), pp. 1-18.
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Meade arrived in New Orleans on 4 September. The journey from
Philadelphia took approximately nineteen days. ~·
Other topographers were reporting to what was being grandly
called Taylor's "Army of Occupation." The newly designated chief
Topographical Engineer for the command, Captain Thomas J.
Cram, joined Meade in New Orleans, and on 12 September they
met up wilh the third member of the topographic staff, Bvt. 2d Lt.
Thomas j. Wood, at St. joseph's Island. On the l 5th, the three traveled twenty-£ive miles by steamboat to Corpus Christi. Meade
recorded his initial impressions of the elderly Taylor· in one of his
many letters to follow to his wife: "I found [General Taylor] to be a
plain, sensible old gentleman, who laughs very much at the excitement in the Northern States on account of his position, and thinks
there is not the remotest probability of there being any war." b
Cram was an experienced topographer. Wood was just reporting to his first assignment. Cram received his commission as an Artillery officer from West Point in 1826; resigned from the Army in
1836, then returned to active duty as a topog in 1838. H e had
worked on a variety of imernal improvements projects in the Midwest and was e ngaged in surveys of the Mississippi River near Cape
Girardeau, Missouri, and harbor improvements in St. Louis before
reporting to Texas. Wood, also a West Point graduate, received his
commission in 1845 and reported directly to Taylor's army. 7
Meade felt some uneasiness about his future assignment. I lc
wrote to his wife, "I find matters pretty much as expected here;
Colonel Abert's grand plan to carry out which, I was added to the
number of officers asked for, is an entire failure, as General Taylor
has his own views and plans, and does not intend to trouble himself
with those of other people, so that there was not use in my coming,
and I might have been of more services at the Tortugas." Apparently the old general's staff shared the same views. Meade, however,
contended, "Now that I am here I want to see it out." Despite Taylor's failure LO make full usc of his staff, Meade grew to revere him."

~ Meade,

Ll'llm, J, pp. 20-24.

r. Ibid., pp. 25-26.
7

Cullum, !JiograjJhiral NPgirtrr, I, p. 366, II, p. 211.

~ Meade,

1.1'1/m,

I, p. 26.
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Mililcll)' Surveys, Late 1845
Taylor had definite plan to employ his topographers. Sending
them forth to reconnoiter the region southward toward the Rio
Grande, on 14 September he reported to Washington that he had
directed his army to examine the nearby countr y in the direction
of the contested river border. The general added that the reconnaissance would soon include surveys "of the Nueces and the Laguna Madra [sic] ... in the event of a forward movement to the
Rio Grande.'' 9
Within a few days of their arrival at Corpus Christi, the three topogs were out in the field. Accompanied by a military escort they
began systematic topographic surveys of the Nueces River, the Laguna de Ia Madre, and Aransas Bay. On the second day of their initial reconnaissance along t.he Nueces River to San Patricio, Wood
became ill and returned to camp. The burden of work over the
course of the thirteen day outing fell to Meade. The party struggled
through tall prairie grass, described by the topog "as high as a man
almost, which breaks you down marching through it." Roads in the
area "are rendered impassable by a heavy rain; the soil is so sofl they
become boggy after a few hours, so that traveling and particularly
marching large bodies of men, will be a very difficult operation." 10
Upon his return to Taylor's encampment at Corpus Christi
Meade felt a sense of accomplishment. On 10 O ctober he wrote his
wife, "I find my position here most agreeable." Regarding his topographic duties Meade added, "J have been much occupied in making drawings, which, as it has been done under the eyes of all the
army, has enabled us to show them we are no idlers and mere civilians, but that, in anticipation of war, we are the first employed, and
our duties of a most important nature." 11
Shortly thereafter, the topog changed his heretofore positive
views on the locaJ climat<.'. Meade had a mild bout with dysentery,
this delayed a second reconnaissance to the Brazos Santiago, and a
few days later all three topographers were seriously ill-Cram with

~ Tavlor to the Adjutant Gt•ncral. 14 Sep 1845, quoted from Robert H. ThornholT, -ra)lor·s Trail in Texas," Southwtstllistoriclll Quartl'T()", 70 (Jul) 1966): 9.
1" ~lcadc, lPtlers, I, pp. 27-29.
II Ibid., p. 29.
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dysentery and Wood with a violent fever. Recovering, Meade said
of the local environment, ''Though l should not call the climate
bad, l by no means call it good, for it is very changeable, the midday sun excessively hot, the nights cold, with very heavy dews."
Meade also found it difficult to adjust to the "Northers" and the resultant violent temperature changes. lle reponed a forty degree
change in a few hours and noted that "having been burned by the
sun, you are frozen by the cold air, so that it requires a pretty stout
constitution to stand the racket." 12
Meade persevered, looked to the brighter side of his military
duties, and tried to downplay the monotony and usual illnesses that
plagued camp life. lle believed he would remain in the area for
quite a while even without a war. If negotiations improved, he
thought he and the other topographers would be assigned to do
the boundary survey. He cheerfully wrote his wife: "I have the pleasant prospect of spending a year here, at the least, if not more." Having regained his health, he began to tire of "A camp where there is
not active service is a dull and slUpid place, nothing but drill and
parades, and your cars are filled all day with drumming and fifeing
[sic]. All this is very pretty for such as have never seen il, but fifteen
years of such business takes off the edge of novelty." 1 ~
On 13 November Meade began a reconnaissance of the Laguna de Ia Madre. I Ie appeared to be the only effective topograph<'r in Taylor's army, for Cram remained ill and Wood had departed for his home in Kentucky on two months' sick leave. This
time Meade stayed out ten days exploring the area bet\veen the
mainland and Padre Island. Illness again struck the young topog,
this Lime he came clown with a serious case of jaundice. By 9 December he managed to write his wife, "I have been as yellow as an
orange, and although not sick enough to keep [to] my bed, yet I
have felt ,·ery badly, and h ave been under the inOuence of
medicine all the time." H e refused sick leave a nd by the end of the
month had recovercd.l 1
As 1846 began Old Rough and Ready's Army of Occupation of
regulars and volunteers had grown to nearly 4,000, almost half the
strength of Lhe entire U.S. Army. Units arriving over· the course of

1
~ Ibid., pp. 31-:,4.
,, Ibid., pp. 3-t-35.
IIJbid., pp. 36-39. •12.
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the six-month encampment at Corpus Christi settled down to a
training routine, but the arrival of winter and its wet, miserable,
and unhealthful weather, however, adversely affected training. The
cold and often ill soldiers were forced to huddle in their tents,
awaiting developments. 15
Surveying a Route to the Rio Grande

Meanwhile, President Polk finally made his decision to move
Taylor's army to the disputed Rio Grande boundary. On 3 February 1846, Old Rough and Ready received instructions to move, but
he remained ignorant of the most direct land route to Matamoros
almost until the last moment. During the preceding six months
Taylor had directed the reconnaissances of the various routes, but
unusually harsh winter weather inhibited good road surveys. By
the 16th, however, he reported to the War Department that
Examinations are now in progress of the two routes to Point Isabel-that
by the mainland and thal by Padre island. The reports of the officers
charged with these will determine the route of march. Our train, which is
necessa.-ily very heavy, is rapidly organizing, and we shall be to commence
the movement by the lst ofMarch.u;

Meade, now Taylor's Chief Topographical Engineer, busied himself doing field surveys. He accompanied Captain j oseph Mansfield,
the senior Corps of Engineers staff officer, on a marine expedition
near Corpus Christi to examine a coastal route along the Gulf of
Mexico from Aransas Bay to Matagord a. The topog preferred to go
by land on horseback, but he rationalized, "I would rather go in
boats than be doing nothing." In another of his letters to his wife
dated 18 February, Meade described what he had accomplished in
the last month: "Since then we have been knocking about the bays
between Corpus Christi and this place [Matagorda] , making surveys,
and visiting towns, and places where towns are to be." By the time he
got back to Corpus Christi on 1 March, he learned of the orders for
Taylor to march south to the Rio Grande.l 7

1" Bauer, The Meximn War, p. 34; Russell F. Weigley, History of the United SUites
A1'111J (New York: Macmillan, 1967), pp. 173, 182; Eisenhower, So FllrFrom God, p. 50.
lb Taylor to the Adjutant General, 16 Feb 1846, as quoted in Thorn hoff, 'Taylor's Trail in Texas,"' p. I I.
17 Meade, Leiters, l, pp. 4&-47.
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Also in Taylor's cam p now was another Topographical Engineer, 1st Lt. Jacob E. Blake. He outranked Meade, though the latter still had the distinction of remaining as Taylor's chief Topographical Engineer. A graduate of the West Point class of 1833,
Blake became an Infantry officer and then a Topographical Engineer in 1838. H e served as a topog in Florida, worked on Lake Erie
harbor construction between 1839-1841 , surveyed the United
States-Mexico boundary in 1841, and followed that with a series of
military reconnaissance patrols of the approaches to New Orleans.
lie returned to Florida in 1842 as a command topographer and
served there until reporting to Texas in September 1845. 111
Blake reported his arrival at Corpus Christi to the Topographical Bureau on 27 September 1845, and regularly provided monthly
reports of his activities. He scrupulously sent all available information back to the bureau, taking care on 25 j anuary to send Meade's
sketch of Laguna de la Madre to Colonel Abert. By 6 February
Blake reported to the colonel of plans to reconnoiter Padre Island,
and within three weeks he forwarded a copy of his completed report to the bureau. 19
Blake's reconnaissance provided a detailed description of the
route to Matamoros and the Rio Grande via Padre Island, and his
report is a good example of providing crucial information to a tactical commander before the disposition of troops is decided. Blake
reported on fording sites, the availability ofwood, and the lack of
grass-an important consideration in those days for an army's
horses, mules, and oxen. After describing a feasible fording site
across the Laguna de Ia Madre to Padre Island, Blake said that the
next 106 miles down the island along the beach "were adapted to
transportation by wagon, and for movement oflnfantry." 2o
Blake also provided a detailed picture of Brazos Island, including comparisons between the port settlemenrs of Brazos Santiago
and Point Isabel. H e determined that vessels with a draft of seven
to eight feet could negotiate the narrow channel between Padre
and Brazos islands ncar Brazos Santiago, where he obser ved sev-

1
"
1
''

Ibid., p. 51; Cullum. /Jwgraphical &gi{ter, I, pp. 558-59.
Blake Lo Abert, 27 Scp 1845, LR 1298; Blake to Abert, 25 Jan 1846, LR 168.
Both in RG TE 77. Several of Blake's reports are no longer on file ; however, they
arc lis Led in the Topographical Bureau's RegisLcr of Leuers Received.
w Blake Lo Abert, 25 Feb 1846, LR 246, TE 77.
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era! Mexican vessels. He believed boats stood a better chance of
not being blown ashore when compared to Point Isabel on the
other side of the channel on the mainland. The topog added that
barges could be used along the beaches around Brazos Santiago
whereas only shallow draft vessels could navigate within 250 yards
of Point Isabel. Blake also observed an American vessel at Point Isabel taking on a load of cotton and hides. One problem with Brazos Santiago, the topog noted, appeared to be its susceptibility to
storms. Only the previous August a storm had virtually destroyed
the town . Blake did not find suitable building materials for fortifications no1· grass for the animals, and he concluded that the island
"is merely a series of shifting sand hills or knolls liable to be
washed or blown away by the violent gales." 21
By contrast, Point Isabel had a good road leading to Matamoros. Grass, driftwood for fuel, and water appeared sufficient,
and the area could be secured with a minimum of troops. Farther
south, however, a shallow channel at Boca Chica between the
mainland and Brazos Island seemed unfit for navigation or fording. Having continued up the mouth of the Rio Grande to Burrita,
Blake reported that vessels with a five-foot draft could u·avel several
miles up the river. 2 2
The Move to the Rio Grande

About one month after receiving notification to move his army,
and after carefully examining the various engineer reconnaissance
reports, Taylor selected the mainland route over some 200 miles of
sun-baked prairie. In retrospect, his decision appeared to be the
right one. Meade was given the responsibility to examine the line of
march and select and lay out positions for camps. He departed on 8
March \'lith the advance guard under Colonel David E. Twiggs. 2 3
Blake kept Colonel Abert and the Topographical Bureau informed of Colonel (Brevet Brig. Gen) William]. Worth's march to
the Rio Grande. H e inclosed a copy of the orders for the march, a
sketch map, and pertinent remarks. His report also included a
copy of orders he received near the Arroyo Colorado on the 22d

21

Ibid.

:rL Ibid.
23

Thorn hoff, "Taylor·s Trail in Texas," p. 14; Meade, Letters, I, p. 51.
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delineating the combat duties of a Topographical Engineer: "A
subaltern and fifteen men of Dragoons will be kept about a mile in
advance of the columns to commun icate, at least hourly, intelligence of the enemy and of any obstructions to the march. The
Topographical Engineer attached to the cavalry will accompany
this advance." Following these orders, Blake recorded information
on locations; the distances from Corpus Christi to Matamoros; the
intermediate distances; appropriate information on the availability
of water, wood , and grass; road conditions; and a geograph ic description of the route of advance.24

Opposite Matamoros
After reaching the disputed river boundary, Taylor set about
fortifying his position opposite Matamoros and establishing supply
lin es to Point Isabel, now determined to be his base of supply.
Under the supervision Captain Mansfield, the Americans hastily
constructed an earthwork. By 2 April, Meade could describe "our
position with the Mexicans on the opposite side of the river" as the
"status quo." It was a grim land, "the most miserable desert, without wood or water, that I ever saw described, and pel"fectly unfit for
the habitation of man." Listening to accounts of attractive women
and congenial people on the other side of the river, a growing
number of Americans deserted. Taylor ordered drastic measures to
stop a mass dese1·tion. 25
As the American and Mexican armies faced each other across the
river, Meade provided his wife his views on the tactics best suited each
side. He pointed out the American army's tenuous link to its supplies
saying, "if they [the Mexicans] have a general worth a sixpence he
will attack Poim Isabel, help himself to our provisions, forage, and
money-chest, and then establish himself in our rear and oblige us to
cut our way through him to get to our pork and beans." The Mexican
commander (General Mariano Arista) acted otherwise, dispatching a
cavalry unit across the river to cut off Taylor's supply route. When it

21 Blake to Abert, 27 Mar 1846, LR 444, TE 77. The items mentioned were enclosed in his 27 March correspondence.
u Meade, Letlers, I. pp. 52. 56. Meade's other letters written to his wife between 5 March and 2 April were not received. For a discussion on deserters see
Bauer, Tlte Me;o:ican Wm; pp. 41-42, and Eisenhower, So Far From God, pp. 61-62.
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ambushed and captured a small American force of dragoons, Taylor
reported the opening of hostilities to Polk.26

Topogs in the First Battles of the War
Leaving behind enough men to defend the earthen fortification,
Taylor set off on 1 May with the bulk of his army to secure Point Isabel. He returned on the eighth to find his garrison besieged and a
Mexican army blocking his way at a watering hole called Palo Alto.
Stretched out for more than a mile, at least 4,000 Mexicans faced
2,300 Americans. Taking the initiative, Taylor ordered an assault
with bayonets. The advancing American infantry moved through
knee-high, sharp edged grass, dodging solid cannon balls from
smaller and ineffective Mexican artillery. Volleys from one of Taylor's infantry regiments repulsed a Mexican cavalry attack on the
right, and mobile horse drawn "flying artillery" blasted the lancers as
they tried to reform. By this time the gunfire had set the dry grass
ablaze, and Taylor, using the cover afforded by the dense smoke, redeployed most of his force to the Mexican left. Heavy cannon barrages followed by enfilading fire from Taylor's mobile artillery threw
back a Mexican counterattack. Next morning, the Mexicans, who
had suffered heavy casualties, 'V.~thdrew. Taylor had essentially won
the battle by deadly effective use of his artillery. 27
Lieutenant Blake had his moment of honor just before the Battle
of Palo Alto. Because of the distance and the chaparral, General Taylor lacked intelligence of the enemy's disposition of troops and artillery. As the two armies drew opposite each other, Blake volunteered
his services to the general to reconnoiter the enemy's positions. Captain james Duncan of the artillery described what happened:
To obtain the important information, Lieutenant]. E. Blake, of the Topographical Engineers, dashed off from the right of our line to within musket-shot of the enemy's left. Here he dismounted, and with his field-glass
coolly counted the number of men in one of the enemy's squadrons,
which, of course, enabled him accurately to estimate the enemy's entire

~6

Ibid., l, pp. 60, 6(H)9.
Bauer, 'f11e Mexican War, pp. 49-57; Eisenhower, So Far From Cod, pp. 76-80.
For an analysis of the battle sec K. jack Bauc1~ "'The Battles on the Rio Grande:
Palo Alto and Resaca de Ia Palma, 8-9 May 1846,'' in Charles E. Heller and
William A. Stofft, eds., America's First Baltles, 1776-1965 (Lawrence, Kans.: Univ. of
Kansas Press, 1986), pp. 57-74.
27
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cavalry force. Lieutenant Blake then remounted his horse, and galloped
from left to right of the enemy's line, stopping from time to time, and
carefully obsen·ing the formation and number of his infantry, as well as
the position, number, and calibre of his field guns, all of which information was fully verified by the subsequent events of the day. 2M

Blake reportedly rode to within eighty yards of the enemy lines,
where he dismounted. Two Mexican officers rode out to see if
Blake inLended to parley, but Blake remounted and went along the
line. Incredibly, no shots came from the opposing line until he had
returned to the American lines and had given his report to General Taylor. Another officer, riding next to Blake, later wrote that
because of their nearness to the enemy lines: "Had they thought
proper, they could have fired a volley from their main line, and
swept us to Guinea; but they did not." 29
The probability of a bright career for Lieutenant Blake ended
tragically the morning after the battle. While riding with the general's train back to camp, he dismounted to get som e refreshments
and rest. When the topog unbuckled his holsters, they quickly fell
to the ground accidentally discharging one of the pistols. The shot
severely wounded him, and he died before e\'ening. Blake's last
thoughts expressed regret that he did not instead fall at Palo Alto.
Taylor noted the sad news in his report of the battle and specifically mentioned Blake's valuable reconnaissance, which resulted in
the d iscovery of at least two batteries of artiller y amidst the Mexican cavalry and infantry. 3o

""Quoted from Gtneral 7aJlor and I lis Staff (Philadelphia: Grigg, Elliot and
Co., 1848). pp. 243-44.
~·Quoted from .Viles {Ohio] National R.egi:ster, 70 ( 13June 1846): 230. Accounts
of Blake's daring reconnaissance arc al~o found in Dufour, Mexicm1 War; A Compart 1/istarJ, p. 70: Nathan C. Brooks, A Complete History of the Mexirrm War
(Chicago: Rio Grande Press, 1965). p. 127;.). Reese Fry, A l.ifP ofCmeml 'l<lCiwry
7hylor (Philadelphia: Grigg, Elliot and Co., 1847), p. 12l;J. Frost, 7'/w MPxiam Wr"
and 111 Wrmio1:s (New Haven, CT: II. Mansfield, 1849) , p. 40;john S.Jenkins, /listory of tltR War Between the Unitnl Stall's and Mexico (Auburn: Derby and Miller,
1850), p. I09; Tr1J{or and Hio~ Gml'raLf, a JJiogmjJh)' . .. Together with a Sketch of the Uft'
of Alajor Gmeral \VinftRld Sroll (Hanford, CT: Silas Andrews and Son, 1848), pp. 58,
73: and Olh·er 0. Howard, Great C..cmmandm, Gmeral TaJlor (New York: D. Appleton and Co., 1897), p. 107.
,., Cited from General Taylor Reports of 12 and 16 May I 846, in Fn. Ufe of
Gml'rai7Adwry 7aywr. pp. 129, 163; Frost, J\JI'XIcan ~i~ra11d Its Warrio1:s, p. 47;.Jenkins, mlllJetwem the L'nill'd States and Ml'xico, p. 109.
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Taylor set out in the afternoon of 9 May with 2,000 men. The
Americans again met the Mexican army a few miles to the south at
Resaca de Ia Palma. This time they fought in a dry river bed on the
road to the American encampment opposite Matamoros. Pushing
units forward, Taylor directed assaults on both sides of the road.
Dense chaparral forced the units into small groups, and fighting
turned into an infantry battle with brutal hand-to-hand combat.
The advancing infantry forced the Mexicans to abandon their posi tions east of the road, and soon the demoralized and leaderless
Mexican soldiers turned about in panic and fled back toward Matamoros. The experienced American regulars and the leadership of
the junior officers helped to carr y the day. Again the Mexican
army suffered much larger losses. Many Mexican soldiers, fleeing
across the Rio Grande, either drowned in the swift current or died
from the guns fired from the American earthwork, later named
Fort Brown (now Brownsville) in honor of its fallen commander,
Majorjacob Brown.!l 1
Meade desc1·ibed the encounters at Palo Allo and Resaca de la
Palma and of his role at Palo Alto. "I was in the action during the
whole time, at the side of General Taylor, and communicating his
orders," he told his wife, "and I assure you 1 may justly say I have
had my ' bapteme de feu!' An officer of the General's staff had his
ho1·se shot under him, not two yards from me, and some five
horses and men were killed at various times close to me." Describing the Battle of Resaca de Ia Palma the following day, he sadly reported the wounding of Lielllenant Blake. Meade advised his wife,
"Say also to him [Major Hartman Bache, a Topographical Engineer stationed in the area) that poor Blake, of ours, after having
gallantly borne himself through the conflict yesterday, unfortunately shot himself accidentally today, just as we marched, and it is
fea red the wound is mortal." :12
Shortly after the two battles, Taylor reported the details to
Washington. He commended Blake and Meade for "promptly conveying my orders to every part of the field." After Resaca de Ia
Palma, Taylor also wrote of Lieutenant Wood's help in setting up
and firing of the artillery's eighteen pounder. Because of their as11 Bauer, The Me:>:ican \\1'17; pp. 59-62; Eisenhower, So Far From God. pp. 80-85.
Aho sec Bauer, "The Battles on the Rio Grande.~ pp. 74-80.
•t \lcacle, Letters. l, pp. 80-82.
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sortment of military skills, several other topogs had found also
themselves later pressed into service as artillery officers.':J

Declaration of War and Straleg)'
On 9 May 1846 President Polk received Taylor's report. Upon
receipt of Polk's message that fighting had broken out in Texas,
Congress approved a declaration of war and also passed a bill appropriating funds and authority to raise 50,000 volunteers.:H
Surprisingly, the Regular Army was somewhat prepared for wa1·.
Though reduced to a strength of only 8,500 men, the cuts had not
eliminated units. By this curious route, the expandable army envisioned long before by Secretary of War John C. Calhoun existed
ready to be filled with new recruits. Congress also authorized the
establishment of a regiment of mounted riflemen and a company
of sappers, miners, and pontoniers, the latter an engineering unit
equipped with a new type of rubber floating bridge. The Topographical Engineers, however, remained unchanged; sti ll to be a
small branch composed completely of officers without any units or
enlisted personnel. Altogether in the Mexican War, over 30,000
men served in the Regular Army and over 70,000 in the militia and
volunteer units. The total number in service at a given time probably never exceeded 50,000.::15
The U.S. government also began to formulate some rough
strategic plans. President Polk, Secretary of War William L. Marcy,
and Maj. Gen. Winfield Scotl, the Commanding General of the U.S.
Army. worked out a three-pronged strategy to defeat the enemy and
acquire territory. Polk made clear his policy objective-to seize
Mexican territory north of the Rio Grande and the Gila River and
westward to the Pacific Ocean. Taylor's army opposite Matamoros
would advance to the northern Mexican city of Monterrey; another
army under Brig. Gen. john E. Wool would march from San Antonio to Chihuahua; and Colonel Stephen Kearny's Army of the West
would depart Fort Leavenworth, occupy Santa Fe and New Mexico,
and proceed to San Diego on the California coast. Later plans also
, Cited from General Taylor Reports of 12 and 16 May 1846, in Fry, Life of
Cn1tral 7.arhary Taylor, p. 147. In October Wood transferred to the 2d Dragoons.

Beers, ·A History of the U.S. Topographical Engineers. 1813-1863. ~ p. 291.
:w Bauer, Thl' Mexican mn; pp. 66-78.
" Weigle). History oftl~e United Stall'S Army, pp. 182-83.
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called for a force to land at Vera Cruz on the Gulf of Mexico, for a
direct advance on Mexico City.36

Taylor Crosses Into Mexico
When the Mexican army fled across the Rio Grande, Taylor lost
an opportunity to destroy the demoralized enemy army. Instead,
he delayed for over a week, blaming the War Department for not
providing him with pontoon equipment back at Corpus Christi. Finally when the army did cross over the river to Matamoros, it discovered the enemy force had abandoned the town. Instead of pursuing the enemy, Old Rough and Ready elected to remain in the
area to await the laborious effort to bring up suppl ies and their
transport. July came before the first shallow-draft steamboat
reached Camargo, a supply base established on a tributary of the
Rio Grande. The wagons did not anive until November, forcing
Taylor to use Mexican pack mules and some native oxcarts to supplement his wagon train.37
Meade described the 18 May crossing of the Rio Grande and
his duties. Exuding confidence he wrote his wife, ''We shall beat
them wherever we meet them, and in whatever numbers." Most of
his time, however, consisted of the more mundane duties of a
topog officer: "I have been in the saddle all day, making a reconnaissance of the environs of the town, with a view to select suitable
sites for encampments and for the defense of the place." A letter
dated the 25th to his wife described these duties:
You may probably ask, "What have you to do?" Well, after the battles I had
to make surveys of each field; then I had to reconnoiu·e [sic] the river,
eight miles above and five miles below our camp, to select a crossing
place; and as soon as we entered Matamoros, instead of squatting down,
as the rest have done, for a few days' quiet, I was immediately required to
make an exact survey of the town and the adjacent country for one and a
half miles. Upon this I am presently engaged.:18

:16 Maurice Matloff (ed.), Aml'lican Militm)' History (Washington, D.C.: Office
of t11c Chief of Military History, rev. 1973), pp. 166-67; Bauer, The Mexican War,
pp. 127, 145, 169, 232-37; Eisenhower, SoFarFro111 God, p. 105.
' 7 Malloff, Amnican Military Hist01)'. p. 168; Weigley, Histm·y of the Unitnl Stal~w
Army, pp. 180-81.
$II Meade, Letters, I. pp. 85-86, 90.

WlTH ZACIIARY TAYLOR IN NORTHERN MEXICO

129

Two days later he had fini shed his survey and expected to take
about a week to prepare the drawing.:-~!l
Regardless of his esteem for Taylor, the topog became somewhat frustrated with the old man 's administrative inadequacies.
Meade exclai med in another of his frequent leaers home that his
commanding general's chief weakness
... is the entire and uuer ignorance of the use to which the staff depanmem can be put. and espcciall)' my own corps .... Did h e have his own
way, we should be perfectly useless; not from any unfriendly feeling on his
part, but from absolute ignorance of what we can be required to do, and
perfect inability to make any usc of the info rmation we do obtain. 40

The topog also cited the general's failure to pro perly plan the
bridging over the Rio Grande although he had more than ample
time. Old Rough and Ready simply appeared to ignore his engineers' advice, and a nine-day delay resu lted when. he finally decided to cross the river. After the Mexican army quit Matamoros
the engineers resorted to expedient measures by simply seizing
some Mexican boats and the regular ferry. Meade cited this example as illustrative of the general's ignorance of the proper use of
the comman d's engineers (both Corps of Engineers and Topographical Engineers):
I Jere is the General's defecL Had he knew [sic] how to u se his engineers
the month we were lying in camp, he would have had us at work experimenting, and when any plan proved successful, had a bridge constructed
aud put in d e pot, and then on the tenth , in three or four hours, the
whole army, artillery and all, could have been crossed, and the Mexican
army prevented from retreating "~th some twelve pieces of artillery." 1

Also in late May Meade launched inLo one of his frequent diatribes againsl the volumccr troops now arriving in large numbers.
"-' Ibid., p. 90.
~ Ibid ., p. 101.
~• Ibid. This delay caused numerous recriminations. Taylor blamed the Quartermaster Dl·partment for havi ng ig nored an earlie r request for a pontoon
bridge, and further blame was passed to Congress for not appropriating funds. A
pontoon bridge arrived in Onober 1846--long after the initial requirement. See
J ames A. HmtOn, Thl' Sinnvs of 1\~r: Ann)' Logiwn, 1775-1953. Army Historical Series (Washington, D.C.: Office ofthe Chief of Military History, 1966). pp. 133-34,
139. After Matamoros, biidgcs were not required in northern Mexico. Sec Harry
Burgess. '1'he Influences of Bridges on Campaigns, Mililary Engineer, 19 ( Mar
1927): 148; and lvot D. Spencer, "Rubber Pontoon Bridges-in 1 846.~ Mililary/,'ngmm, 37 (Jan 1945): 24-27.
H
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''The volunteers continue to pour in ," he wrote, "and I regret to say
l do not see it with much satisfaction. They are perfectly ignorant
of discipline, and most restive under restraint. They arc in consequence a most disorderly mass, who will give us, I fear, more trouble than the enemy." A few weeks later he also observed the volunteers' mistreatment of the indigenous population and added that
this would prompt the Mexicans to rise en masse and obstruct
progress into the country. Quite concerned, the observant topog
added, "and if, when we reach the mountains, we have tO fight the
people as well as the soldiers, the game will be up with us." 4 2
i\.1.ilitary Reconnaissances Araund Matamoros

Meanwhile, Meade received instructions to examine the Rio
Grande to Reynosa. He hopped aboard a steamboat and conducted the usual military reconnaissance along the way and jotted
down more commentary of the counu-y. The agricultural possibilities of the areas along the river impressed the topog. He believed
the soil equaled that along the Mississippi and was particularly well
suited for growing cotton and sugar. He correctly prophesied:
IL is without doubt the finest part of Texas (if it belongs to Texas!) that I
have seen and I anticipate its being densely populated, one day, when its
resources are made available by the means of transporting its products to
the sea. It has one advantage over the Mississippi Valley, which is its perfect salubri ty. 43

By july more Topographical Eng ineers reported fot· duty. Captain William G. Williams, another West Point graduate, arrived
from his previous duty assignment as sup ervisor of the Great Lakes
surveys. Williams, a member of the Class of 1824, received his commission in the Infantry and became a topog in 1834. His wide
range of topographical duties included various surveys in the East,
a recon naissance of Cherokee lands in 1837-1838, and supervision
of harbor work on Lake Eric:1 1

1

~

Ibid., pp. 91, 110. His commcms regarding the volunteers were extcnsi\·e.

Sec also pages 92. 94, 102-{)4, and 108-10. For a further and interesting cva1uaLion of Lh(' volunteers sec Johannsen, To the Halls of lilt Mcnlnumm. pp. 22-44.
•, Meade, ullers. I, p. 106.
11 Cullum. Biographiml RPgisiPr, I, pp. 330-31.
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Second Lieutenantjohn Pope was also commissioned at West
Point. He went directly into the Topographical Engineers in 1842
and served his first tour in Florida. Before reporting to Mexico the
future Union general served as an assistant in the Northeast
Boundary Survey.45
With Williams now as the senior topographer, Meade had
hopes of serving in the same capacity in General Wool's army then
gatl1ering in San Antonio. Meade, however, remained with Taylor.
On 9 July Williams and Meade received orders to reconnoiter the
region from Camargo toward Monterrey. Delays prevented departure, and they did not reach Camargo until the 13th. On the 19th
Meade got part of his wish to be a command topographer when orders attached him to Worth's division. Taylor had finally started to
move his army deeper into the interior of Mexico with Monterrey
as the next major objective. Now part of the vanguard again, the
topog appeared contented. By the 26th they reached Cerralvo,
about halfway to Monterrey from Camargo.46

The Move to Monternry
Other reasons besides pressure from Washington forced Taylor
to move on. By August his army had swelled to 15,000 men, but Camargo's unhealtl1y and hot climate began to take toll of the troops,
especially the volunteers. Since the army's arrival on the Rio
Grande a number of soldiers had deserted, some lured away by
Mexican offers of land, and others, who were Catholics, by Mexican appeals to their common religion. Others found attractive
senoritas as a good excuse to quit. The remainder simply found
Army life distasteful and harsh. Now faced with a serious disciplinary problem among the volunteers, Old Rough and Ready decided to send many back home : 17
Despite such distractions, most men remained loyal, and by the
end of the month Taylor's army was heading toward Monterrey.
With about 3,000 regulars and the same number of volunteers,
Taylor organized the regulars augmented by some volunteers into

4
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two divisions, and the balance of volunteers into a third division. A
little more than a quarter of the American expeditionary force
consisted of mounted troops, armed with the percussion-cap rifles.
The infantry still carded flintlock muskets with fixed bayonets, the
latter highly preferred by Old Rough and Ready as an assault
weapon. His artillery consisted of four field batteries, two 24pounder howitzers, and one 10-inch mortar, which remained the
on ly weapon suitable for the forthcoming siege against strongly
fortified Mon terrey.'ll
Meanwhile, Meade roamed out front of Worth's column and
reconnoitered the road to Monterrey. On one occasion he nearly
encountered Mexican cavalry, and in a letter to his wife dated 3
September he outlined his next move:
Tomorrow I go forward in advance of the army with a strong working
party and escort, to repair the road previous!)' examined. The army will
commence their march the next day, and in ten days from now we shall
know whether Monterey is ours, by hard knocks 01· not. 19

His road working party, however, did not depart until the 12th.
The small mixed force, otherwise known as the Pioneer Advance
consisting of ninety pioneers, cavalry, and rangers, made necessary
road repairs for wagon traffic. A few days later, feeling confident
that there would be little Mexican resistance, Meade confidently
noted, "I have ... pretty well made up my mind they will nolfight."
By the 19th the engineer work party and Worth's advance column
reached Lhe outskirts of Monterrey. 50
Th~ Balli~ of Monterrey

Taylor's engineering staffs probed the city's defenses for soft
spots. Major Mansfield, the chief of the engineer staff, informed
Taylor of the town's strong fortifications, but they appeared vulnerable in the direction of Salti llo. Captain Williams' topog reconnaissance confirmed the weaker defenses. He reponed the presence of
makeshift fortresses on the two hills-Independence and Federation-protecting the western edge of town and overlooking the
road to Saltillo. In addition, he reported that these positions ap'" Matloff, Ameriran Afibtmy IIHIQI)', pp. 168-69.
Meade, utters, I, p. 127.
"'l lbid., p. 130.
1
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peared difficult to reinforce. Based on these reports, Taylor decided to cut off Monterrey from this direction. 51
On 20 September Old Rough and Ready ordered a double envelopment of the city. He sent Worth's division to the west, while
the other two divisions struck from the east. The following day
Worth succeeded in taking Federation Hill and cut the Mexican
supply route to Saltillo. Two days later he moved his division up Independence Hill and captured the fortified ruins of the Obispado,
an abandoned bishop's palace about halfway down the slope overlooking the city. Meanwhile, the main force made several feints followed by a series of assaults on the eastern edge of Monterrey and
advanced into the city on the 23d. By midday the two attacks with
bitter house-to-house and hand-to-hand street fighting closed in
on the center of the city.52
Meade, of course, wrote a full description of his part in the battle for the city. He d id not hesitate to alert his wife to the dangers
of his reconnaissance duties and his close calls from the moment
the first Mexican arti llery rounds rained down on the Americans:
... one ball I assure you, came closer to me than I desire it to do again,
just passing about two feet on one side of my knee. The remainder of the
day was spent by the engineer officers in reconnoitering the positions of
the enemy, a duty, I assure you, sufficiently hazardous, as they were
obliged to go with small parties and far from the camp, giving enterprising enemy opportunity to cut them off.53

Meade continued to explain what happened the following day
(20 September) . While investigating enemy ar tillery positions, he
received orders to accompany General Worth's flanking column.
As the column advanced artillery began firi ng from Independence
Hill, but the Americans managed to ensconce themselves near the

61
Edward J. Nichols, Zach Ta:yilJr's Lillie Army (New York: Doubleday, 1963) , p.
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52 Baue•; 77~e Mexican War, pp. 93-99; Eisenhower, So Far From God, pp. 128-43.
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Saltillo road. Meade escorted Worth and a small party to the key
road, and described the following action:
Our advance was covered by about fifty Texans, and we proceeded along
the road for two miles, till we came into the gorge through which the
Saltillo road runs, where the enemy were reported in large force to our
front. Having seen a ll we wanted, we were about retiring, when they
opened a fire upon us from a fence alongside of the road, where some of
the rascals had sneaked up to cut us off, but it was promptly returned by
the Texans, and we came quietly back to camp.~~•

On the 21st the Mexicans sallied out to attack Worth's flanking
force along the Saltillo road. Meade recalled, "The Mexican cavalry
charged on our people most gallantly, but were received with so
warm a fire as to throw them into confusion.'' The attackers fled,
and Worth pushed on to take Federation H ill. That afternoon the
Americans captured the hill and its key fortification, Fort Soldado. 55
During this time, Taylor moved the remainder of his attacking
forces toward the city. The diversionary attack on the eastern pan
of town on 21 September met with stiff resistance from the defenders, who barricaded the streets and turned the stone houses into
fortifications. T he probe unexpectedly developed into a fu ll-scale
assault, and the Americans were raked with heavy fire from the
Citadel, the fortified ruins of an uncompleted cathedral about
1,000 yards north of the city, and other defensive positions in the
city. The Mexicans repulsed the American attack on the Citadel,
and La Teneria, an earthwork on the northeast corner of the city,
fell only after heavy losses. ~h
Officers of both engineering corps directly participated in the
assaults on the city's northeastern defenses. The Topographical
Engineers fought alongside their Corps of Engineers colleagues,
often helping Engineer officers in reconnaissan ces and assaults.
Mansfield used a map prepared by Meade, consulting it to designate points of attack on the town's defenses. When the diversionary attack developed into an assault, Mansfield called on Williams

~• l\leade. tellers, 1, p. 13:.\.
'•'• Ibid., pp. 133-34. Sec al~o Smith, \'\(n· With Mexito, 1, pp. 239-46; Dufour,
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and Pope to help him pick out other locations for the attacking
units. As one participant later recalled, "Major Mansfield and Captain Williams were far in our front." 57
Taylor's assault on the city turned out to be poorly executed,
and many brave officers, including Williams, fell that day. "Captain
Williams, of the topographical corps," recalled one observer, "lay
on one side of th e su·ect, wounded; the gallant Major Mansfield,
wounded in the leg, sti ll pressed on with unabated <udor, cheering
the men, and pointing out the places of attack." ·.x At the end of
th e first day only La Teneria remained in American h ands. The attackers had to withdraw from other forward positions, and no
major action occurred the following day. The critically wounded
Williams remained in a Mexican hospita l until his death o n 23
September. Pope, at his side at the time, latenvrote to Abert of this
latest u·agic loss to the Topographical Engineers, "he wished it to
be made known, he fell while leading the advance and in the discharge of his duty." 59
On the 2 1st Worth's division on the western ed ge of the city
pre pared for an assault on Independence Hill. just before dark the
assault force moved out in a rain storm to their attack position at
th e base of th e hill. Meade helped guide these teoops to the ir
proper places. At three in the morning of the 22d the Americans
moved up the steep , rough slope of the hill, and following a brief
fi ght took Fort Libertad. After Captain John Sande1·s of the Corps
o f Engineers located a suitable path up to the fort, troops dismantled a 12-pouncler howiuer and dragged it up to a position oveJ·Iooking the cit)'. Worth 's men next seiYecl the fortified ruins of the
Obispado, and by late afternoon the western approaches to the
city were firmly in American hands. 1;o
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By the 23d the Americans pushed into the city from two directions. As Taylor's main force cautiously advanced toward Monterrey's defense, Worth's artillery shelled the city from the west. Worth
sent Meade to reconnoiter the Mexican artillery facing the hill, and
the topog found that the enemy had abandoned that portion of the
town . By the afternoon the Americans moved through the city,
street by street, burrmving from house to house. Meanwhile, to
their pleasant surprise they d iscovered that the Mexicans had abandoned their strong outer defenses, except the Citadel, and concentrated around the Cathedral in the town's central area. 61
On 24 September an armistice was reached. The Mexican commander, fearing that his munitions would be detonated by the constant shelling, surrendered in return for an eight-week armistice.
That evening Taylor agreed to the lenient terms because of his own
critical condition, and he believed that peace now could be worked
out between the two nations. Meade approved of the general's generous terms, and noted, "Here was an army of six-thousand men
giving up to us a town with twenty-two pieces Qf artillery and a vast
amount of the munitions of war, and retiring eighty miles to the interior and leaving us in a place they had attempted to defend. " 62
Reports prepared by the commanders reaching Washington
after the battle also singled out tl1e topogs conu·ibutions. Meade
and Pope received brevet promotions to first lieutenant. Colonel
Abert also recommended brevets for the deceased Williams and
Blake, the latter for his heroic service at Palo Alto. 63

61 Meade, Letters, l, pp. 136-37; Smith, War With Mexico, I, pp. 256-59; Dufour,
Mexictm War; A Compact History, pp. 126-27; Bauer, 77te Mexiwn War, p. 99; Eisenhower, So Far From God, pp. 141-42.
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Chief of Topographical Engineers,~ Report of the Secretary of War, House Exec.
Doc. 4, p. 141. The official reports of the battle are consolidated in Report of the
Secretary of War, House Exec. Doc. 4, 29th Cong., 2d sess., 1846, pp. 90, 108.
Lieutenant Wood transferred tO the Second Dragoons on 19 October 1846. thus
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Union Army du.-ing the Civil War. Ct•llum, Biographical Registe~·, I. p. 235: DAB, X,
pp. 474-75.
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Meade Again Becomes Acting Chief Topog
With Williams' death, Meade again became Taylor's Chief Topographical Engineer. As the Mexican army began its withdrawal
from Monterrey, the topogs started to prepare detailed maps of
the battle which Taylor included in his report to the War Department. Meade continued mapping tl1e town and the surrounding
area, but he received orders to report again to Worth's command
for operations along the Saltillo road. Pope remained behind to
continue the triangulation survey around Monterrey.&!
By now Meade could see some credence to a morbid story then circttlating among the officers about the topog and his unlucky superiors:
They have a joke among the officers, that it is bad business for any officer
to be sent here to command me, for he will be sure to be killed; and it is
strange. Of the three superior officers who have been sent here at various
times, the fu·st (Captain Cram) had to leave the country soon after his arrival, on account of ill-health; the second (poor Blake) shot himself; and
t.he third (Captain Williams) fell in recent operations against Monterey;
leaving me each time the senior officer of the Topographical Engineers. 65

In any case, Colonel Abert appreciated Meade's reports and
maps. As noted, the topogs assigned to a field command did not
have to report to the Topographical Bureau, but Colonel Abert insisted on receiving useful topographic information. In late November Abert acknowledged Meade's efforts: ''The sketch and legends
are highly creditable to you, and have been exam ined by the President and the Secretary of War." The colonel also verified the receipt of Williams' personal effects and accounts, which Meade
took the time to administer.oo
DLLring their stay in Monterrey the topogs took advantage of the
better living conditions afforded in the city. Meade, Pope, and an Engineer officer moved into a Mexican general's home. The topog
boasted, ''We each of us have our own servants, one ofwhom is cook,
the other hostler, and the third plays waiter; so that we are quite comfortable, and from our luxw·ious quarters, the envy of tl1e army." 6?
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Meade also wrote his wife about the condition of the troops
after the battle. He expressed concern over the increasing incidence of illness among the soldiers, a threat more serious to an
army even than battle. On a more positive note, however, the
topog noted that control over the volunteer troops seemed to improve. His superiors knew how the volunteers could antagonize
the local populace, and they acted accordingly. Taylor, to avoid incidents between his troops and the people, established his camp
with most of the army three miles from town. Worth kept only a
few troops in Monterrey.68
Meade continued to pen his thoughts on the strategy of the
war. The future Civil War general and Union commander at Gettysburg advocated a landing at Vera Cruz and a march on Mexico
City. On 5 October he wrote his wife that a plan merely to hold the
northern Mexican provinces would result in a long-term occupation and the needless sacrifice of American lives. He concluded,
We may go on in this way for five years, and not conquer peace. The loss of
a few soldiers, and the temporary occupation of her frontier towns, is no
embarrassment to Mexico; her capital and vital parts must be touched.
Once occupy these (and we can do it as readily as we operate here, if we
have the proportionate means), and she will be brought to terms. 69

Resumption of Operations
Taylor's armistice in Mexico did not meet with President Polk's
approval. Learning of the terms, the president ended the armistice,
declaring angtily that another opportunity to defeat the enemy and
conclude the war had been lost. M~or James D. Graham, a Topographical Engineer, arrived in early November with dispatches from
Washington directing Old Rough and Ready to end the armistice
and resume operations. Meade wrote home of his support for the
"old gentleman" and the wisdom of the armistice terms as he saw it:
For myself, individually, you know my sentiments; opposed, at first, to this
war, brought on by our injustice to a neighbor, and uncalled for aggression, she, in her stupidity and folly, giving our rulers plausible excuses for
their conduct; but when once in it, I should and have desired to see it
tltl Ibid., pp. 146-47. For an account of the medical aspects of the war see Mary
C. Gillett, The Army Mrdical Deprtrtment, /818- 1865 (WashingLOn, D.C.: U.S. Army
Center of Military History. 1987.
w Ibid .. p. 143.
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conducted in a vigorous manner, and brought to a speedy conclusion by
its being carried on v.rith energy well directed. But such has not been the
case, nor will it ever be so, as long as generals are made in the countinghouses and soldiers on farms.i0

The su·uggle resumed with American forces occupying more of
Mexico. In November, Taylor marched southwest to take Saltillo, the
U.S. Navy seized the port of Tampico on the Gulf, and General
Wool's army of 3,400 men began a long march from San Antonio to
join Taylor's army. By December another column, the 850-man lst
Missouri Mounted Volunteers under Colonel Alexander W.
Doniphan , set forth from Valverde, New Mexico, crossing some
1,800 miles of difficult country, also to join Taylor. As the year ended
the American forces occupied nearly all northeastern Mexico. 71
Meade found Saltillo "a very pretty place, though not so beautifully situated as Monterey [sic]." He immediately noted a great difference in the agriculture of the newly occupied region which
brought forth fields of wheat instead of orange and banana groves.
The topog had little time to investigate the town, and he departed
the next day on a three day reconnaissance. During the operation
he covered twenty-five miles and boasted that such duties were
"keeping up with my reputation of always being among those who
penetrate farthest into the country." i 2
Meade returned with Taylor to Monterrey, where he prepared
more sketches for the general's reports. There he noted that pmblems with the volunteer units had again surfaced. The astute lieutenant believed attaching regular officers and enlisted men to
every volunteer regiment would bring order to the volunteers:
Let the colonel be taken from the lieutenant colonels, and the captains
from the lieutenants. The army can well spare these officers, for it is organized for such a purpose. Then in each regiment you would have enough
practical knowledge tO give a tone tO it, and the volunteer regiments
would soon be as efficient as regular troops. But, as it is, the generals
know no more than the privates, and it is only by attaching regular officers, as staff officers, that they get along at all.':l
Ibid., pp. 150-52, quotation from p. 154.
For accounts of Doniphan's march sec Bauer, The Mexica11 Wm; pp. 151-59;
Eisenhower, So Far From God, pp. 244-50.
72 Meade, Letters, 1, pp. 157-58.
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Meanwhi le, Meade's tenure as Taylor's chief topog nearly
ended again. Captain Thomas B. Linnard, a West Point graduate
with sixteen years service, arrived in November to take over as the
command's senior topographer. Linnard graduated in 1830 and
received a commission in the artillery and served in combat in
Florida during the Seminole War. H e became a topog in 1838 and
worked on harbor improvement projects in Delaware Bay, New
York, and Mobile between 1843-1846. This time the bad fortune
that seemed to afflict Meade's superiors qid not strike the new
chief topog too severely. Linnard soon came down with a fever rendering him unfit for immediate duty, but he soon recovered. 74

Meade Receives a New Assignment
In December Taylor, under orders from Washington, expanded
his operations southeastward to Victoria to meet American forces at
Tampico. By then Wool's army had reached Parras to the west of
Monterrey, and an army task force under the command of Maj.
Gen. Robert Patterson had occupied Tampico. Worth would remain at Saltillo, and Maj. Gen. William 0. Butler and a force of volunteers would remain at Monterrey. With his rear secured Taylor
set out on the 15th with a task force consisting of Brig. Gen. David
E. Twiggs' division of regulars and Brig. Gen. john A. Quitman's division of volunteers. Meade came along as the topographer. Three
days out on the march, Taylor received information that General
Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna had· regained the presidency of Mexico and raised a new army. The wily Mexican leader appeared to be
leading this army on a long march toward Monterrey. Taylor
rushed back leaving Quiunan to proceed to Victoria. The threat to
Monterrey turned out to be a false alarm, and Old Rough and
Ready resumed his march to Victoria.
Meade remained behind with Quitman. The lieutenant noted
that Taylor "being very anxious to know the nature of the mountain
passes, has detailed me to go with General Quitman to Victoria,
where, upon meeting General Patterson, I shall be furnished with
an escort of cavalry, and will then reconnoiter the whole country in
front of the line of Tampico and this place [Montemorelos]." They
reached Victoria on the 29th to await the a r rival of Patterson.
N
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Meanwhile, Quitman had the Topographical Engineer reconnoiter
the road southward to Tula. Based on information obtained from a
local native the topog decided to turn back short of h is destination.
"l foun d the rascally Mexican had deceived me," Meade later wrote,
"and t.hat l was within six miles of one hundred and fifty Mexicans.
The object of my expedition was, however, fully accomplished-the
examination of the road-an d I satisfi ed myself tha t the road was
impractical for wagons or arti llery." 7!i
A change in U.S. strategy, however, shifted the bulk of American forces to a new theater of operations. Mexican leaders sti ll had
not come to terms. President Polk, realizing the impracticality of
moving sou th from Saltillo over inhospitable terrain, decided to go
ahead with the operation to land at Vera Cruz and march inland to
take Mexico City. General Scott se t into action his plans to assemble a force for the amphibious operation and march the shorter
route overla nd to the Mexican capital. Upon arriving in Mexico
Scott proceeded to take m ore than h alf of Taylor 's army and almost all his regulars, including Meade. Scott then ordered Old
Rough a nd Ready to deploy his remaining force to defensive positions around Monterrey. 76
While excited over his new assignment, Meade admitted he "regretted exceedingly parting with the old man. " The topog also
heard that Scott had six Topographical Engineers with him at Brazos Santiago, and four of the officers outranked him. After ser ving
several times as command to pographe r, he would now "have to
play fifth fiddl e." 77
For a short time Meade served as Patterson's chief topog with
orders to reconnoiter a healthful site for an encampme nt ncar
Tampico. On 3 February Captain j ohn McClellan reponed to Patterson and became his chief Topographical Engin eer. Although
disappointed to be subordina te again, Meade did a ppreciate getting three extra pairs of spectacles that McClellan picked up from
Mrs. Meade. "I was on my last pair," he wrote his wife, "and I have
had some ter rible frights lately when r thought I had lost them." 711
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John McClellan was an experienced topographer with twenty
years of Army service. He received his commission at West Point as
an Artillery officer in 1826, resigned in 1836, but returned to active duty as a Topographical Engineer in 1838. H e served in various topographic assignments including two tours of duty in Florida
during the Seminole War, harbor improvements in North Carolina, and duty at the bureau. Before reporting to Mexico McClellan supervised harbor improvement projects on Lake Michigan.79
While McClellan and Meade waited in Tampico for the next move,
Meade continued his flow of letters. He fi lled his correspondence with
the latest rumors and his feelings on the conduct of the war. H e noted,
'We are in a complete state of ignorance as to what is to be done," but
when he learned of events the topog unleashed strong views. When
Meade heard that Mexican troops retook Victoria and pw1ished citizens who had cooperated with the Americans, he presented some perceptive thoughts on occupying and pacifYing a country:
This I considered cruel treatment on the part of our governmem, to send
troops to occupy a place, hoist our flag, give appearances of protection to
all, threatening those who are unwilling to serve you, thus making and
forcing them to perform acts for which they are !PUnished by their own
armies, on our evacuating the place. Either let the people alone, or when
you once have taken a p lace, hold it and protect those who compromise
themselves by serving you. When is the Government of the Un ited States
going to awaken from its lethargy and send into Mexico force sufficient to
prosecute the war vigorously? ~

Soon Meade departed to another theater of war. By 24 February
Scott passed through Tampico en route to Lobos Island in preparation for the Vera Cruz landing . McClellan and Meade, both now officially in Scott's command, departed Tampico on 1 March aboard
a ship destined for Lobos Island. They departed amidst news of a
large Mexican force approaching Taylor's positions n ear Saltillo.8 1
The Battle of Buena Vista

Meanwhile, Old Ro ugh and Ready had disregarded his instructions and moved his smaller forces too far forward. Earlier Scott
had ordered him to re m ain passive, noting, "I must ask you to
7'J
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abandon Sallillo, and to make no detachments, except for reconnaissances and immediate defense, beyond Monterrey." Advice or
order, Taylor ignored it and moved about 4,500 of his remain ing
troops to advanced positions some twenty miles far·ther south of
Saltillo tO Agua Nueva on the San Luis Potosi road.82
About this time General Santa Anna had intercepted a message
from Scott to Taylor revealing the American plans. H e decided to
march his army over the desert wastelands first to strike the weakened Taylor and then return south to deal with Scott. On 21
February news reached a surprised Taylor of an approaching Mexican army estimated at some 15,000 men. Withdrawing up the
Saltillo road to a better defensive position about a mile south of
Buena Vista Ranch, Taylor positioned his troops in a region or
mountain spurs, deep ravines, many gullies, and high hills.H,
Ncar Buena Vista Wool deployed troops in a strong defensive
position that he and Taylor had agreed on earlier. Iris topogs examined the defensible terrain features and seemed quite pleased
to observe a network of deep gullies, ravines, and heights overlooking the road. The road itself traversed three miles of a narrow corridor called La Angostura, or "Narrows." Shortly after midnight of
the 22d, the remaining forces at Agua Nueva withdrew to the defenses outside Buena Vista.K-1
A bitter and complicated battle followed on the 23d. After a
day or inconclusive fighting, Santa Anna launched an attack on the
American left, sending the defenders ree ling backward. U.S. infantry and mobile artillery crossed over from the right and reestablished the defense line. Taylor, returning from Saltjtlo with reinforcements, sent the Mississippi Rifles, a regiment commanded by
jefferson Davis, to halt the next attack. j oined by the 3d Indiana,
the two regiments, reinforced by the mobile artillery, formed a
wide angle-the "V'' of Buena Vista and halted another assault,
thereby marking the turning point of the battle. After another
bloody day the exhausted Americans still held the field as nightfall

' 2 Srou to Ta)•lor 26 Jan 1847, quoted in Smith, War With All'xico. I, p. 547.
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approached. Early the next morning they saw the dispidted Mexican columns heading south. As a result Taylor claimed another victory, this one by default.~ 5
The topogs received due r·ecognition for their part in the battle. Both Linnard and Pope, along with their· Corps of Engineers
colleagues and the topogs serving with Wool, went out on hazardous reconnaissance patrols and served as couriers. Taylor commended the topogs in his official report; Linnard received a promotion to brevet major and Pope became brevet captain. 116
Another account reported that Linnard also helped Lt. Col. R.
S. Dix to rally men of the retreating 2d Indiana. Dix took the unit's
standard and derided the fle eing men for deserting their colors.
Linnard joined him, and soon both officers had men gathering
around the flag. Dix somehow found a fife and drum and had the
national quickstep played, and the troops marched off behind him
with Linnard bringing up the rear. They directed the Indianans toward the Mississippi Rifles, thereby bringing the once-fleeing men
back into the battle.87
Buena Vista also became Taylor's last major battle. During the
fighting he acted in his usual manner. He conspicuously perched
himself on his horse "Old Whitey" in the center of the battle, disregarded the Mexican bullets, and calmly offer·cd encouragement to
the troops. The battle brought major campaigning in northern
Mexico to an encl. Santa Anna LUrned his battered army to the
south. Following a long, harsh forced march the Mexican leader
soon gathered another army to deal with Scott, then in the process
of moving his army inland from Vera Cruz. During the remainder
~·. A fc,, of the account.' of this battle are found in Smith, \~(lr With Mexico, I,
pp. 384-400; Dufour, Alexiam \i-~1r; A C.ompact Histor)', pp. 171-H4: Single tar)'. 1\-lex,can \'\~r. pp. 48-53; Bauer, Thr Mtximll \1-ar, pp. 208-18: Ebcnho\\'cr. So Far From
Cod, pp. 178-91. Reports of General Taylor and other comm<mdt•rs arc found in
Report of the Secretary of War, S(·n. Exec. Doc. 1, 30th Cong., Ist ~ess., 1847, pp.

1 :~2-2 1 3.
l«• Report of the Secretary of War, Sen. Exec. Doc. I, 30th Cong., 1st sess.,
1847, pp. 132-21 3: Linnard w Abert, 20 Mar 1847, LR 248, TE 77: !Ieitman, His·
tmiml Register, I, pp. 634, 798. Also ~ec llenr)', Campaign SkPtchn, p. :~ J 3;james II.
Catlcton, /JailI.e of Buena Vi11a (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1848). pp. 38, 58,
60, 62-63. 112-14; LaH•ndt•t, Climax at Buma Vista, pp. IR7-92, 207-09; Smith,
\\tlr 1\'ith Ml'xico. I, pp. :~88, :~90-91; Dufour. Mt'xicon \1\or: , \ (:.OmjJact History. pp.
173-76: Report of the Sccrt't<ll) of \\'ar. Sen. Exec. Doc. I, pp. 139. 159-61.
~• Carleton. Rattle of /Jurna l'i1ta, pp. 8 1-82: R. S. Riplc), Ui'n 1\'ith Mexico, 2
\Ob. (~ew York: Harper and Brother~. 1849}. 1:411.
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of the war Taylor's army remained on the defensive. Operations
consisted mainly of securing the roads, controlling Mexican guerrillas and bandits, and administering the occupied territories.

Other To-pographir Tasks in NoTthern Mexico
Taylor's Topographical Engineers settled down to more mundane tasks for the duration of the war. They mapped northern Mexico, drew up battlefield maps for the commanders' reports, and accomplished detailed reconnaissances of the area. By the e nd of
March Linnard, using Lieutenants Franklin (who had arrived earlier
as part of Wool's command) and Pope to help, completed a survey
of the Buena Vista battlefield. In forwarding the finislhed map to tl1e
Topographical Bureau, Linnard confidently noted that it "may be
relied on for accuracy." He considered this a significant accomplishment because the topographic instruments inherited from Meade
turned out to be in poor condition. Linnard lamented, 'The prismatic compasses are disabled, the pocket chronometer and theodolite also. The latter when I received it h ad no legs. The telescopes are
utterly worililess-far infetior to the common ships glasses." 88
Linnard's topogs also had to satisfy other requirements for
Colonel Abert. Because the original copies of reconnaissance reports prepared during Wool's march to Mexico did not reach
Washington, Franklin began the laborious process of making new
copies for the bureau. H e also had the thankless job of deciphering the nearly illegib le handwriting of their author, Captain
George W. H ughes', Wool's chief topographer at the time. By August 1847, 1st Lt. Lorenzo Sitgreaves, also one of Wool's topographers, began a project to satisfy Abert's request for maps. Sitgreaves sketched a map of Wool's march to Saltill o and anoth er
from Saltillo to the mouth of the Rio Grande by way of Monterrey
and Matamoros. The colonel also desired a detalled reconnaissance to the south toward San Luis Potosi. 89
The topogs also faced difficulties in getting the required specialized equipment and materials to do their work. Linnard had re-

ll!l This is the same Franklin who served with Kearny's 1845 military reconnaissance. Linnard to Abert, 20 Mar 1847, LR 248, TE 77.
>19 Franklin 10 Abert, 15 Feb 1847, LR 172; 22 Mar LR 283, TE 77; Abert to Sitgreaves, 9 Aug 1847, LS 180, TE 77; Sitgreaves to Abert, 25 Oct 1847, LR 686, TE 77.
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quested replacement insu·uments from New Orleans, but without
success. Getting the delicate, hard-to-replace, and expensive equipmem appeared almost impossible, and he complained to Colonel
Abert, "An order for a reconnaissance is now before me, and we
have not a prismatic or even a common pocket compass. It is very
desirable that instruments should be sent out." His request included
a theodolite, six prismatic compasses, a box of colors, good tracing
paper, note books, mapping pens, pencils, a pocket chronometer,
and a small spring wagon to carry instruments. H e also needed
funds to carry on his work. Logistically, the frustrated topogs found
themselves much worse off than the rest of the Army in Mexico.90
Colonel Abert also succeeded in exerting some influence from
far off Washington to insure an orderly now of topographic information. With the resultant lull in the nonhern theater, the
amount of information forwarded to the bur·eau had decreased.
Abert could not understand this, and he prodded Linnard to get
his topogs to use their time more productively. In November the
colonel wrote, "I cannot forbear expressing to you my surprise at
the little information from your command since you have been attached to the Army in North Mexico." To this he added his concern about the lack of topographic information received since the
Buena Vista report.91
The Chief of the Cot·ps of Topographical Engineers sternly suggested to Linnard that he should embark on a program. Colonel
Abert wrote, "A complete survey should have been made of the
road from Monterrey to Saltillo with plans of intricate passes on a
more extensive scale; also the road from Saltillo to Agua Nueva,
with details of passes, with memoirs describing the military, agricultural, manufacturing and fiscal resources of the country." He concluded that the area should be accessible and that surely enough
Topographical Engineers were available to accomplish the work.92
This friendly advice spurred the topogs of the Army of North
Mexico to increase their efforts. Linnard cautiously r esponded
that not all the requested work could be accomplished. By April
J 848, however, the brevet major forwarded a detailed report along
whh sketches of a reconnaissance that he and Pope made of the

Linnard LO Abert, 20 Mar 1847, LR 248, TE 77.
Ibid. ; Abert Lo Linnard, 19 Nov 1847, LS 268, TE 77.
!It Abert to Linnard, 19 Nov 1847, LS 268, TE 77.
!lO
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mads from Saltillo to Mayapil. Pope enclosed a sepa[·ate report of a
reconnaissance that he made along the San Luis Potosi road to Cedral. Colonel Abert, happy to get whatever information he could,
gratefully acknowledged Linnard's reports.!l3
This episode showed the little control that Aben had over the
activities of his Topographical Engineers once they were assigned
to the field commands. Abert normally depended on the topogs in
the field to use their discretion in forwarding useful information
to him. Strong admonitions to officers in the field, as in the case of
Linnard, were rare. 91
By the spring of 1847 the war appeared to be going well for the
United States. Around the time Mexican forces departed from
Buena Vista, American forces had successfully occupied California,
the American Southwest, and northern Mexico. The U.S. Navy
blockaded the Pacific and Gulf ports, and U.S. Army and naval
forces occupied several ports. Peace, however, was still not at hand.

9
~ L.innard to Aben, 18 Apr 1848. LR 238, T E 77; Aben to Linnard, 12 May
1848, L<; 382, TE 77.
91
If Colonel A ben did desire to propose something for his Topographical En-

gineers, he usually suggested that his officers tactfully approach lheir commanders. Sec Ryan, TojJOgraphical Bureau Administrative History, p. 151. Generally, the
colonel only indicated his displeasure if financial accounts of his Topographical
Engineers were not submitted on time or if improperly maintained. Fremont was
especially delinquent, and Abert wrote, "Allow me lO call to your attention your
accounts. These delays in their a<ljustment may prove embarrassing to you.~ Aben
to Fremont, 26 Nov 1847, LS 273, TE 77.

CHAPTER6

Wool and His Topogsjoin Taylor
In August 1846, at about the same time Taylor was making
preparations to depart Camargo and march on Monterrey, Brig.
Gen . j ohn E. Wool assembled another army in Texas to march into
Mexico and join forces with Old Rough and Ready. Wool's march
from San Antonio did not match the more sensational campaign
of Colonel Doniphan's Missouri Volunteers, nor did the column
encounter any significant opposition or march as far as Doniphan
who set out from Missouri in J une 1846, and after pausing at
Valverde, New Mexico, resumed his march in December. The topogs who accompanied Wool's army, however, put their time to
good use. As a result more geographic information along Wool's
route became available as contrasted to Doniphan who did not
have any topographers.
Wools Army Assembles in San Antonio

By September 1846 a Topographical Engineer staff with orders
to serve in Wool 's army assembled in San Antonio. A month earlier
Colonel Abert ordered Captain George W. Hughes to report to
Wool as the "Chief of Staff of Topographical Engineers to the
Army of the Centre." Other topogs assigned to help the captain included 1st Lt. Lorenzo Sitgreaves, 2d Lt. William B. Franklin, and
2d Lt. Francis T. Bryan. 1
Captain Hughes and his three assistants had varied backgrounds.
Hughes attended West Poim for four years but did not graduate,
and before entering active duty had worked for the government as a
civil engineer. Before reporting to Texas he worked in Washington
on a highly visible civil works project to improve Pennsylvania Av1

Abert to Hughes, 6 Aug 1846, LS 400, TE 77.
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enue between the White House and the Capitol. Sitgreaves received
his commission from West Point in 1832; however, he began hisservice in the artillery. After a two-year separation from the army, he
joined the Topographical Engineers in 1838 and later served in various construction and survey projects. Sitgreaves received his instructions to report to Texas while sur veying the Florida reefs. After his
tour with Colonel Kearny's dragoon reconnaissance, Franklin
served for a while at the Topographical Bureau. He then moved on
to do survey work at Ossabow Sound in Georgia, where he received
his orders. Bryan had just graduated from West Point. 2
Wool and his staff had very little geographic information on
the roULe the army would take toward Chihuahua. As a result, the
topogs' duties would not differ much from those accomplished by
Emory and his staff in support of Kearny's march across the Southwest. The route the 3,400-man army planned to take ran from San
Antonio to Presidio in Mexico, then in turn passing through Monclova and Parras. Hughes also had somewhat different views compared to Emory as far as gathering scientific specimens along the
way. Unlike Fremont, Emory, and the young Abert, he did not have
an interest in such matte1·s nor did he maintain close connections
with American scientists in the East. Instead , the pragmatic
Hughes felt more inclin ed to associate himself mainly with his military and tactical duties. As a result, he focused his attention on
preparing a map, but his memoir of the regions he crossed nevertheless described many of the same interesting topics. 3
The March lo Mexico

Hughes also reconnoitered supply routes in Texas. Before an·iving in San Antonio in early Septembe1~ he and Sitgreaves investigated the road from Port Lavaca, Wool's base of supply, which ran
through Goliad. Franklin and Bryan reconnoitered a second route
2 DAB, Ill , pp. 601-02, V, pp. 348-49; Cullum, Biogmphical &giste~·, I, pp.
518-19, II, pp. 152-54, 261; Appleton's CJdojwedia of AmRtican BiograjJh)', V (New
York: D. Appleton and Co., 1888-1901) , p. 543.
1
Goetzmann, Army I·:xploration, pp. 149-50; George W. llughes, "Report of
the Secretary of War. Communicating ... a Map Showing the Operalions of the
Army of the United States in Texas and the AcUacent Mexican States on the Rio
Grande; Accompanied b)' Astronomical Observations, a nd Descriptive and Military Memoirs of the Country,'' J Mar 1849, Sen. Exec. Doc. 32, 31st Cong.. 1st
ses.~ .• 1850, pp. 5, 8; Hughes to Abert, Dec 1846, LR 1093, TE 77.

WOOL AND HIS TOPOGS JOIN TAYLOR

151

diverging from Victoria and passing through Seguin to San Antonio.
In his report Franklin pointed out a serious disadvamage to travel in
South Texas. "Ac; it was mid-summer," he wrote, "to save our horses
we left Victoria just at dusk. During the day the flies are so numerous
that the horses arc set nearly frantic, and humanity as well as his own
comfort will dictate lO the traveler in this part ofTexas that he must
lie by during the day and u--avel at night." As a result of these surveys
llughcs recommended the shorter Goliad route:1
Before departing San Antonio I Iughes did make some interesting observations of the recently annexed state of Texas. "The
Alamo," he reported to Colonel Abert, "if placed in a suitable state
of repair, would accommodate a regiment, and might at the same
time be rendered a strong defensive work, well supplied with
water." Somewhat familiat· with agricultural methods, he recorded
some astute observations of the once intensely farmed region and
its irrigation works. He cautioned that it should "well be questioned whether this operation is not injurious rathc..·r than beneficial to the lands; for the soil being highly calcareous, and the water
being nearly saturated with the same substance too much carbonate of lime must, in the course ofyears, be deposited in the fields."
I Ic suggested that "The remedy for this excess may be found in
deep plowing, following in the rotation of crops." He also commented on the potential of grazing lands, adding 'The cows arc
bad milkers, but might be easily improved by a cross on the
Durham or Devon." The topog followed up with facts on population, climate, and health conditions of the area he saw in Texas.r•
On 23 September 1846, Hughes departed San Antonio as head
of the army's advance party. Suddenly the topogs became the envy
of the whole camp, because even Corps of Engineers officers, including Captain Robert E. Lee, Wool's chief engineer, had to stay
farther back to supen·ise pick and shovel work on the road and
bridges. Hughes' well-armed party consisted of the four Topographical Engineers, an interpreter, a hunter-guide, two wagoners,
four laborers, and two servants. 6
• Quoted in l lught•, w Abert, 20 Jan 1849, I.R 129. TE 77. llughcs enclosed
reports and memoir' from Sitgrea,·cs and Franklin in his report \Ubmiucd to the
Topographical Bur<'au. St·c also Hughes, " Report,~ Sen. Exec. Doc. 32, pp. 9. 49.
' llughcs, ~Report," Sen. Exec. Doc. 32, p. 10.
" Douglas Southall Freeman, Robert /~. 1.1'1', a /Jiogmph)'. I (N<.·w York: Charles
Scribner's Sons, I 933), pp. 205-06; Hughes, "Rtport," Sen. Exec Doc. 32. p. 12.
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As the party moved south toward Mexico Hughes kept a running commentary of his observations. On the 24th the topog
passed the French-German settlement of Casu·oville. Impressed by
what he observed, Hughes praised the settlers, '\¥ho have brought
with them to this wilderness the habits of industry, sobriety, and
economy of their father-land." Later he touched on the weather
and in panicular the Texas "norther." Hughes noted that when
storms hit tl1e area, 'The greater parts of Texas and the acUacent
Mexican provinces are subject to these sudden and extreme transitions of climate; which often prove deleterious to animal life." Ironically, the following week the topog came down 'vv:ith dysentery. 7
Along the route to the Rio Grande tl1e other topogs continued
with their duties. Franklin scouted ahead to pitck camp sites for the
moving army, and Sitgreaves continued to record observations for
eventual use in determining latitudes and longitudes. They also
kept a wary eye on the movements of Comanche Indians near the
army's route. Eleven days and 164 miles after setting out, the engineers reached the Rio Grande, some five miles from Presidio.
Hughes proudly asserted that when "the glorious flag of the stars
and stripes was for the first time displayed in that far-off wilderness, many an eye glistened with patriotic emotion, and many a
pulse beat high with the hope of future expectation." 8

The C1·ossing of the Rio Orande Into Mexico
By 12 October the army began crossing the Rio Grande into
Mexico. The Corps of Engineers contingent supervised the assembly
of a "flying bridge," prefabricated in San Antonio for the crossing.
Wool, unlike Taylor, had the foresight not to wait for pontoon bridging to arrive from the East. Escorted by a squadron of dragoons, the
Topographical Engineers moved out again ahead of the army toward Santa Rosa, their next objective. According to Hughes: "The
object was to reconnoiter the country, especially in reference to supplies, water, and encampments, witl1 directions to communicate the
information thus obtained daily to the commanding general." 9

; Hughes, "Repon, ~ Sen. Exec. Doc. 32, pp. 12-13.
lbid., p. 16.
Tbid., p. 18. See also Smith, War With Mexico, 1, p. 270; Bauer, The Mexican
War, p. 147.
~
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The route led them some 105 miles to Santa Rosa. The topogs
led the army past the settlements of Nava, San Fernando, and
Santa Rita Springs, reaching Santa Rosa on the 20th. Along the way
Hughes noted abandoned farms, the result of depredations by Comanches and Apaches. He wrote that the Indians "have driven the
timid inhabitants from their rural dwellings, and cooped them up
within the precincts of the villages, converting this once smiling
garden into a howling wilderness." IO
The small advance guard moved into Santa Rosa with no opposition. Hughes recalled, "It was quite amusing to see how soon they
fraternized, and it was evident that the population hailed us as protectors and deliverers; and, in fact, more than one proposition was
made to me lO encourage a pronunciamento against the Mexican
government." Santa Rosa presented a slight improvement over the
other towns they passed, but Wool's chief topog observed that "the
town wears that appearance of decay so common in Mexico." 11
The next leg of Wool's march took the army deeper in Mexico to
Monclova. The Topographical Engineers continued to survey the
surrounding country, wok astronom ical observations, and made
long distance reconnaissances. They also drew hasty maps, calculated their asu·onomical observations, laid out encampments, and
chose camp sites for the troops. Wool made Monclova his base of
supply, and no longer had to depend on a long supply route from
San Antonio. While in Monclova, Hughes and his party also had
time to prepare reports for Wool and the Topographical Bureau.12
Because ofTaylor's armistice arrangements following the capture
of Monterrey, Wool's army sat out the entire month of November in
Monclova. The topogs kept busy reconnoitering the surrounding
area, and near the end of the mon th Franklin made the more than
100 mile trip to Monterrey as a courier. Within the limited time alLowed he also made a hasty reconnaissance of the route between the
two cities. Upon reaching Monterrey Franklin had to proceed on to
Saltillo to locate General Taylor. Returning with dispatches intended
for Wool, the widely traveled topog found Wool's column already on
the move southwest toward its next objective, the city of Parras. 13
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Hughes, "Rcpon." Sen. Exec. Do<.. 32, p. 19.
Ibid., pp. 23-24.
Ibid., pp. 26-28.
Ibid., p. 26. Franklin's reconnaissance report is on pages 57-59.
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By 25 November Hughes rode out again in front of Wool's army
on the road to Parras. He made journal entries of terrain, vegetation, and wildlife, but his somewhat plain prose paled when compared to the more colorful writings of Fremont, Emory, and AberL
Along the way he stopped off at the hacienda of San Lorenzo de
Oboja on 3 December. The LOpogs found an efficiently managed establishment under American-educated owners, and this visit appeared to be the only item to impress him on this leg of the march.
Hughes, considering himself to be a connoisseur of wine, praised
the high quality of the vineyards, noting ''They are all pure juice of
the grape." He also commended the grain, cotton, and fruit crops."'
As the army wended its way unopposed to Parras, Hughes perceived a difference in the nature of the people of this more prosperous region. He considered them "industrious, sober, thrifty, intelligent, and unfriendly to the present form of their government,"
and also "favorably inclined to our government and it.s institutions."
At Nadadores, sixteen miles to the south of Monclova, he quoted
one wealthy Mexican, who on one occasion visited the United
States, as saying, "sir, we have a glorious country and a good population, but our government is the worst in the world. J would rather
be under the domination of the Comanche Chief." On arriving unopposed at their destination, Hughes found Parras to be "a collection of haciendas," where "the vineyards and gardens separate the
homes from each other except on the principal streets." 15
While waiting for further instructions from Taylor, Wool settled
down in Parras, again making good use of the time. He kept his
army in a high state of readiness and made sure that sufficient reconnaissance patrols roamed the area, especially toward Saltillo.
Hughes commended his commander for fostering good relations
with the local populace, thereby reducing any threat from that
quarter. The topog further praised Wool's efficient handling of the
march thus far over a difficult 700-mile trek, and at the same time
maintaining its excellent fighting condition. 16

Ibid., p. 32.
Ibid., pp. 33, 45-46, 48.
111 Ibid., p. 33. See also SmiLh, Wm' With Ml'xico, I. pp. 273-74.
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Wool Joins Taylor at Buena Vista
Wool's preparedness paid off when suddenly on 17 December
he received orders to move out to join Taylor's threatened and outnumbered force near Buena Vista. Within two hours the troops
began marching down the well-known routes, thanks to the earlier
reconnaissance patrols of the Topographical Engineers. Four days
later, and nearly 120 miles to the east, Wool joined General William
]. Worth's force. At a place called Agua Nueva, about twenty miles
south of Saltillo, the Americans prepared for the arrival of Santa
Anna, now reponed moving north with a new army.l'
Hughes, on a reconnaissance to Durango at the time the army
suddenly moved, rejoined the army on its third day out. That evening Wool, Hughes, Robe rt E. Lee, and the ir staffs carefully
checked the terrain in the darkness and fog. The general immediately n oted the disadvantages of his assigned position and reLUrned lO Saltillo to confer with Taylor. Santa Anna, however, did
not show; it would be several months before the Mexican leader
moved north. 18
By early january 1847 a large portion of Taylor's command including some of the topogs had marched off to join Scott's expeditionary force. This, of course, left Old Rough and Ready faced with
defending northern Mexico. Hughes joined Worth's st.o'lff and departed with the division on the 9th. During the redeployment several
Corps of Engineers officers, particularly Robert E. Lee, also departed. Meanwhile, Wool, now with one less topographer on his staff,
found terrain near Buena Vista more advantageous for defense. 19
By the third week in February Santa Anna's army suddenly appeared. The ensuing battle swirled around the undulating terrain,
and Buena Vista became one of the most vicious engagements of
the war. During the battle Sitgreaves and Franklin went out on fi·equent reconnaissance patrols and served as couriers. Bryan served
witl1 a three-piece mobile artillery detachment under Lieutenant
John Paul Jones 0' Brien. Early in tl1e battle the artillery detach17 Hughes, ''Rcpon,~ Sen. Exec. Doc. 32, pp. 33-34. Wool's professional attributes are also based on Lhe accounl of his march in Smi1h, War With Mexico. l,
pp. 269-76.
18 Hughes, "Report," Sen. Exec. Doc. 32. p. 34; SmiLh, War With Mexico, 1, pp.
275--76.
19 Lavender, Climax at Buma Vista, p. 148.

156

TOPOGRAPHICAL ENGINEERS IN THE MEXICAN WAR

ment deployed forward with the 2cl Indiana Regiment to halt a
Mexican advance. The attack, however, proved too strong, and the
Indiana regiment retreated, leaving O 'Bri en, Bryan, and their
gunners alone. They maintained fire with double charges of canister for as long as possible, leaving their guns only after suffering
heavy casualties. The delaying action allowed the Mississippi Rifles,
other reinforcements, and additional artillery to deploy and repulse the Mexican attack.2°
Wool's topogs also received glowing comment<; in his reports of
the battle. The general spoke highly of Sitgreaves and O 'Brien
praised Bryan . O'Brien wrote, "I saw him [Bryan] when exposed to
a close and murderous cross fire of grape and canister on one side,
and musketry in front, direct the fire of his piece, and give his
commands with the same coolness as if he wer·e on parade. He received a flesh wound in the arm." As a result of their services in
battle, Sitgreaves received a promotion to brevet captain and
Bryan and Franklin to brevet firstlieutenants. 21
Hughes Reports on the future of Texas

Although Hughes rode off to join Scott's command, the topog
later prepared a series of revealing reports which encompassed geographic and military affairs. Colonel Abert consolidated these and
others submitted by the other topogs serving under Wool into one
document and map, which the Senate published in 1850. The published report focused on military concerns, more than the all-encompassing reports of Fremont, Emory, and Abert. Wool, with his
reputation for form and discipline, may have had some influence in
keeping the Topographical Engineers from spending more time investigating the flora, fauna, and cu ltures of the regions. In addition,
Hughes took a slightly different approach to his topographic duties. Wool employed his engineers to the maximum on military duties, thereby ensuring him the intelligence to meet any situation.
20 Report of the Secretary of War, Sen. Exec. Doc. 1, 30lh Con g., 1st sess.,
1847, pp. 132-213; Henry, Campaign SkPtl'iles, p. 313; Carleton, Battle of Buena
Vista, pp. 38, 58, 60, 62-63, 112-14; Lavender, Climax at Bue11a Vista, pp. 187-92,
207-09; Smith, War With Mexico, l, pp. 388, 390-91; Dufour, M exirrm W(lr; A Compact History, pp. 173-76; Heiu11an, Historic(!/ Register, I. pp. 257, •!34, 634, 798, 890.
21 Rcpon of the Secretary of War, Sen. Exec. Doc. I, 30th Con g .. 1st scss.,
1847, pp. 140, 1()1; Heitman , Histmiml Register, I, pp. 257, 798, 890.
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Hughes' letters and final repon made several recommendations regarding the defense of the Texas frontier. In February
1847, h<· wrote to Abert suggesting the building of a line of forts
along the newly surveyed route between San Antonio and Presidio
to protect settlers against robbers and predatory Indians. I le also
incorporated this recommendation in his formal report published
by Congress. Such a plan required a regiment of mounted troops
stationed at key posts at San Antonio, on the Quihi River, on the
Leona River, and at the Rio Grande crossing ncar Presidio. The
topog bel ieved this measure need o nly be temporary, stating,
"th ere can be no question that the protection which they [the
army] would afford would be the means of rapidly settling the
counu·y with a population that soon would be able to defend itself." As a result, the army would ser ve as the spearhead for advancing settlement, similar to the Spanish presidios, except that
mobile troops rather than infantry garrisons would be employed.
By 1850 the government adopted this concept and established an
inner ring of forL<; in western Texas. 22
This measure also required facing up realistically to the hostile
plains Indians. Hughes wrote, "Il must be obvious to even the most
superficial observer that hostilities with the Comanches and Lipans, the most warlike of the native tribes, are neither remote nor
contingent." He also correctly predicted: "1 regard it as inevitable,
and believe we shall never establish cordial relations with them
until they have been severely punished-an affair, by-the-by, not
easy of accomplishment." 23
The topog also noted the possible results of marauding Indians
on the Mexicans. I le believed clearing the border area might force
the hostile tribes to prey "upon the northern provinces of Mexico,
which they would assuredly desolate-a consequence which we
may deplore, but cannot avert." This became a genuine concern of
the Mexican governmem, and the resultant peace treaty incorporated a clause making the Uni ted States responsible for preventing
Indian raids into Mcxico.21
22 Hughes, ~Repon ," Sen. Exec. Doc. 32. p. :~5; Hughes to Abert. 12 Feb 1847,
LR 152, TE 77; Gocllmann. ArmyhxfJioration, p. 150.
~, I lughc~. "Report," Sen. Ex<'C. Doc. 32, p. 35.
21
Ibid.; Goetzmann. Anny Exploration, pp. 194. 2 I I. Goeumann also diM:u'\St'~ lhe
problem~ thatlhe Bounchtq Commi<,.,ion encountered after the war and the interest
of the Topogr.tphical Bureau and otlwr partie~ in the soulhcrn railroad route.
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Hughes believed that Texas had immense potential despite
some of the new state's ob,~ous disadvantages. After describing the
fertility of the eastern region, he agreed that "tis all barren" beyond
the Rio Antonio and Nucces rivers. Although the state had pleasant
rolling country wirh plenty of game, Hughes remarked, 'The reverse of the picture is, that it abounds with venomous reptiles,
snakes, scorpions, centipedes, and the tarantulas, and also annoying to the traveler were the innumerable crowds of ticks and red
bugs, who fasten and prey upon him with an instinctive avidity." 25
According ro Hughes the line of forts he r·ecommcnded could
also exploit the potemial of the large state. If the Army built the
forts, he felt sure that "the natural advantages of the country could
not !ail to atu·act the attention of foreign immigrants, and of our
own roving and adventurous countrymen ." Almost prophetically
the topog revealed the future greatness of Texas
Btll it requires only a slight effort of the imagination to fancy it peopled
with an industrious and teeming population, its heights crowned with
human habitation, its fertile vt~lleys in cultivation, and iu, plajns covered
with bleating flocks and lowing herds. It remains but for the governmem
to will it, and this picture will be realit.ed. 26

ViPws on Nort hem Mexico
llughes' comments on the social, religious, political, and economic aspects of Mexican life may not appear as fascinating as
those crafted by Emory, but he still presented several sign ificant
points. Although Wool e mphasized the military mission of his attached topogs, Hughes acknowledged that he did have instructions authorizing him to operate "independently of such duties as
might be assign ed by the commanding general." Therefore, he
could, like Emory, gather whatever information he deemed relevant, but he admitted, "I on ly regret that these important duties
have not been more satisfactorily performed." 27
r lis report also reflected popular opinion in some quarters to
rationalize the seizure of even more land from the defeated nation .
"Nothing can be imagined," he maintained in 2·cflccting his disdain
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of Mexican political affairs, "in a country pretending to be civilized,
so inefficiem, despotic, capricious, and oppressive as the government of the (so called) Mexican republic." The topog pointed out
the Mexican governmem did not appear concerned with the welfare of the population in the northern provinces nor did it protect
the people from marauding Indians. For the first time, Hughes
noted, the people felt secure when the American army occupied
the region. The topog detected an iodination of the inhabitants to
either become an independent state under the protection of the
United States or to join the Union. Presenting a case for further expansion, he suggested: 'With the slightest encouragement during
the last summer, the whole State of Coahuila would have pronounced against the existing government of Mexico." 28
Hughes' comments on the Mexican people, however, ran
counter to popular American beliefs disparaging its southern
neighbor. The topographer rebutted the popular notion that the
Mexicans exhibited an unusual degree of treachery and cruelty. "I
should say," he wrote, "that they are naturally hospitable, kindhearted, and amiable. In their manners they are extremely courteous, and the most civil people 1 have ever known." When out in
front of Wool's army with his vulnerable advance party, the topog
recalled, ''Wherever I went, whether to the princely hacienda or the
humble rancho, I was treated with kindness and hospitality; and I
must confess that the impression made upon me was greatly in their
favor." He never felt fearful in such situations and noted any acts of
barbarity by the Mexicans were often committed in retaliation for
acts committed by American soldiers. Hughes believed that the
depredations of the rear or quartermaster troops, not Taylor's fighting men, caused ill feeling among the local inhabitants. His observations of the people did not derive solely from his service with
Wool, but mainly through his later experiences under Scott as a
commander of a volunteer infantry unit and as military governor.\!(.!
The pragmatic Hughes, however, provided some otherwise interesting vignettes in his report. He occasionally sprinkled in light
comments on Mexican food and women. "Mexican cooking is," he
wrote, "to my taste, detestable; but many Americans, less fasti dious
perhaps, affect to like it." In describing female coswmes, he con:ffi
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eluded an inte1·esting dialogue on the "chemise which exposes
more of the person than is in most countries considered to be consistent with a due regard to modesty; but this is the custom of the
country, and I am not disposed to criticize it." :lo
Htighfs' Final Report

While accomplishing his topographic duties and later preparing his map and report of Wool's march, Hughes presented the military situation from his perspective. He supported the decision for
Taylor's army to go on the defensive rather than attempt the long
overland march to Mexico City. Noting the geographic obstacles to
such a venture, the topog assumed that a disaster not unlike that of
Napoleon's drive LO Moscow could have resulted. The lines of operation and supply would have been longer, and the terrain was very
rugged. Hughes, however, did not make the point that Santa Anna
did succeed in moving his army over the same ground, albeit with
much suffering by his troops, before and after 13uena Vista.:J 1
In his own line of work llughes could claim that mapping of
northern Mexico improved significantly. 'A'hcn Wool set forth in
September 1846 little was known of the region. "The jealousy of
the Spaniards, and the indolence of the Mexicans," l Iughes wrote,
"had prevented the publication of maps based upon reliable authority, and, owing to the excursions of the savage tribes, the present race of Mexicans were but imperfectly acquainted with it, and
therefore but little information could be procured from them ."
Except along the main route, the Topographical Engineers literally groped their way taking astronomical observations like a ship
m sea. As they headed into the interior of the strange country the
topogs determined distances and located good camp sites for· the
army based on the availability of water, forage, and fue l. Hughes
and Sitgreaves primarily recon n oitered the surrounding area,
while Franklin concentrated on astronomical observations to determine latitude and longitude. The Topograph ica l Engineers, according to Hughes, had "been able to collect a vast amoum of geographical information, which may prove useful and interesting."

I Ibid .. pp. 41-42.
11 Ibid.. p. 5. A copv of the n•po1t is reproduced in Appendix A.
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All these facts went into the preparation of a high quality map depicting the region from San Antonio to Saltillo .32
I lughes final report also added a variety of appendices. These
included the journals and memoirs of Franklin and Sitgreaves; recapitulations of latitudes and longitudes; drawings of San Antonio,
the Alamo (including a site plan) , and the cathedrals of Monclova;
and a reporL and map by josiah Gregg, the famous prairie u·aveler.
Gregg's memoir and map traced th e march of an Arkansas regiment to its rendezvous at San Antonio. Though not a Topographical Engin eer, Gregg's interesting account added to the geographic
knowledge of the region along a route that ran past the Texas
towns of Washington and Seguin and along the Brazos River. His
journal also included a history of San Antonio. 33
Thus, Hughes' report and map, like those of his colleagues,
brought a new understanding in the United States of hith erto practically unknown regions. Although his repo1·t and map did not entirely
relate to the geography of the American West, they became the subject of primary interest to later historians of the war. Hughes brought
geograph ic knowledge of areas in Texas and ano ther region o f
northern Mexico to the attention of the American public for the fi1-st
time. Along with the other Topographical Engineers, he emphasized
the potential of the West at a propitious Lime in American history. 31

The Other TojJogmjJhical Engineers
Except for Hughes and Meade, the other Topographical Engineers finished their Mexican War service in the north ern theater,
and following the war many of them continued to serve the Corps
in a variet)' of assignments. Captain Linnard an d Li e ute nant
Franklin returned to assignments in the East where they remained.
Lieutenants Sitgreaves, Bryan, and Pope remaine d in the West,
where they concenu·ated on further topographic su r veys.
Linnard's later career, however, was cut short by an early death. Returning from the vvar he assumed consu·uction duties in Philadelphia
as supervisor of lighthouse construction at Carysfort Reef and Sand
K<>y, Florida, fror?11849to 185 1. 1Tc died in Philadelph ia in 1851. ~5
Ibid., pp. 6, 8. Bv then Bryan had been attached to an artillen unit.
, Ibid., pp. 47-62. 51-57, 65-67.
" Gocvmann, Art11) £xptomtion, p. 151.
•·· Cullum. /Jiographical Registn. I. pp. 452-53.
't
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Lieutenant Franklin had a long successful career in military and
life. He joined the faculty at the Military Academy as an assistant professor in natural and ex peri men tal philosophy (1848-1851).
After a year's leave of absence, he made surveys of Roanoke inlet
( 1852-1853), inspected lighthouse construction (1853-1856), super~
vised construction of a customs house and a marine hospital in Portland, Maine ( 1855-1857). He served another tour with lighthouse
construction (1857-1 859), and participated in engineering studies
for the construction of a bridge over the Mississippi at Rock Island,
Illinois (1859). He later supervised construction of the new dome of
the Capitol in Washington, work on the Post Office Building, and an
extension to the Treasury Department building ( 1859-1861). During
the Civil War Franklin rose to the rank of major general of volunteers
and saw action at Bull Run, Malvern Hill, Antietam, Fredericksburg,
and Sabine Crossroads. He resigned in 1865 and became vice president and general agent for Colt Firearms Company (1865-1888) and
held several public positions. He died in 1903.36
After the ·war Lieutenant Sitgreaves also rotated between duties in
the East and West. He worked on the Creek Indian Territory Boundary
Survey (1849) and at the Topographical Bureau (1850), and accompanied a Department of New Mexico expedition down the Zuni and Colorado rivers in 1851. He then inspected lighthouse consuuction from
1852 to 1856. After several years' sick leave, Sitgreaves returned to active
duty in 1861. He worked to improve temporary defenses in Kansas and
Nebraska and harbors on Lake Michig-an. He attained the rank of lieutenant colonel in the Corps of Engineers in 1864, but retired because of
a disability in 1866. Sitgreaves died in Washington, D.C., in 1888.37
Lieutenant Bryan, who had been assigned artillery duties dwing the
war, returned to topographical duties. He joined the Department of
Texas after the WM and made extensive surveys ( 1848-1852). Bryan then
took charge of sw~veys and construction of military roads in Kansas and
Nebraska (1855-1858), served in Utah (1858), and worked on the Western Rivers improvement projects (1858-1859). He resigned his commission in 1861 and did not see service during the Civil War. He lived most
of the remainder of his long life in St. Louis and died there in 1918.38
p1~ivate

!~<> Cullum,

Biographical Registn, II, pp. 1.52-54; DAB, Ill, pp. 60J-02.
Cullum, Biographical Register, 1, pp. 518-19; Appletcm~~ Cyclopaedia, V, p. 543.
'1\1 Cullum, Biographical Register, II , p. 261; Forty-Ninth Annual Report of the As~
sociation Graduates of the United States Militar·y Academy at West Point, New
York,.June 11th. 1918 (Saginaw, Mich.: Set:mann & Peter·s, 1918), pp. 65-67.
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Lieutenant John Pope continued to serve a long career in the
Army. After the war he participated in surveys of Minnesota (18491850) and the Department of New Mexico (1851-1853) . Pope had
an irrepressible personality even after receiving a reprimand from
Colonel Abert, who at times noted Pope's misconduct, inefficiency,
and even plagiarism of other Topographical Engineers' reports.
After the Mexican War the Army gave him the responsibility to survey one of the proposed railroad routes to the Pacific along the 32d
degree latitude. H e also experimented, somewhat unsuccessfully,
with artesian wells in west Texas and New Mexico ( 1855-1859).
Pope constructed lighthouses (1859-1861), and during the Civil
War rose to the rank of major general of volunteers. During the war
he exuded his usual confidence and bravado by leading the Army of
the Potomac to disaster from his "headquarters in the saddle" at Second Manassas. After the Civil War he held an important post as commander of the Department of Missouri ( 1880-1883). Pope retired as
a majot· general in 1886 and died in 1892.:19
For all purposes the campaign in northern Mexico had come to
a stop. Except for some guerrilla warfare and maintaining a defensive posture, the American force served as an occupation army. Although the campaign in this theater of war did not result in any decisive action end ing the war, it did provide several notable triumphs
in battle, thus raising the spirit of the American public and the
forces involved. The crucial test of arms remained. Tihe strategic decision had been made to shift the bulk of American forces for the
landing at Vera Cruz and the march on Mexico City. Perhaps this
approach would force the Mexican government to sue for peace.
The other topogs-Emory, Meade, and Hughes-moved on to new
assignments, this time witl1 General Scott's command.

~''Cullum, Biographical RegisfRr, II, pp. 126-27: DIIB, Vlll, pp. 76-77; fii>Jlleton 's
Cyclopaedia, V, pp. 68-69; N(/fional Cyclopaedia of American Biograflh)'. rv (New York:
.James T. vVhite, 1898-1969), pp. 282-83, 392. Coetzrnann notes several of Pope's
problems: Colonel Aben reprimanded him for disparaging Frcmom's earlier
work: Pope's l 849 report on Minnesota boldly plagiadzcd Nicollet's work: and his
three years of artesian well experiments resulted in a dry hole: Goctzmann, Army
ExfJloration. pp. 67, 74, 247. 365-68. Pope's explorations in New Mexico and his
railroad survey arc omlincd on pages 246-48, 277-78, and 291-92.

Brevet Major General john E. Wool.
(Library of Congress)

Young Roben E. Lee, 1838. (NaLional Archives)

Major General Winfield Scotl. (Library
of Congress)

The landing at Vera Crut. (Library of Congress)

Joseph E. Johnston during the Civil
War. (!'\ational Archives)

Lieutenant George I l. Derby. (National Archives)
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Drawing the "Ass-sault" by Derby under the pseudonym J ohn Phoenix. (U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers); below, View of Cerro Gordo when Twiggs' division stormed the
main heights. (Library of Congress)

Scott's Army taking detour around Lake Chalco. (James Walker painting)
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Scott's entry in to Mexico City. (Librar y of Congress)

Capture of the tete de pont aL Churubusco. (Nat.ional Archives)

CHAPTER 7

To Mexico City With Scott
By 1847 American su-ategy had shifted from northern Mexico in
favor of landing an army at Vera Cruz and from there marching on
to Mexico City. The conquest of the American Southwest had gone
according to plan. American forces had secured the boundar·y of
Texas, and General Taylor's army had successfully penetrated and
occupied northern Mexico. Still the Mexican government, despite
considerable internal turmoil, would not come to terms with the
United States. In Washington Maj. Gen. Winfield Scott's earlier proposal and persistence for the landing at Vera CruL finally receh·ed
approval from President Polk. Scott, although the Commanding
General of the U.S. Army, had decided that he himself would take
to the fie ld to command the exp editionar y force.
To carry out these plans Scott worked out a j oint operation
with the U.S. Navy. T he Navy had carried out blockade operations
along Mexico's two coasts and occupied several key port towns.
Now it came time for the Navy to provide the necessary mobility by
transporting an army to the battlefield. Having done that the sea
service would then concentrate on operating the transportation
and logistical links to the United States. 1
Gene1-al Scott, nicknamed "Old Fuss and Feathers" for his insistence on military spi t-and-polish, set about carrying out his meticulous plans for the first major amphibious operation in American
history. He requested the consLruction of special surfboats for the
landing and then left Washington for Mexico to meet with Taylor
and assemble his army at a staging area on the san dy coral harbor
of Lobos Island, some sixty-five miles to the southeast of Tampico.
The1·e forces deployi ng from the United States and most of Zachary
Taylor's regulars were to gather for the forthcoming invasion.2
1
2

Bauer, TILP Ml'xlrtm Wm; pp. 232-37.
lbid., pp. 236-37; Eisenhower, So Far From God, pp. 255-57.
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Sroll 's

TojJog.~

Assemble

Scott assembled a very capable staff of topographical engineers. In all, twelve topogs served in various capacities under Old
Fuss and Feathers during the campaign and in the postwar occupation period. They included M ~jor William Turnbull, his chief
topog; Captains George W. Hughes, Josep h E.Johnston, and j o hn
McClellan; 1st Lls. William I I. Emory (now a brevet major),
Charles N. llagner, and Eliakim P. Scammon~ and 2d Lts. George
W. Derby, Edmund L. F. Hardcastle, George G. Meade (a brevet
first lieutenam), Martin L. Smith, and George Thom. I lughes and
Emory served as leaders of a volunteer regiment, an indication or
their unusual versati lity; j ohnston switched over to the command
of an elite infantry regiment; and Scammon would ser ve as one of
General Scott's aides-de-ca mp.
Not aJJ the topogs served throughout Scott 's campaign and occupatio n period. Meade, Scammon, and Derby returned to the
U nited States early, Hughes returned later, a nd other topogs arrived well after the march inland commenced . By the time Scoll
reached the outskirts of Mexico City only Turn bull , McClellan,
Thorn, and ll ardcastlc remained on his staff. Smith and Hagner
arrived in the war zone later.
Major Turnbull already had a distinguished service career before reporting as Scott's chief topographer. I Ie received his West
Point commission as an artillery offi cer but ended up detailed to
the Topographical Bureau and later joined the Corps. In 1831 and
1832 he surveyed railroad lines in Mississippi , and from 1832 to
1843 he designed and super vised the consu·uction of an aqueduct
~pan ning the Potomac River in Washington. T h e Aqueduct Bridge
at GcorgeLOwn, built to carry canal u·affic over the river to join another canal, had the distinction of being among the earliest important e ngineering accomplishments in the United States. Over the
n ext two years T urnbull sup ervised the repair of the Potomac
River bridge, and in 1844 moved on to supervise harbor improvements on Lake Ontario. On 7 December 1846, he received his orders to report to General Scott at Point Isabel.'

i OAB. X, p. 57; Cullum, IJ/Ographiral RPgrster, l, pp. 211-12; Appltton 's CydoJHtf'din.\', pp. 184-85; Aben LO Turnbull, 7 Dec 1846. LS 519, TE 77.
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Captain j oseph E. j ohnston, who like Robert E. Lee later became
a Confederate general in the Civil War, received his commission
from the Military Academy as an artillery officer. H e resigned in
1837 to take up a private civil engineering practice and worked for
the Topographical Bureau in Florida surveying depot and fortification sites, where he was attacked by Indians and received the first of
his numerous wounds in combat. Johnston joined the Topographical Engineers in 1838 as a first lieutenant, and initially worked as a
member of the United States and Texas Boundary Survey. His following assignments included Lake Erie harbor improvement work, a
tour at the bureau, another tour in Florida (1841-1843), the Northern Boundary Survey (1843-1 844), and the Coast Survey
(1844-1846):1
Another former artillery officer Lieutenant Eliakim P. Scammon also transferred to the Topographical Engineers in 1838, one
year after receiving his commission at West Point. He served his
first year on active duty as an assistant professor of mathematics at
the Military Academy before moving on to Florida as an assistant
topographer. Scammon returned to the Topographical Bureau in
1840 for one year, then returned to West Point as an assistant professor of history, geography, and ethics. In 1846 he took over duties as the supervising engineer on the survey of New Bedford harbor, serving in that capacity until joining Scott's army. 5
A recent Academy graduate, Lieutenant George W. Derby, immediately transferred from the Ordnance Corps to the Topographical
Engineers. The top three or four graduates usually went into the
Corps of Engineers, the next two to the Topographical Engineers,
with the Ordnance Corps receiving the third ranking group of new
officers. The mission of the Topographical Engineers especially a_~:r
pealed to Derby, which may have accounted for his high class standing, seventh in a class of fifty-nine. His high standing belied his nature, and he did not move on to high rank like many of his
contemporaries. Instead, he would be remembered in later years for
his boisterous "western" style of humor. Derby already had earned a
1 Gilbert Govan and James W. Livingood, A Differml \kdor: The SIOY)' of General
joseph E. jolmston. C.S.A. (New York: Bobbs-Mcrrill Co.. 1946), pp. 15-17; DAB, V,
pp. 144-46; AJJpltton 's Cyrlopanlia, Ill, pp. 458-60; National Cyclopaedia of American
Biogmphy, V, pp. 328-29: Cullum, Biographical Register. I. pp. 428-29.
5 Appleton's CyrW/Htedia. V, p. 413; National CycloJ;a~dia of American Biogr"fJhy,
VII, pp. 527-28; Cullum, Biographical Ret,rister, I, pp. 668-69.
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reputation at the Military Academy as a notot·ious practical joker, and
it did not take long for him to become the topog's humorist. Before
arriving in Mexico, he worked on the New Bedford harbor survey.6
Lieutenant Edmund L. F. Hardcastle received his commission directly into the Topographical Engineers. A classmate of Derby's, Hardcastle ranked fifth in the class of 1846. He served for a short Lime with
the Coast Survey before receiving his orders for Mexico. Hardcastle
joined up with the irrepressible Derby for the long uip to their new assignment. The route they took, Like Meade earlier, illusll-ates how several officers tl<lveled to the war zone. They proceeded along the Ohio
River by river boat, stopping long enough at Louisville to purchase a
pair of fine Kentucky bluegrass horses, and continued do"vn the Ohio
and Mississippi to New Orleans. From there they went by steamer to
&ott's temporary headquarters at B1-azos Island. According to Derby,
the two horses eventually ended up as food for the vultures in Mexico.7
By late December 1846 Scott had arrived in Mexico and detached
most of Taylor's army. Almost all Taylor's regulars and an equal number of volunteers, about 8,000 in aJl, received insu·uct.ions to assemble at Tampico and at the mouth of the Brazos River in Texas. From
there they proceeded to the rendezvous at Lobos Island, the jumping
off point for the amphibious operation at Vera Cruz. By February
Captain john McClellan and Lieutenant George G. Meade, both veterans ofTaylor's army, reported to Tampico to serve on General Patterson's staff. They reached Lobos Island the following month in
time to board the ships heading toward Vera Cruz. Derby, who joined
the general's staff at Brazos Island, recorded his impressions of camp
life. After meeting General Scott he remarked, "The Major General is
quite affable and frequently invites his staff to a dinner or a glass of
wine, which they accept with astonishing readiness." Despite the severe living conditions and the changeable weather~ Derby retained a
positive outlook: "With a clear conscience, a strong man, a sharp
saber, three pistols and a good horse I am good fm· a long leave of life
even among tl1e yellow bellies." 8
6
George R. Stewart, john Phomix, J::~q. ThP \lmtabfe Squibob, A Life of Captain
George H. Derby, USA (New York: Da Capo Press, 1937), pp. 33-45; DAB, Ill, pp.
251-52; Cullum, Biographical R£gister, II, pp. 261-62.
7
Cullum, Biograpltiwl Register, 11, p. 260; StcwarL,john Phoenix, Esq., p. 45.
~Quote from Stewart. j ohn Phoeni.-:, £sq., pp. 46-47; Bauer. The MeKican War,
pp. 239-40; National Cyclopaedia ofilmeriam Biography, XXI, p. 443; Meade, T.eum,
I, pp. 184-87.
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The Landing al Vera Cruz

By early March 1847 Scott had gathered his army of nearly
14,000 men for the invasion. H e o1·ganized his expeditionary force
into two divisions of regulars commanded by Brig. Gens. William].
Worth and David E. Twiggs, and a volunteer division under Maj.
Gen. Robert Patterson. Scott then resolved his transport difficullics as best he could. Concluding that his army and supplies were
as complete as they ever would be, Scott boarded his army for the
voyage to Vera Cruz.11
On the 6th, at a point southeast of Vera Cruz and near the island of Anton Lit.ardo, Scott's transport flotilla rendetvoused with
Commodore David Conner's naval squadron. Scott, Conner, and
th eir staffs boarded the Patricio, a captured Mexican steamer
pressed into American service, lO reconnoiter the landing area.
The reconnaissance proceeded quietly until the party approached
the coast to take a closer look at the town and its defenses. According to Meade the vessel came to within 1.25 miles of the city's castle when the Mexicans suddenly opened fire. Fortunately for the
Americans the defenders missed the ship. Meade, on board at the
time, surmised that only the Mexicans' poor aiming precluded a
ncar disaster for th e American leadership. "This operation," he
later wrote, "I consider very foolish; for, having on board a11 the
general officers of the army, one shot, hitting the vessel and disabling it, would have left us a floating target to the enemy, and
might have been the means of breaking up the expedition." Such a
shot would indeed have left the U.S. forces lying off shore virtually
leaderless. Aboard the Pat1icio were Scott's three division commanders (Twiggs, Wonh, and Patterson), one of his brigade commanders (Gideon J. Pi11ow), the U.S. Army's Chief of Engineers and
Scott's chief engineer (Colonel Joseph G. Totten), two of Totten's
engineer staff (Robert E. Lee and Pierre G. T. Beauregard), and
three topogs (Turnbu11,J ohnston, and Meade). 10
Three days later the army, under the protection of the U.S.
Navy's Home Squadron, came ashore in surfboats. The defenders

., Bauer, Thl' M I'XI((W mu; pp. 240-41; ~I alton. Amn1can 1Hilitm) lliltory. p. 174;
Eis<·nhowcr, SoFw From God. p. 257.
1' 1 Meade, l.elters, I, p. 187. See also Dufmu, MPxiran War: A CmnfHtrl History, pp.
202-03; Bauer, ThP Ml'ximn War, p. 241; Eisf'nhowcr. So Far FJ·om (;od. pp. 258-59.
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did not oppose the landings which took place three miles to the
sotnhcast of Vera Cru7. Within a week siege lines encircled the
strongly fortified city. In order to keep his casualties to a minimum, Scott decided to resort to a heavy bombardment rather than
a direct assault, thereby persuading the Mexican garrison to sw·rcndcr. H e asked the Navy to bring ashore their h eavier guns
manned by sailors. The combined artillery of ship and shore batteries then proceeded to bombard the city fro m sea and land. Old
Fuss and Feathers also called upon the services of his two engineering staffs to reconnoiter the Mexican defenses, supen'ise the
construction of the siege lines, and site artillery locations. 11

The Two Enginm1ng CmtJs Roles al Vera Cruz
Colonel Totten made sure his corps dominated the engineering support during the campaign to Mexico City. With outstanding
young officers in the Corps of Engineers such as Lee, Beauregard,
and George B. McClellan, the Chief of Engineers' goal of ensuring
a brilliam accomplishment by his corps in the campaign became
even more attainable. I lis recommendations carried sign ificant
weight, for not only was he a full colonel, thereby outranking
Turnbull, but also chief or the Corps of Engineers. Neither did he
overlook the former subordi nate role of the Topographical Engineers. Totten did call for topographic help, but he made certain
that the role of his own engin eers predominated the scenc .12
The slights became quite evident to the topogs, particularly
Meade who wrote disgustedly. "For my individual part I have been
pretcy much a spectator for a week, the Corps of Engineers having
performed all the e ngineering that has been clone. This is atu;but.ablc to the pr·esence of Colonel Totten , who wishes to make as
much capital for his own corps, and give us as little as possible." Now
more than ever, the young lieutenan t regretted his separation from
Taylor's command. Scott did make considerable use of his "indefatigable e ngineers," and the Corps of Engineers officers received a
11 KcnncLhj. Deacon, ··combat Engineers 34: Siege of Vera Crut, 1847," Militar) l~ngilul'r, 57 Uuly 1965): 25H; Bauer. TheMexiam 1\(u: pp. 24&--47; Eisenhower.
So Far From God, pp. 260-62.
t Freeman. Robt>rt /~. /~e. I. pp. 22~27: Robert M. H ught•s, Great (.ommmulm,
Gmn-aljolmston (i\ew York: D. ApplcLon Co., 1897), pp. 24-25; Irving Crump, Our
' ""')' Hngineers (i\ew York: Dodd ~kad and Co., 1954). pp. 94-111.
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considerable amount of praise in the general's official dispatches.
Old Fuss and Feathers, however, did not overlook his topogs, and
they obtained due recognition throughout the campaign. 13
Totten's corps also employed the only engin eer troop organization during the Mexican War. Company A, Corps of Engineers, organized at West Point and composed of sappers, miners, and pontoniers (the forerunner of the Corps' combat engineers),
deployed to northern Mexico in October 1846. The following
month the unit, equipped with a unique rubber floating bridge,
received orders to join Scott's army. During the siege of Vera Cruz
the company's officers and enl isted men reconnoitered positions,
laid out and super vised the construction of gun emplacements
and trenches, and cut off the water supply to the city. Lieutenant
George B. McClellan, one of the company's officers, would rise to
flag rank during the Civil War and command a Union army. Company A engineers marched with Scott's army to Mexico City and
participated in the series of battles leading to the capital. By contrast, the Corps of Topographical Engineers remained an officeronly corps without units of any kind. 14
Meanwhile, the young and eager junior topogs also began their
own record of commendable service at Vera Cruz. By the 28th
Major Turnbull reported that Captains Hughes and Johnston had
joined Worth's command manning the right flank of the siege
lines; Captain McClellan and Lieutenant Meade had moved to the
center with Patterson; and Turnbull himself had joined Twiggs on
the left. Lieutenants Hardcastle and Derby, who had arrived on the
17th, began a survey of the besieging line of investment. During
their work both lieutenants volunteered for duty with the artillery,
for which they received due recognition. Colonel james Bankhead,
the chief of artillery during the siege, reported: "I should not omit
to mention two young officers of the corps of topographical engi-

1

~

Meade, Lettm, !, pp. 192-93.
G. A Youngblood, "History of Engineer Troops in the United States Army,
1775-190 I," Occasional Papm of the t.''ngineer School. No. 37 (Washington, D.C.: Press
of the Engineer School, 1910). pp. 34-37. Sec also William H. Robinson. "The Engineer Soldiers in the Mexican War," Military Enginrer, 24 (Jan 1932): 1-8; Gustavcs
W. Smith, "Company A Engineers in Mexico, 1846-1847," Military enginMr, 51
(Sep 1964): 336-40; History• and Traditions of t/U' CmjJS of Engineers, Engineer School
Special Text, ST 25-1 (Fon Belvoir: Engineer School. 1953), pp. 18-24.
1
"
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neers, Lieutenants Derby and Hardcastle, volunteered to serve in
the trenches, and did serve well and gallantly for 24 hours." 15
Official reports, however, sometimes tended to overplay actual
deeds. When an artillery officer approached Bankhead to add his
name to the report, another artiUery officer reacted strongly and wrote,
I would cut my tongue out before I would allow it to commit so great an
act of indelicacy. Colonel Bankhead will not, I hope, do it. He has already

been induced to insert the names of two Topographical Engineers who
were at one of the Baueries, mentioned because they volunteered, not because they did as much or more than others. The fact is, that at the Batteries there was but little room for individual distinction.";

Regardless of inflated battle reports, members of both engineering corps played important and dangerous roles during the
siege, thereby conu·ibuting immeasurably to the fortified city's surrender. Using the time-honored procedures outlined 150 years
earlier by Marshal Sebastien Le Prestre de Vauban, the French
master of siege warfare, the engineers located positions and supervised the construction of the system of trench lines and fortified
field artillery positions. The siege lines moved ever closer to the
walls of the city and its defensive fire. In doing so the trench lines
cut off and brought the enemy positions under close fire. In the
end Scott's application of siegecraft and firepower brought swift
victory and few casualties to the Americans, and by 27 March the
defenders capitulated. 17
The first Americans to enter the city were engineers. Sent in to
arrange terms of surrender, Lee of the Corps of Engineers and
johnston of the Topographical Engineers marked the start of two
promising careers. Lee in particular had played a prominent role
in the engineers' contribution to the victory at Vera Cruz, the first

15 Rcpon of the Secretary of War. 1847, Sen. Exec. Doc. I, p. 244; Turnbull to
Abcn, 28 Mar 1847, LR 216, TE 77.
16 Robert Anderson, An Artillery Officer in t/U' Mexican War, 1846-7 (New York:
G.P.Putnam'sSons, 1911),p.l24.
17 Deacon, "Siege of Vera Cruz," p. 258. Appropriately, the Co•·ps of Engineers
insignia is a cast.le depicting its role in fonificatjons. America traditionally looked to
France for military expertise particularly in military engineel'ing. The precepts of
building and capturing fortifications as practiced by Vauban was carried forth in
France by other engineers such as Simon Bernard. who during the Napoleonic era
became one of Europe's recognized experts on fortifications. In 1816 the United
States employed the knowledgeable Bernard, and he served as a key member of the
Board of Engineers for Fortifications. Sec Moore, 77~£ Fortifications Board 1816-1828.
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of his many incredible feats in this campaign. One eyewitness
recorded the entry of the two engineers into the city:
They were then distinguished young officers, intimate friends to each
other, and their martial appearance as they rode, supe;rbly moumed, to
meet the Mexican officers, gave a general feeling of satisfaction to our
army, that such representatives of the "North Americas" had been chosen
for such an occasion. 111

Meade Depm·ts
Although official reports cited the Topographical Engineers
for meritorious service in the siege ofVera Cruz, there appeared to
be more topogs present than believed necessary. Lieutenant
Meade became a candidate for early release from the war zone.
One consideration included his length of service, and Scott also
believed that the young topog did not legitimately belong to his
command. After conferring with Major Turnbull in late March,
O ld Fuss and Feathers ordered Meade's return to Washington. 19
By April Meade reached New Orleans where he continued his
outpouring of letters to his wife. In one letter he outlined the reasons for his return: "M~or Turnbull said that I was unexpectedly
with him, that I did not belong to his detail, and consequently he
had officers enough without me." He added, "Again, I found myself at Vera Cruz a perfect cipher, the major, three captains, and
one lieutenant I had over my head depriving me of any opportunity I might otherwise have of distinction." 20
Meade felt that he departed the war zone with honorable service, but he still faced other concerns. Family finances particularly
bothered him. This he noted, "has been a source of mortification
to me greater than 1 can describe." Meade did seek advice from senior officers whether he should stay in Mexico, and they advised
him to leave. Not sure whether leaving Mexico now meant he
could be reunited with his family, the topog concluded:
The above were reasons influencing me; but I had nevertheless to su·uggle against my own personal inclination, which, I frankly confess, was to
•s Quote from Dabney H. Maury in BradleyT..Johnson (ed.), r\ Memoirofth£ Life
and Public Service ofjoseph /~. johnston (Baltimore: R.H. Woodward and Co., 1891 ), p.
291; Freeman, Robert E. Lee, I, pp. 226-27; Hughes, Geruraljolmston, pp. 24-25.
19 Report of the Secretary of War, 1847, Sen. Exec. Doc. l, pp. 240, 248, 256.
2il Meade, l.ftters, 1, p. 194.
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remain, and against the fear that, when I report to Colonel Abert, he may
either send me right back to General Taylor, or else send me to some outof-the-way place, where my separation will be almost as complete from
you, without all the advantages of being with an army in the field. 21

Meade did not return to Mexico, and he did go on to conclude
a successful military career. Upon his return to Philadelphia, the
citizenry received him cordially and presented the topog with a
beautiful and costly sword for his service in Mexico. He then served
under Major Bache who had charge of constructing the Brandywine lighthouse in Delaware Bay. Meade went on to compile surveys of the Florida reefs for the Topographical Bureau. In 1849 he
received orders to report to Florida to survey fortification sites during renewed hostilities with the Seminole Indians. He returned the
same year to continue his work under Major Bache. In 1851 he
again reported to Florida to supervise lighthouse construction in
the keys. A captain by 1856, Meade moved on the following year to
take over the Great Lakes survey, which he directed with extreme
efficiency until 1861. Soon after the first guns sounded in the Civil
War he received an appointment as brigadier general of volunteers.
Within a few years he found himself in command of Union fo rces at
Gettysburg. His observations of field operations during the Mexican War, his appraisal of generals such as Taylor, and his preparation of battlefield maps undoubtedly undergirded the decisions he
would make during one of the nation's most fateful battles.22

Cerro Cm·do
After capturing Vera Cruz and establishing the port city as his
base of supply, Scott quickly moved inland toward Mexico City. He
also grew concerned over the impending approach of the dreaded
yellow fever season. Especially prevalent along the lowlands of the
coast, the disease could do more harm to his army than the enemy.

Jbid .. pp. 194-95.
2Jbid., pp. 199-218; DAB, VI , pp. 474-76; Apputon's CyrlofJaedia, rv, pp.
279-81; NatioTifll Cyrlopaedia ofA merium 13iography, IV, pp. 66-68: Cullum, BiogmJ7h·
ical Register. I. pp. 601-08. Biographies of Meade also illlclude Freeman Cleaves,
Meade at Cettysbw-g (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1960); Isaac R. Pennypacker, Creal Commanders, General Meade (New York: D. Appleton and Co.,
1901); Richard Meade Bache, l.ife oJCmeml Georgr Gordon A1radr (Philadelphia:
Ilenrr T. Coates and Co.. 1898).
21
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This spurred Old Fuss and Feathers to reach the more healthful
higher altitude as soon as possible, thereby ensuring better
prospects for the health of his men. Jalapa, a city in the highlands
some seventy-four miles inland along the National Highway, became the next objective. Santa Anna, however, had raised another
army and on 5 April reached the city first. 23
Santa Anna decided to make a stand at Cerro Gordo, a rocky
defile twenty-four miles to the east. Convinced that the Americans,
with their artill ery and wagon train, could only advance along the
National Highway, the Mexican leader began to dig in his force of
12,000 men. They sited their cannons on the summits of a mountain called El Telegrafo and along the neighboring hills. Advised
by his own engineers, the wily Santa Anna made most of the excellent namral defense positions afforded by the rocky terrain overlooking the road.24
By this time Scott had begun to move his army into the Sierra
Madre Mountains. Twiggs led the march to Jalapa, and by 11 April
his division encamped near the Plan del Rio, not far from Cerro
Gordo. The following morning an advance party of his dragoons
drew fire and the two armies prepared to do battle. Old Fuss and
Feathers pitched his camp on the 14th and immediately ordered a
careful reconnaissance of the Mexican positions. He soon realized
that a frontal assault would be suicidal, and directed his engineers
under Captain Robert E. Lee to check out the Mexican left flank. 2 ''
Lee did find a way to outflank the defenders, and Scott executed the Grst of several flanking movements in his march to Mexico City to decisively defeat his foe. After going out on several dangerous reconnaissance patrols, Lee found a way to traverse the
rough terrain to the right ofEl Telegrafo. This enabled the Atnericans to bypass the main defensive positions and su·ike the Mexican
rear. Troops improved the path, other soldiers manhandled artillery pieces up and down slopes, and an assault force seized an
adjacent summit. On the morning of the 18th the Americans took
El Telegrafo after a sharp fight. Just as the defenders there began
to fall back to Cerro Gordo, the flanking force struck. The MexiBauer, The 111exiwn War, pp. 260-61 .
Bauer, The Mexican Wm; pp. 263-6-l; Eisenhower. So Far From God, pp.
272-74.
:w Dufour, Me;l:iam War; A Ccmpact History, pp. 211-15; Bauer, The Mexican Wm;
p. 264; Eisenhower, So Far Fmm Cod. pp. 274-77.
23
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cans wet·e completely routed, losing 1,000 killed or wounded and
3,000 prisoners. Scott lost only 64 killed and 353 wounded. An impressive quantity of guns and small arms fell into American
hands-to say nothing of Santa Anna's spare wooden leg. The fleeing Mexican army virtually ceased to exist.26
Lee received due recogni tion after the battle, and several topogs also received credit for gallantry. Now serving with the regiment of voltigeurs (an elite mobile cavalry-like force consisting of
dragoons, infantry, and artillery), Joseph E. J ohnston began his
combat duties with distinction. The voltigeurs wore a distinctive
grey instead of the customary blue uniform, received training as
expert skirmishers, and operated forward of the main force. Considered an honor regardless of the dangers, service with the voltigeurs became popular, and many soldiers volunteered to join.
J ohnston usually placed himself out in front during the attack, and
his audacity in combat made him a magnet for bull ets. The wounds
he received at Cerro Gordo were the first of many tO follow in the
Mexican War campaign. A friend later recalled the topog's eagerness to gain information about the Mexican defenses:
We had been halted in the Limber, just out of sight of the enemy, some twenty
minutes. when we heard the rattle of musketry, and a fe" minutes later the
order came "fall back to the right and left of the road" to let tl1e bearers of
Captain johnston pass by. lle had received two severe wounds while making
a daring Reconnaissance, and was borne back to Plan Del Rio.~"~
Although j ohnston now served with the volligeurs, he continued
to accomplish topographical duties on a voluntary basis. On this occasion he brought back import..mt information revealing Mexican capabilit)• to sweep the road with artillery fire. Already holding the rank of
lieutenant colonel of the Voltigeur Regiment, j ohnston first g-ained a
brevet promotion to m~or and then to colonel for gallant and meiitorious conduct and for wounds recei,·ed in his rcconnaissance. 211
2" Dufour, Mexican War; A Compact History, p. 216: Bauer, Thr Mrxirau War, pp.
264-68; Eisen howcr, So Far From God, pp. 277-80. For accounts of l.cc 's rccon nais~ancc sec Freeman, Robi>rl 1~. !~·e. l, pp. 237-48; Kenneth J. Deacon. ''Combat Engilll"Crlt 25, Cerro Gordo, 184 7," MililmJ' Engineer, 56 Ouly 1965): 258.
2 7 Quoted in Johnson (<·d.), )ohm/on Memoir, p. 292; Govan and Livingood,
Jol11ulo11, p. 19: Hughes. Cmemljohmloll. p. 25: Niles {Ohio] .\'alimwl Rl>frirler, 72 ( 15
~ I a) 1847): 161.
!• llughes, Cmeraljolmslon. p. 25: J.lo,d Lewis. Ctlplain Sam (;lfml (BoMon: Little. 13rown and Co .. 1950), p. 206: Cullum, Biograpltiml RPgz11e1, I, pp. 428-29;
I kitnMn, 1-/islorical Regi~tf'l, I, p. 143.
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While Lee and other engineers reconnoitered the Mexican left
flank on the 15th, Lieutenant Derby accomplished the same mission along the rigiH flank. Accompan ied by a single escort, the
topog pushed through the chaparral and cactus for· 4.5 miles until
reaching a good vantage point to observe the enemy positions. He
calculated the number of U'oops and artillery and mapped the locations of the Mexican forces and the terrain. The following morning Inspector General Ethan Allen Hitchcock wrote, 'Just returned
to my tent from a long conference at the General's hut. Reconnoitering parties all present. Lee, Derby, and others have made the
boldest examinations and have given a great deal of information.
Enemy very strong on main road." Thus, along ,..,ith Lee, Derby
provided Scott with valuable information. 29
The following day Derby received orders from Major Turnbull
to accompany Twiggs' division to outflank the Mexican defenders.
Lee oversaw the initial construction of a path for Twiggs' column
and then guided the flanking forces while Derby stayed with the pioneers. "Suddenly," Derby later recalled, "we were surprised by a
rapid fire from the first hill, which from a slight sprinkle became a
perfect hail storm." Colonel William S. Harney's brigade then attacked up the hill (Atalaya), and Derby joined in the assault. Derby
continued his account:
About half way up, my horse was shot and fell under me with a ball
through his hind leg and I had to tie him up to a tree and foot it up the
rest of the way which was far preferable as the hill was so steep it was impossible to ride. We drove the Mexicans from the 1st to the 2nd hill, racing after them and yelling like wild Indians, which last scared them as
much as the firing .... I shot one fellow with a pistol who was about firing. He fell and begged for his life. I told him to lay still and nobody
would touch him and went on. But when I came back after the fight to
help him I found somebody had killed him. He was some sort of an officer and l took his sword and I got it [sic] somewhere now.... We occupied this hill that night and lay on our blanket~. The Mexicans firing
grape shot and canister over us occasionally but with very little effect.30

Derby also participated in the att.:""tck up El Telegrafo on the
18th. While the indefatigable Lee guided Scott's flanking forces
farther around Santa Anna's defenses, Harney's brigade shouted a
29 Quoted from Hitchcock, Fifty Yea~ in Camp and Field, p. 250: Stewart, john
Phoenix, Esq., pp. 48-49.
'I(> Quoted from Stewart, john Phoenix. Esq.• pp. 50-51.
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great hurrah and charged down the Atalaya, across the hollow, and
then up El Telegrafo. Derby accompanied the charge and later described the assault:
Down we went through the whistling balls and crashing grape, men dropping here and there, the wounded groaning, but nobody scared, and with
a tremendous yell we gained the ravine and commenced the ascent of
Sierra Guardia [Cerro Gordo]. A fire, close, heavy and continued, from
1800 muskets was opened on us, but the ascent was so exu·emely precipitous that it afforded us protection, for most of the balls passed over our
heads. The whistling was terrific, the air seemed alive with balls, but we
went on cheering and returning the fire now and then, when we stopped
for an instant to rest. At last we came to the highest crest within ten rods
of their first breastwork. We gave one fire, then Colonel Harney
shouted .... Away we went. The Mexicans saw us coming. Nothing could
witl1stand such a charge, they gave one fire and ran. We followed, clambered up over the breastwork, chased them from the tower, ove1· the hill,
turned their own pieces on them, and the Sierra Guardia was ours. Up
went the At.nerican flag and down came the MexicanY

Derby also gave an account of his wound and a somewhat humorous and probably apocryphal encounter ·with Old Fuss and Feathers.
The topog had been directing fire on the reu·eating Mexicans when
suddenly a bullet struck him in the left hip. General Scott, later riding by the battlefield, saw tl1e wounded topog and supposedly exclaimed, "My God Darby, you're wounded!" Derby then replied using
a similar English pronunciation, "Yes, General Scatt." The general
bristled, "My name is Scott, not Scatt!" The wounded Lieutenant retorted, "And my name is Derby, not Darby." Derby, however, wrote of
tl1e general's visits to him in the hospital, when Scott expressed his
sympathy and his pride in the young topographical engineer. The official dispatches mentioned the topog's deeds at Cerro Gordo, and
he subsequently received a promotion to brevet first lieutenant.32
Because of his wound the irrepressible Derby returned to the
United States, but not until he had an unusual encounter with
johnston. Another patient in the temporary hospital recalled
johnston's apparent lack of appreciation for Derby's an tics:
The partitions of the rooms were of reeds, wattled together, so that conversations could be heard from one room to the other. john Phoenix

'' Ibid., pp. 51-52.
32 lbid., pp. ~-4. 52-54; Rcpon of the Sccrctar)' of War, 1847, Sen. Exec. Doc.
I, p. 263.
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Derby was an incessant talker and uttered a stream of coarse wit, to the
great disgust ofJ oe J ohnston, who endured it in silence, till one day he
heard Derby order his servant to capture a kid out of a flock of goats passing on down, when he broke out, "[f you dare to do that, I'll have you
court martialed and cashiered or shot."~~

Fewer Topogs After Cerro Gordo
After Cerro Gordo, Major Turnbull dutifully reported the details of lhe battle and the latest activities of his shrunken staff to
Colonel Aben. By then Meade had departed, Johnston had joined
the voltigeurs, Derby had returned home wounded, and Hughes
and Scammon (Scammon served as Scott's aide until May) had returned to the States because of illness. Suddenly the large and apparently overstrength topog staff had dwindled down to Turnbull,
John McClellan, and Hardcastle. Appraised of this situation,
Colonel Abert issued instructions for Lieutenants Hagner, Martin
L. Smith, and Thorn to report to Scott's command.31
The wounded Derby returned to the United States, and the rest
of his life turned out to be a mixture of humor and tragedy. H e
served for awhile at the Topographical Bureau. Some u·uth exists of
the tale that Colonel Abert transferred him later to a California mapping and exploration project in order to remove the Lieutenant from
the proximity of his daughter. The wounded war hero who dressed in
an unusually bright uniform, handsome, young, and robust, undoubtedly appealed to Abert's young, marriageable daughter. 3'•
The transfer to California turned out to be a pivotal point in
Derby's life. There he launched a literary career under t11e name
John Phoenix. He satirized the Army, American culture, and even
the Pacific railroad surveys, all while remaining a dedicated Topographical Engineer. Between 1848 and 1854 he served in Minnesota,
Texas, and twice in Califor·nia. In 1850 to 1851 he conducted a notable reconnaissance on the lower Colorado River. In 1855 he
moved up to Oregon and Washington to build roads; a year later he
worked with the Coast Survey; and, between 1857 to 1859 he con-

'~ Dabney H. Maury, RRcolkctions of a Virginian in lhe l\llexican, Indian, and Civil
Wars (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1894), p. 39.
~1 Turnbull LO Aben, 24 Apr 1847, LR 308, TE 77; Abento Turnbull, l l:l Oct
1847. L..<i 245, TE 77.
'~ Stewan,john Plwmix, Esq., pp. 56-58.
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structed lighthouses in the Southeast. After fourteen years' service
he reached his highest rank as a captain. Because of the effects of
sunstroke and failing eyesight, he was placed on sick leave. He died
on 15 May 1861, having made material contributions to the work of
the Topographical Engineers.36
Lieutenant George Thom reported to Mexico that summer,
but he like Scammon ended up as an aide de camp. Commissioned directly at West Point into the Topograph ical Engineers in
1839, Thorn started out as an assistant on the surveys on the northern boundary. The following year he worked on the Delaware harbor improvements project for a short period before returning to
the boundary survey. There he received orders to report to Scott
in Mexico. After his arrival Thorn served his tour as Brig. Gen.
Franklin Pierce's aide and saw some action in skirmishes between
1 j uly and 6 August 1847. By late October he became ill and returned to the United States where he continued to serve as a topog
and later in the Corps of Engineers. H e concluded his m ilitary career as a colonel after forty-four years of uninterrupted service.37
On to Puebla

After Cerro Gordo the way now appeared open to Mexico City,
some 170 miles to the west. Worth's division took the lead, and
without any difficulty his troops took Perote on 22 April and
Puebla in mid-May. By then Scott had decided to release some
3,700 men-the bulk of his volunteer force-before their enlistments came to an end. (Only a handful agreed to reenlist for the
duration of the war.) Always thinking of the welfare of his men,
Old Fuss and Feathers wanted to mini mize the danger that they
might catch yellow fever as they moved back through Vera Cruz.
H e also realized tliat his twelve-month enlistees caused disciplinary
problems and might m istreat the Mexican population. Guerrilla

:Ill Ibid., pp. 59-92; DAB, III, pp. 251-52; Cullum, Biographical Register, II , pp.
261-62; Goctzmann, Arm)' ExtJiorntion, pp. 250-51, 253-61. Derby's published
works were Phoenixiana, or Sketches and Burlesques (New York, 1856) and Squibob PafJers (New York, 1865). He went under the pseudonym ofjohn Phoenix. See also
George H. Derby. Derby's RejJort on Opening th.e Colorado, 1850-1851. Odie B. Faulk
(ed.) (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press. 1969).
"Cullum, BiogmjJhiral Register. I. pp. 741-43; Aj>pleton s C)'clof>aedia, VI. p. 76;
Turnbull to Aben, 26 Oct 1847, LR 689, TE 77.
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activi ty had increased along his supply route, and he wanted to
maintain good relations with the civilian population. By now he
depended almost totally on the local populace ro supply his army. ~
Scott then mo,·ed on with the bulk of his force to join Worth at
Puebla. Arriving in late May, he pulled in the garrisons from jalapa
and Perote. At the risk of cutting off his connenion with the coast
along his supply route, Scott instead chose to reinforce his small
command. l ie decided that his command must take its chances
and, in the midst of a hostile nation , live off the land. The departure of the volunteers, however, in early June left him with only a
lillie more than 7,000 men. Figuring the army sti ll too small to
move on to Mexico City, Old Fuss and Feathers elec ted to await reinforcements and developments in peace negotiations before resuming the march.39
During their three-month stay in Puebla, Scott's engineers collected and swdicd all the available maps of the approaches to Mexico City. Turnbull and Lee gathered information from natives and
travelers and then penciled their findings on a map. Later, when
they verified the entries, Turnbull and Lee inked over their penci led marks. Scott examined their map almost daily. HI

Reconnoitering the Approacht>s to Mexico City
By 7 August 1847 Scott, his force now sliglul)' under 1 J,000
healthy and sick soldiers, renewed the march to Mexico City.
Twiggs' division led the way, with divisions commanded by Worth,
Quitman, and Pillow following at one day intervals. Lea,ing on ly a
small garrison behind at Pucbla to protect his sick, Scott's columns
moved farther inland:ll
In the meantime, Santa Anna miraculously gathered together
still another army-this Lime 30,000 men-for the defense or his
capital city. A showdown outside the capital appeared imminent.
As Scott's army approached the city, Santa Anna offered little resistance. Instead, he preferred to fonify the approaches to th e city.
"' Bauer. l'lu Ml'xican 111-u; pp. 268-71: Eisenhower, So Far From God, pp.
295--96. Scott tri<:d to instill fi• mt•r discipline on his volumt•<·as than did Ta)IOI.
Abo see Johann~cn , To 1111' //all~ oft he 1\-Tontn.umas, p. 35.
'N Bauer, Thl'l'vltxicrm lt(u; pp. ~70-72; Ei~cnhower, So For Fmm God, p. 298.
1
°Freeman. Uobfrt E. l..et', I, p. 250.
11 Bauer, Tht' M Pxiran Hl-n; pp. 273-74; Eisenhower, So Far Fwm God, p. 310.
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These defenses took advantage of several natural obstacles around
Mexico City, particularly the swamps on either side of the roads
and causeways leading into the city:12
By the 11th Twiggs' division reached Ayolta, some fifteen miles
from Mexico City, and Scott himself arrived later that day to plan
his next move. While Twiggs' u·oops encamped and the other divisions moved up into supporting positions, the engineers helped by
the topogs reconnoitered the approaches toward the city. Besides
the indefatigable Lee, other Corps of Engineers officers included
Captain James L. Mason; lst Lts. Beauregard, Zealous B. Tower, and
Isaac I. Stevens; and 2d Lts. George B. McClellan , Gustavus W.
Smith, and J ohn G. Foster. Turnbull and H ard castle accompanied
their colleagues as necessary and prepared maps. 43
These reconnaissance patrols provided considerable invaluable
information which helped Scott to formulate a plan to outmaneuver Santa Anna's strong defenses. On the 12th Lee, Mason, and
Stevens reported the presence of strongly fortified positions to the
northwest at the El Penon heights overlooking the National Highway. This information, coupled with other reconnaissance reports,
persuaded Scott to find another route and to outflank the Mexican
stronghold. On the 13th Lieutenants Beauregard and McClellan
made a reconnaissance to Mexicalcingo, just a few miles to the
south of Mexico City. There they met Lee and Tower, who moved
along separate routes farther south. Lee and Beauregard then relayed information that a rough road farther south around Lake
Chalco could carry the artillery and wagon train toward San Augustin. By follO\vi.ng this route an American force could outflank
the Mexican positions at both El Penon and Mexicalcingo. A later
reconnaissance by Colonel James Duncan, Worth's artillery chief,
confirmed Scott's decision to move in that direction. 44
On 15 August Scott issued orders to move south around the
lake, thereby striking the capital directly from the south. Worth's

12 Bauer, ThP MPxiran War, pp. 274, 287-88; Eisenhower, So Far From Cod, pp.
308-10.
'13 Turnbull 10 Abert, 22 May 1847, LR 354, TE 77; Dufour, Mexhan War; A
Comparl History, pp. 236-37.
11 Bauer, The Mexican War, pp. 288-90; Eisenhow<:r. So Fm· fi'rom Cod, pp.
312-1 3; Dufour, Mexicmz War; A Compact History. pp. 237-40; Williams (ed.), With
Beauregard in Mexico, pp. 41-46. A copy of Dunc.:an's repon is inclosed in Ripley,
War With Mexico, 2:648.
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force set om while Twiggs, remaining at Ayolta, began operations
to conduct a secondary attack to deceive the enemy. ·worth occupied San Augustin on the 18th, only nine miles directly south of
Mexico City. Tht·ee miles to the north near the hacienda of San
Antonio, an engineer reconnaissance party, which included Turnbull and Hardcastle and their escort, drew a hail of Mexican fire. A
direct assault toward strongly defended San Antonio appeared to
be ruled out. Here too the terrain appeared to create an almost
impossible barrier for even a flanking movemenL. A bog to the
right and the Pedregal, an extensive lava field interwoven with
deep cuts, fissures, and ridges, presented a unique natural barrie1·
to the Americans' left."'
While Old Fuss and Feathers considered his next move, Santa
Anna shifted the bulk of his forces between Contr eras and Churubusco. Scou considered attacking west of San Antonio via the
San Angel road, but on the 18th Lee and Beauregard brought
back information suggesting the feasibility for a route through the
Pedregal. While the engineers searched the western ponion of the
lava bed for a crossing, their escort clashed with Mexican pickets.
This implied the existence of a path. The American scouting party
also found a road that dwindled into a mule path and then disappeared amidst a jagged sea of lava. From this point, however, Lee
could sec the San Angel road only a mile and a half to the west.
With this news Scott decided to open a road acr oss the Peclregal.
Such a passage would make possible the deployment of an artillery
train to an enfilading position overlooking the San Antonio defenses. Lee then proceeded to supervise a 500-man work party
drawn from Pillow's division to carve a passage through the lava. 16
The Battles of Contreras and Churubusco

On the 19th the Mexicans detected the American road-building operation, and a clash lead to the bitter two-day Battle of Contreras (which really took place al Padierna). Without Scott's know!1'• Repon of the Sccretar)' uf War, 1847, Sen. Exec. Doc. I, p. 349; Dufour, Alexiron "ctr; A Compact Histffry, pp. 240-41; Bauer, The Mexican Wm. pp. 290-91;
Eisenhower, So Far From God, p. 316.
''' Williams (ed.}, IVith &auregallf in Ml'xtco. pp. 47-48; Freeman, Uobntl~·. IRI',
I. pp. 249-58: Dufour, Mtxican \1{n; A Compartlli5tory, pp. 241-+1: Bauer, Thr Ml'xtcall nfn, pp. 291-92; Eisenhower. SoFt1rFrom God. pp. 318-19.
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edge or approval his subordinate commanders launched an attack
which drew more Mexican forces into the banle. Fortunately for
the Americans, Santa Anna's commander on Lhc scene ignored an
opportunity to crush a large part of Scott's force between two appreciably larger forces. Evening brought a heavy, cold rain. Again,
thanks to Lieutenant Tower, the engineers found a way around the
Mexicans' rear. That evening Lee, moving through the rugged lava
fields and guided only by intermittent lightning flashes, carried
word back to Scott of a new plan to encircle Lhe enemy. Although
exhausted, Lee guided additional troops to the battle in the early
hours of the following day, thus allowing the nanking forces to
rout the defenders. Ulysses S. Grant, then a lieutenant in the infantry, recalled, ''This affair, like that of Cerro Gordo, was an engagement in which the of£icers of the Engineer Corps won special
distinction. In fact, in both cases, tasks which seemed difficult at
first sight were made easier for the troops that had to execute
them than they would have been on a ordinary field. " 17
As the Mexican troops fell back in disorder, Scou directed an
immediate thrust from his positions at Padierna and San Augustin
toward Churubusco. Lee, moving with the advance element of
Twiggs' division, guided an attacking force north of the town to
Portales. To the south Mason, helped by Hardcastle, guided a
brigade of Worth 's division through the eastern fringe of the Peclregal aroun d the defenses of San Antonio. Another Engineer,
Stevens, relayed information from the west, and Scott ordered
Twiggs' to attack the partially fortified San Mateo Convent Ch urch
just to the west of Churubusco. For a whi le inspired Mexican
forces stopped the American aclvance at the convent. just south of
town at a fortified bridge the defenders also halted ·w orth's di\i.sion coming up from the south. Re peated auacks by Worth's soldiers took the bridge in hand-to-hand fighting, and the convent's
defenders surrendered under heavy bomba,·dment. By the afternoon of the 20th both of' Scott's forces met on the road north of
town. The battle turned into a pursuit as the dispirited Mexican

1

~

Quote from Ulysses S. Grant, Personal Afemoirs of { 1.S. C)'(m/ (N<:w '\ork: CenCo., 1917), pp. 110-11; Baut•t, '111e Mexican l\ar, pp. 293-94; Ei enhower, So
Far From God, pp. 319-24; Williams (cd.), \Vith Beauregard 111 Mrxico. pp. 48-59;
Frct•man. Robtrt E. ILt', I. pp. 259-72; Ottfour, Mexican \\ar; t\ ComJ)(/r/ NistorJ. pp.
215-50; Rcpon of the Sccrcwn of War, 1847. Sen. Exec. Doc. I, pp. :l06-08.
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soldiers fled northward to Mexico City. That evening Santa Anna
sent word to Scott to discuss armistice terms. 4x
A Short-Lived Annislirl' and Molino del Rey

Scott cou ld have continued the pursuit into th e city, but he decided to pause, much to the consternation of his officers and men.
Old Fuss and Feathers preferred to rest and regain control of his
troops, hoping that the Mexicans might take the opportunity to accept surrender terms. In only two days his army had fought two
hard battles. Several defensive works remained Otllside the city,
and he believed taking the capital too formidable a task for a quick
and easy success. American casualties in the t\vo battles were also a
point of concern-nearly I ,000 men killed or wounded out of a
force of 8,500. Although he had conducted a brilliant campaign,
the American commander remained well aware of his small army's
vulnerability in the midst of the enemy's country. 19
Under these circumstances Scott decided to accept the Mexican leader's armistice proposal on 24 August. Although Santa
Anna lost almost a third of his force, roughly 10,000 men, in the
two recent actions (more men than Scon had in his army), he
could sti ll call upon a willing pool of manpower. The respite restored Santa Anna's confidence, and he prepared to resume fighting. "Duri ng the armistice," Beauregard wrote, "no r·econnaissance
was permitled by the Commander-in-Chief, although it was a notorious fact that the enemy was violating it day and night." Seeing
that the Mexicans were rapidly strengthening their· remaining defenses and that negotiations were not accomplishing anyth ing,
Scott called off t.he armistice on 6 September. Two days late r the
Americans resumed the attackJ~'
By the 7th Scott's engineers resumed reconnaissance operations.
The general's attention now turned toward El Molino del Rey, a
mass of heavy stone buildings housing a mill and a foundry just to
•~RcpottoftheSecretaryof\\'ar. IH47,Sen. Exec. Doc. I, pp.310,315.321,
323; Dui(Hu , Me:o:iran \iitr; A Compnrtlli\IOiy, pp. 251-58; Bauer, Thl' Mr(imn \\~r,
pp. 297-300; Eisenhower, So Far From God. pp. 324-26.
1
'' Bauer. T/" Atexiran Hhr, pp. 300-30 I, 306: Eisenhower, So Far From God. pp.
327-31.
'•• Quote- from Williams (cd.), \\'ith /Je(llmgard in .\lexiro, p. 60; Bauer. Till' Mextmn ll'llr, pp. :~00. 307-08; Eisenhower, So Far From God. pp. 331-32.
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the west of the fortress of Chapultepec. About 500 meters farlher
west Mexican engineers constructed bastioned earthworks around
another massive building, the Casa de Mata. Captain Mason helped
by Hardcastle hastily reconnoitered the Mexican defenses. Scott,
who also heard that cannon were being made at the foundry, ordered Worth's division to conduct a night raid on the suspected factory. Worth, however, elected to hold off tl1e attack until morning,
and the raid turned into one of the bloodiest battles of the war.
Fighting raged from dawn to dusk. Persistent assaults seized the
buildings and the nearby Casa de Mata only after the attacking
American troops suffered some of the heaviest casualties of the war.
During the battle Turnbull and Hardcastle and their engineer counterparts continued their scouting duties and carried dispatches. 5 1

The Storming of Chapu llejJec and Into Mexico City
Scott turned to his next objective, the rocky and fortified hill of
Chapultepec towering over two main causeways leading into the
city. By now Scott's command had dwindled to about 8,000 men
opposing some 15,000 less experienced troops under Santa Anna.
During the short pause, the engineers continued to go about their
assigned tasks. They reconnoitered enemy defenses, supe1·vised
the construction of artillery positions, and advised Old Fuss and
Feathers. On the 12th a heavy artillery bombardment began to
rain down throughout the day on the steep h ill and its old castle
and the buildings of the Mexican Military Academy.52
The barrage resumed at dawn the following day, and the assault by Scott's four divisions got under way. While Twiggs' division
conducted a diversionary attack on the city's southern causeways,
ilie oilier three divisions participated in the main attack from the
west. At 0800 the bombardment momentarily ceased. The regulars
of Pillow's division with some help from Worth stormed up the
slope from the west, while Quitman's division ofvolunteers and a
small force of U.S. Marines advanced up a causeway south of the

' 1 Report of tl1c Secretary of War, 1847, Sen. Exec. Doc. 1, pp. 367, 426; Dufour, Mexican Wm~ A Compact History. pp. 260-65; Bauer, Tlu> Mexican War, pp.

308-Il; Eisenhower. So Far From Cod. pp. 334-36: Turnbull to Abert, 26 Sep 1847.
LR 623, TE 77.
~~ Bauer, The Mexican IVm; pp. 31 0-13; Mallof'f, A mericnn Milit41)' History, p. 177.
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hill. Despite some mistakes, including a lack of scaling ladders, the
Americans seized the castle after a brief and bitter struggle. 53
Without pausing the Americans moved on into the city. Quitman's troops, sensing total victory, immediately pursued the retreating enemy along the paved causeway to the Belem Gate. At the same
time Worth's men moved northeast to the San Cosme Gate. The
causeways canalized the advancing soldiers, and the Mexican defenders poured down fire on the densely packed columns. Most of
the American losses that day-130 killed, 703 wounded, and 29 missing-took place along the causeways. The attackers, however, did
not hesitate, and by nightfall both gates were in American h ands.'><~
Before and during the battle the engineers continued to reconnoiter the southern and southwestern approaches to Mexico City.
At a conference on the 11th Beauregard advised Scott that the attack on the capital shou ld be from the west and that Chapultepec
Hill should be seized before entering the city. To divert the Mexicans' attention , he also recommended a secondary attack south of
Mexico City. This plan differed from recommendations submiued
by other members of the general's staff. They advocated the main
attack from the south. Earlier, however, Scott had considered a
move similar to that recommended by Beauregard, and the general adopted that course of action.'>'•
Recovered from his wounds at Cerro Gordo, former topog Lt.
Col. Joseph E. Johnston led his voltigeurs in the assault on Chapultepec. As one ofPillow's three attacking columns, the elite infanu·y unit
advanced along the southern walls of Molino del Rey to help seize
the base of Chapultepec before the Mexicans could set off their land
mines. They then pushed on up the slope to the base of the massive
retaining wall of the fortress, where they had to wait for the ladders.
When the ladders arrived, the voltigeurs scaled the walls and were
among the first Americans to raise their regimental colors over Chapultepec. This time johnston received several light wouncls. 56
Beauregard accompanied J ohnston in the assault and later attested to the topog's personal bravery. Noting that, "there are, if
"'3 Bauer, The Mexican l\~11; pp. 316-18; Eisenhower, So Fllr !-"rom God. pp. 338--41.
''' Bauer, ThP /1/pxiran \1\~u; pp. 318--22.
"'' Bauer, The Mexican War, pp. 311-12; Dufour, Mexican \Var; 1\ Compact History,
p. 265; Eisen howcr, So Far From God. pp. 337-38.
:x. Dufour. Mexican H'ln; A Compact History. pp. 265-69: Bauer, The Mexican War,
pp. 316-17.
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any, few better or braver officers," Beauregard also recalled an exchange of words he had with J ohnston during the assault on the
Mexican fortification:
I turned round and cried out to him as loud as I could, until I had drawn
his attention (for the firing of the infantry and artillery, the hissing of the
balls, etc. was perfectly deafening) and knowing rthe effect which such a
demonstration under those would create in our favor, I said to him, holding at the time a loaded rifle in my hand, which I was about to fire,
"Colonel, what will you bet on this shot?" He quickly replied, "A picayune,
payable in the City of Mexico." (or he may have said: "Drinks in the City
of Mexico," l cannot now recollect which), I then took deliberate aim,
fired and cried to him, "you have lost, you will have to pay it." 57

Scott's army cautiously entered the city the following morning.
Exhausted and anticipating a bloody battle in the streets, the
troops, much to their relief, discovered that Santa Anna had evacuated the city. Except for some intense guerrilla activity, and a 28day siege of the Puebla garrison in September and October, the
war had substantially ended. In the meantime, the United States
pressed for peace negotiations, and the Mexicans tried to form a
new government.

Scott Praises His Engineers
From Vera Cruz to Mexico City, General Scott and his senior
commanders frequently cited the meritorious and gallant services
of their two engineering corps. Publicity focused on the larger
Corps of Engineers because of the exceptional and heroic acts its
officers accomplished, especially the "gallant and indefatigable
Lee." Only in such exceptional cases, however, were any details of
specific accomplishments provided. General Patterson simply commended Captain McClellan and Lieutenant Meade for their services at Vera Cruz. General Scott mentioned Johnston and Derby
for their gallant conduct at Cerro Gordo, but provided no other
details. Scott's report referred to the conu-ibutions of Turnbull,
McClellan, and Hardcastle after Contreras and Churubusco, and
Worth underscored Hardcastle's "zeal, intelligence, and gallanu-y,
in his particular department, as also in combat." Twiggs mentioned McClellan in his report. After Molino del Rey, Worth again

"
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Williams (ed.), With Beauregard in Mexico, pp. 80-81.
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commended Hardcastle. Scott concluded his report on the seizure
of Mexico City by noting the meritorious services of Turnbull and
Hardcastle, and Twiggs again mentioned McClellan. General Pillow in his report cited Johnston and his voltigeurs for their part in
taking Chapultepec. 58
During this campaign, the Topographical Engineers also received several brevet promotions. Turnbull became brevet lieutenant colonel and later received a promotion to brevet colonel
for gallant and meritorious service at Contreras, Churubusco, and
Chapultepec. Johnston ended his tour in Mexico as a brevet
colonel, and McClellan departed as a brevet lieutenant colonel.
Hardcastle received brevet promotions to first lieutenant and captain after the campaigns around Mexico City. A latecomer, 2d Lt.
Martin L. Smith received a brevet promotion to first lieutenant for
meritorious service after the occupation of Mexico Ci ty. 59

Hughes and Emory Take on New Roles in Mexico
Meanwhile , Hughes and Emory had returned to Mexico as
members of a volunteer infantry regiment. After serving with General Wool's army during the march into northern Mexico, Hughes
returned to Washington in the spring of 1847. By late June President Polk promoted him to a lieutenant colonel of volunteers with
orders to assume command of a volunteer regimen !I. with troops recruited from Maryland and the District of Columbia. On 23 July
Hughes directed the advance element under Major John R. Kenly
to proceed to Vera Cruz.oo
By September the regiment had arrived in Vera Cruz and
began its march inland. Hughes joined his command on I September, and by the 6th the volunteer unit moved out along the National Highway with the mission to reopen the road to Jalapa. Although Scott had arrived at tl1e gates of Mexico City, portions of
his line of communication to Vera Cruz had undergone continuous harassment and interdiction by Mexican guerrillas and bandits. In order to clear his assigned section of the road, Hughes had
M~ Report of the Secretary of War, 1847, Sen. Exec. Doc. I. pp. 248, 256. 263.
306,310-15,321,323,367,385,400,403.
~J Cullum, Biographiral Register, I, pp. 126, 211-12, 260, 367. 428-29,
110
john R. Kenly, Memoirs of a Maryland Volunteer in the Years 1846-7-8
(Philadelphia:]. B. Lippincott and Co., 1873), pp. 278-79.
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been put in command of a large task force. Beside-; the five companies of his regiment, he also LOok charge of ~,·o companies of infantry from other regiments, two squadrons of Louisiana mounted
troops, and an artillery ballery. 1il
ll did not take long for I Jughes to see action. Not far from
Jalapa the volunteers ran inLO guerrilla forces, and by the 9th the
column routed the Mexicans from a strongly fortified position
blocking the highway. Kenly later wrote, "great praise is due for the
admirable manner in which he [Hughes] had succeeded in the attack and capture of the National Bridge, which during the whole
war had been a thorn in our flanks, and had never before been
held by an American army." ti2
For the next two momhs Hughes' regiment accomplished its
security mission along its assigned section of the road. Despite
ScotL's capture of the capital, Mexican irregu lars cominued to harass American traffic aloug the National Highway. The former
topog arranged a meeting with guerrilla leaders and nearly came
to an agreemem, but he received orders to move inland to reinforce Scott. This left the commander of the relieving unit to conclude negotiations. On 5 November Hughes proceeded west and
temporarily encamped his regiment near J alapa. but on the 22d he
received orders to move his regiment back to Jalapa and to garrison the town. There he received an appoimmcnt as military governoJ· of the province.63
Hughes accomplished his duties as military governor with tact
and diplomacy, maintaining cordial relations with the Mexicans.
\t\'hcn necessary, however, he kept order by employing sten1 measures. As usual most of the problems resulted from improper behavior on the pan of American soldiers. To placate the local populace. Ilughes issued a proclamation of general amnesty on 30
No,cmber. In general, the Americans and Yfcxicans mixed freely
in Jalapa, and the military governor developed cordial relations
with the leading clergymen in the community, especially the Franciscans. His friendship with the priests, however, resulted in some
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resentment on the part of Mexican officials in the capital. Later
these officials banished the head of the order from Mexico City.61
Hughes also had an interesting involvement with Santa Anna.
In early 1848 Santa Anna received permission from the United
States to depart the counu·y. His aides then asked Hughes to provide an escort for Santa Anna's party to visit one of his estates in
order to make final preparations for his departure. Hughes handled th is sensitive affair with his usual tact. In a letter requesting
General Twiggs' permission, Hughes concluded, "[ think you will
regard the matter as I do; that it is as fraught with the highest importance to our government in the present State of affairs as he is
the great obstacle to the arrangement of a Peace." Hughes emphasized the importance of Santa Anna's safety and eagerly assumed
responsibility to meet this request in order to get the ex-dictator
out ofMexico.Sb
When Santa Anna reached Perote in late March Hughes entertained him and escorted the former Mexican leader and his entourage to the hacienda. Some tension occurred along the road
when the Mexicans and their American escort had to pass through
a regiment of Texas Rangers. The escort, however, surrounded
Santa Anna and his party and pushed through the bitter Texans
without incident. Santa Anna reciprocated Hughes' kindness by
inviting the topog and several of his officers to visit the hacienda,
where a rather pleasant gathering took place. A few days later
Santa Anna safely departed the country.66
While Hughes was visiting Mexico City in April, Lt. Col. William
H. Emory reported for duty with the regiment. After prepa1ing his
report and map of Kearny's expedition to California, the topog received an appointment to Hughes' volunteer regiment as secondin-command. Emory applied his usual thorough approach to this

1H Kenly, lvlemoirs of a Mar)'land Volunteer, p. 377; Smilh, War With Mexico, II, pp.
224, 230; Smilh and Judah (cds.), Chronicles oftht Gringos, p. 393. Hughes continued to provide information to the Topographical Bureau and transmitted a copy
or his proclamation of general amnesty to the bureau; Hughes to Abert, 30 Nov
1847, LR 17, TE 77.
65
Hughes to Twiggs. 15 Mar 1848, LR 200, TE 77; Bauer, The Mexican Wm; p.
385. Hughes provided the Topographical Bureau with several pieces of his correspondence regarding the departure of Santa Anna from Mexico.
66
Kenly, Nfemoirs of Ct Mmyhmd Volunteer, pp. 391-97; Bauer, The Mexican \>~t1;
p. 385.
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new and different job. Major Kenly aptly summarited the LOpog's
contributions to the regiment:
This gallant and accomplished offi cer gave to the regiment the benefit of
his skill and experi ence by 7calous efforts in its drill and instruction. H e
was successful in adding increased efficie ncy to the command and in winning the confidence and estt'em of us all. From fir·st to last, 111)' relations
with him , as they had been with Colonel H ughes, were intimate and
fdendly. He remained with the regiment until its final discharge at Pittsburgh, Pen nsylvania. 11;

In submitting the Topographical Bureau 's annual report to the
Secre tary of War, Colonel Abert praised Hughes' performance as a
commander and military gO\ernor. The colonel wrote, "llis march
from Vera Cruz to Jalapa is spoken of as one of great merit and severe trial , in which he on several occasions en countered and beat
the enemy." The chief topog concluded, "his highly judicious, energetic, prompt, and well judged measures, [were] mainly insu·umental in keeping that extensive district quiet as well as the whole
road from thence to Vera Cruz." On 16 June, following the ratification of th e peace treaty between the two countries, the regiment
departed J alapa and marched to Vera CruL. There the unit embarked on the 22d for the return voyage to the United States. 68

Mapping Lhe Valley of Mexico and Final Reports
During the march inland, the Topographical Engineers deferred any detailed reconnaissance pau·ols and mapping of the adjoining counu·yside because of operational conce rns. The topogs
also submitted more straightforward reports in com parison to the
adventurous and inte resting literary styles of Fre mont, Emory,
Abcn, and to some degree even Hughes. Major Turnbull 's reports
were limited in scope , gene rally confining his re marks to the
progress of the advancing arm)' and the status of his officers. 69
After the major fighting had subsided, however, several Topographical Engineers remained in Mexico to prepare maps and
gat her geographic data. From September 1847 to the summer of
67 Kenh, Memoirs of a ,\1ar)land \ olunleer. p. 431.
' " Report of Lhc Sccretan of \\'ar, 1848, House Exec. Doc. I. 30th Cong.. 2d
~~\.. I Dec 1848, p. 324; Kenh, .\lrmoin of a .'.lary·land l'olrmtm, p. 468.
"" Turnbull to Abert, 2-1 Apr 18·17, LR 308; 22 Mar 1847, LR 354; 26 Sep 1847,
l.R 623. TE. 77.
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1848, when American forces withdrew, Turnbull's small staff
mapped the region around Mexico City, reconnoitered the key
roads, and prepared battle maps to accompany reports of the campaign. In October 1847 Turnbull reported to Colonel Abert that
Lieutenants Hardcastle and Smith had set off to reconnoiter the
area around Mexico City before preparing a map of the region.
Lieutenant Charles N. Hagner traced the road between Mexico
City and Taluca. He also forwarded copies of captured maps that
included information on Acapulco, Vera Cruz, and various roads.
McClellan helped to prepare the campaign maps of the battles
around Mexico City before departing the command in December
1847. Turnbull returned to the United States in March 1848, and
Lieutenants Hardcastle and Martin L. Smith remained to complete surveys for their map of the Mexico City region.7°
One of the topogs' primary tasks required the preparation of
detailed maps to accompany campaign and battle t·eports for submission to the War Department. In turn, the War Department prepared the maps and reports for publication in the Congressional Series. Turnbull and McClellan prepared the map of the Battle of
Cerro Gordo, and Hardcastle did the same for reports submitted
by General Worth. In August and September 1847 Turnbull, McClellan, and Hardcastle prepared the detailed maps depicting the
battles for Mexico City. Considered the definitive depiction of terrain and unit dispositions, the maps later proved to be a valuable
reference for historians researching the war. 71
Hardcastle and Smith also prepared an excellent map of the
VaJley of Mexico. They accomplished their survey by triangulation
and hand compasses, and the cartography accurately depicted the
region as it appeared in 1848. The two lieutenants also recognized
that they had the advantage of following in the earlier footsteps of
Alexander von Humboldt, Lhe noted German naturalist and explorer. Hardcaslle and Smith noted a slight difference in mapping
the lakes outside of Mexico City but believed that these lakes had
changed over the years. H ardcastle also measured the distance bet:tveen Mexico City and Vera Cruz by attaching an odometer to a

mTurnbull to Abert. 26 Oct 1847, LR 689; 7 Dec 1847; 2 Mar 1848, TE 77; HaglO Aben, 16 Sep 1848, LR 460, TE 77; M.L. Smith to Abert. 7 Apr 1848, TE 77.
71 These maps, many of which are large foldout types, may be round in Report
of the Secretary of War. 1847, Sen. Exec. Doc. 1 and House Exec. Doc. 8.
ner
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wagon wheel. He found minor differences between his plottings
and those of von Humbolt. After Turnbull prepared campaign
maps to accompany battle reports, the two topogs incorporated his
survey of the area south of the city into theioc- map of the region.
Congress later published the report and map. Unfortunately, the
narrative report did not provide the interesting features commonly included in reports by Fremont, Emory, and Abert. Instead,
it dealt primarily with details of military campaigns and included
some geographic descriptions. 72
Antiexpansionists in the Senate, howeve r, viewed the map's
publication solely from a negative political point of view. Much of
the work accomplished by the Topographical Engineers in mapping regions of Mexico became suspect. Some members of Congress grew suspicious that securing such geographic information
could be part of an administration plot to annex all Mexico. 73

Later Careers of Scott's TojJogs
The topogs serving in Scott's army continued to lead productive military and civilian careers. Upon returning to the United
States, Hughes reverted from brevet lieutenant colonel back to a
captain in the Topographical Engineers. He worked on a railroad
survey across the Isthmus of Panama and planned to w•ite a complete report of the operations of his volunteer regiment, but heresigned in 1851. As a civilian he entered the railroad business and
later served in the House of Representatives as a delegate from
Maryland. He also devoted himself to agricultural pursuits on his
estate in Maryland, where he died in 1871.71
Emory also reverted to his regular rank of first lieutenant, but
he remained in the Army to complete a successful military career.
His topographic assignments included chief astronomer and later
commissioner and astronomer for the United States Boundary

72 Edmund L.F. Hardcastle and Martin L. Smith, "In Further Compliance with
lhc Resolution of the Senate of August 3, 1848, Calling for a Map of the Valley of
Mexico, by Lieutenants Smith and H ardcastle," Sen. Exec. Doc. 19, 30th Cong.,
2d sess., 29 Jan 1849; Hardcastle to Aben, 2 Feb 1849, LR 67, TE 77. A copy of the
repon is reproduced in Appendix B.
73 Goetzmann, tinny Exploration, p. 152.
71
' Kenly, Memoirs of a MmJland Volunt.eer, pp. 484-85; DAB, V, pp. 348-49; Appleton :5Cyclopa.et.Lia, III, p. 303; National C)'clopaedia oftlmmican Biography, TV, pp. 511-12.
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Commission in the Southwest. In 1855 Emory transferred to the
cavalry and rose to the rank of major general of volunteers in the
Union Army during the Civil War. He retired in 1876 with a regular rank of brigadier general and died in 1877. 7''
Johnston, of course, became a prominent Confederate general
during the Civil War. Like the other Mexican War veteran officers he
reverted to his regular rank of captain. He resumed work as a topog in
Texas and later worked on projects to improve western rivers. He transferred to the Cavalry in 1855 and rose to lieutenant colonel. At the outbreak of the Civil War, Johnston, by then a brigadier general, offered
his services to Virginia and the Confederacy. He commanded troops at
Bull Run in 1861, and later served in the Peninsula Campaign. Upon
recovering from wounds suffered at Seven Pines, the former topog
took charge of Confederate forces farther west and participated in the
Vicksburg and Atlanta campaigns. Although Johnston never directly
lost a battle in tl1e war, his earlier tendency to take risks in battle ended
after Seven Pines. After ilie war he went into business, and in 1878
served one term in Congress. He died in Washington in 1891.76
Turnbull remained with the topogs for almost the remainder
of his life. He returned from the war to take over construction of
ilie Customs House in New Orleans. In 1850 he assumed supervision of lighthouse construction , and two years later prepared engineer studies for bridging the Susquehanna River. The following
year he completed studies to build a canal across the Falls of the
Ohio River. Between 1853 to 1856 he supervised harbor improvements on the Great Lakes followed by simi lar work at Cape Fear,
North Carolina. H e died in 1857. 77
John McClellan also spent his remaining years working for the
Corps. He reverted to captain after the war, and between 1849 to
1851 served on the United States-Mexican boundary survey. In
1853 he began working on a project to improve the Tennessee
River; however, he suddenly died the following year. 7ll
Hardcastle stayed on in the Topographical Engineers for a few
years before switch ing to a business and political career. After the
75

Coetzmann, Anny Exploration. pp. 182-87, 192-99; DAB, Ill, pp. 153-54;
CuUum, Biographical Registm; l, pp. 481-83.
76
Cullum, Biogmphical Register, I, pp. 428-29; DAB, X, pp. 144-46.
77
DAB, X, p. 57; Apjileton's Cyclopaedia, VI, pp. 184-85; Cullum, Biographical
Register, 1, pp. 211-12.
7
H Cullum, Biographical Register, l, p. 367.
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war he helped Emory on the United States-Ytexican boundary survey umil 1852. For the next four years he served on the Lighthouse
Board, resigning his commission in 1856. By 1868 he became president of the Maryland and Delaware Railroad Company and also
sc1·ved in the Maryland llousc of Delegates between 1870 and
1878. He lived unti l 1899.7!l
Martin L. Smith stayed in the Army, and like Joh nston served
in the Confederate Army during the Civil War. Aftc·r leaving the
valley of Mexico City he sur veyed roads in Texas and worked on
the boundary survey. Between 1853 to 1854 Smith surveyed a ship
canal across Florida. In 1857 he continued his topographical engineer work with the Coast Survey. At the outbreak of the Civil War
he resigned his commission and rose to the rank of major general
in the Confederate Army. I le d ied in 1866.1!0
Throughout his campaign from Vera Cruz to Mexico City, General Scou increasingly relied on the services of h is two engineering
staffs. Their joint duties involved directing assault forces to key objectives and accomplishing dangerous reconnaissance missions.
Under such circumstances, separating the actions of the two engineer corps in Scott's command became difficult. From the standpoint of publicity, the larger Corps of Engineers staff under
Colonel Totten appeared to get credit for most of the engineering
accomplishments. In any case, Old Fuss and Feathers effectively
used both engineering corps to help him develop his strategy and
tactics. In preparing for his march to Mexico City, Scotl ordered his
engineers to make a thorough reconnaissance of the enemy's positions and the surrounding terrain . T h e Commanding General
began to rely so heavily upon his engineers that he hardly selected a
route or issued a n attack order without some form of reconnaissance. His engineers became experts at pointing out artillery batteries and vulnerable points in the en emy's lines. In one battle after
another Scott executed brilliant flanking movements over terrain
that the Mexicans had considered impossible for such maneuvers.R1

"'Cullum. BiograjJhiral RrgHtn-, II. p. 260; Heitman, 1/istorimt Uegi1te-r, I, p. 499.
,.., DAB. IX, p. 3 l 9: AJ>jJleton ·~ (~l·rloJ)(U'dia, V, p. 579; National C,·clojmedia of Amntrml Biography.\'. p. 96; Cullum, /Jiographiral !Ugiste-r, II, p. I 26.
" 1 ~latloff, American Militar) lltltory, p. 178; T. llarn \\'illiam' (ed.). With Beautrgard in ,\Jexico: The- Mrxirtm Wtr lle-millisrmces of P. G. 7: BeaurrKnrd (Baton Rouge:
l.oubiana Stale Univcrsit)' Pn·ss, 1956), p. 10.
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Working with the armies in the field and their indefatigable engineer colleagues, the topogs proved their mettle. Matthew F.
Steele in his classic work, Ame1ican Campaigns, noted that the only
attack made without an engineer reconnaissance "was Worth 's impetuous assault of the bridge-head at Churubusco. Truly did the
Military Academy repay its cost to Lhe Nation with the work of
these young graduates in this single campaign." 82

82
Matthew F. Steele, American
Association, 1935). p. 122.

CamfJai~ls,

I (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Infantry

.,.;;:;;

CHAPTERS

So Much By So Few
While the topogs assigned to the war zone contributed directly
to victory in the field, the Topographical Bureau also provided indirect support for the war effort. With more topog officers assigned to the Army field commanders, emphasis on civil works declined. Congress suspended appropriations for certain river and
harbor improvements for the duration o f the war and for a period
thereafter. Officers who remained in the United States carried on
with their work as best they could. Some continued their surveys of
the Great Lakes and others worked on improving harbor defenses.
Supervision of lighthouse construction proceeded, as d id work on
a few remaining civil works projects, but most of the corps' work
was war· related, including the super vision of the construction of
steamboats for use in Mexico and continuing military reconnaissance patrols in Texas.

Topographical Corps Work in 1846
In 1846 the Corps ofTopographical Engineers h ad forty-two officers, including six brevet second lie utenants. Two-thirds of the officers were wor·king in the United States. Lt. Col. James Kearney,
helped by six lieutenants, was in charge of the Great Lakes Survey;
in the Gulf of Mexico islands of the Tortugas Major Hartman
Bache and a team of t'vo captains and two lieutenants oversaw surveys for the defense of the islands; and before their departure to
Mexico in September, Lieutenants Derby and Scammon worked
on a survey of the defenses of New Bedford harbor. Major Campbell Graham had recently completed a survey along the northern
boundary; several of his assistants, including Emory and Pope, received orders to report to field commands. Before reporting to
Scou's army gathering in Mexico, Major Turnbull, helped by two
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captains and one lieutenant, began to close his accounts on harbor
improvements on Lakes Ontario and Erie. Brevet Lt. Col. Stephen
Long remained at his Office oflmprovements of Western Rivers in
Louisville supervising the disposition of his equipment after the
suspension of funds for improvements to the western rivers. There
was a captain assigned to the Topographic Bureau as Colonel
Abert's assistant and another on the sick rolls, one lieutenant at
work on the Coast Survey, one assigned as an instructor at West
Point, and three others assigned to the bureau to complete maps
and calculations of the Northern Boundary Survey.'
Other officers were either in or near the war zone. By November 1846 Taylor's command had three Topographical Engineers
and Wool and Kearny each had four. In addition, the corps had two
lieutenants in Texas doing surveys. Major Graham, another topog,
served as a courier to deliver the U.S. government's rejection of the
armistice arranged by General Taylor after the capture of Monterrey. Three other officers, including Johnston and Hardcastle, had
also received notification alerting them for duty in the war zone.2
Surveys for the defenses of the frontier and coastal regions proceeded in 1846. The coastal surveys involved surveying sites for fortifications and approaches to seaports from various points. Military
reconnaissance expeditions of the coasts and inland frontier for
the purpose of making maps were also pan of this endeavor.
Colonel Abert recommended the surveys of the Great Lakes be
given high priority because they "are highly interesting to the military as well as the commercial interests of the country, and ought
to be prosecuted with great vigor." 3
The Corps of Topographical Engineers still did not have its
own enlisted personnel. Abert continued to press the War Department to authorize the permanent attachment of soldiers to the Topographical Bureau, arguing that in a small army it was impractical
to detail temporarily soldiers from other branches to serve with
the Topographical Engineers and ineffective because these soldiers were unfamiliar with topographical functions. Said Abert:

1

Report of the Secretary of War, House Exec. Doc. 4, 29th Cong., 2d sess., 11

ov 1846, pp. 138-39.
2 Ibid.
' Ibid., p. 140.
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There can be no doubt that great economy would result from an enlisted
body of about 200 men, including non-commissioned officers, as well as
more efficiency to the service. Such a system would soon, by its economy,
compensate for all its cost, on any of our surveys; but in operating in the
field with an army, the necessity of it is very great. All the reasoning in its
favor resolves in the simple axiom, that a man is better fOI- a duty by knowing something about it. 4

Congress did not agree. Despite the merit of Abert's proposal
and its low cost (about $20,000), Congress would not assign enlisted
personnel to the Topographical Engineers until 1861, when the
Civil War broke out. In the field, the topog officers faced continual
difficulties because of the lack of u-ained assistants. Because field
commanders often were reluctant to provide enlisted men to help,
the Topographical Engineers found it necessary to go to the expense and trouble of finding and hiring suitable civilian assistants.5
There were equipment and supply problems too. Abert needed
special wagons "to transport the requisite instruments, maps, documents, and tools, and to preserve them from accidents." Damage
to the delicate survey instruments remained a continuous problem, and repairing or replacing them proved very difficult when
topogs accompanied an expedition to the field. 6

Corps Projects in 1847
In 1847, the Corps of Topographical Engineers became even
more war oriented. By November 1847 Abert reported twenty topogs, about half of the entire corps of forty-one officers, were serving in Mexico. Despite the drain of personnel assigned to the field
commands, regular defense related and civil works projects made
headway. Surveys for the defensive work construction in the Tortugas and New Bedford harbor reached completion, and new surveys
in New York harbor commenced. Surveys for the defenses of San
4 lbid. ln his annual reports of 1845 and 1848, Abert also recommended that
enlisted soldiers be assigned to the corps. In March 1861 Congress did authorit<' a
company of enlisted men, but the corps' recruiting efforts proved a dismal failure
o"ing to the wam of a suitable camp, the lack of officers to organize and train the
recruits, and recruits preferred to join volunteer units. Ryan, 'topographical Bureau
Administrativl' History, pp. 324-28.
~ I bid.; Burr, "Historical Sketch," Occasional Papers, p. 43; r luston, The Sinews of
W(lr, p. 141.
6
Report of the Sccretarv of War, House Exec. Doc. 4. p. 140.
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Diego, Monterey, and the bay of San Francisco were under way in
California, and there were followup surveys taking place in Texas.'
Though Congress had reduced funds for river and harbor improvements, a reduced number of topogs carried on with various
civil engineering projects and surveys in the East. Three topogs
worked on the Coast Survey; four remained at work on the Great
Lakes Survey; and one supervised the paving of Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington, a project no doubt of high visibi li ty in the
capital. As the Topographical Engineers supervised lighthouse
construction on an infrequent basis in the past, Congress in March
1847, transferred more lighthouse construction projects to the
corps, an action that marked the real beginnings of the corps' involvement in this new field. 8
Without funds for his Western Rivers' improvement work, Bvt.
Lt. Col. Stephen Long turned to other projects. H e took the opportunity to make necessary repairs on five of the corps' snag
boats (named Gopher, Dragon, HercuJ.es, Sampson, and Sevie1~ used
to keep the rivers clear of obstacles. When the Gopher and Dragon
were repaired in October 1846 they were turned over to the Quartermaster Corps for transports in the war zone. Long also supervised construction of a marine hospital, planned future river surveys , and supervised the construction of six steamers for the
Quartermaster Corps. By February 1847, a contractor completed
the first steamer, the General jessup, in Louisville and t-eadied it for
service on the Rio Grande. It was followed by the Colonel Hunt. In
Cincinnati a contractor finished building the General Hamet; and
in April readied it for service in the Gulf of Mexico. The founh,
the Ann Chase, was delivered from Cincinnati to New Orleans in
june. The Gmeral Butler and Colonel Clay were under construction
and expected to be ready by October 1847. In November 1846,
Long also arranged for the construction of a steamer dredge for
use in the Texas channels. Named the f.avaca, the dredge was

7

Report of the Secretary of War. Sen. Exec. Doc. I, pp. 656-57; Register of
Letters Received by the Topographical Bureau, Mackay to Abert, 2 Oct 1846, 2
Nov 1846, 4 Jan 1847, 15 Apr 1847; M.L. Smith to Abert. 19 july 1847. 26 Aug
1847, TE 77.
~ Repon of the Secretary of War, Sen. Exec. Doc. I, pp. 656-59; Ryan, Topographical Bm'l!au Adminislralitle f-listor)', p. 159.
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ready by March 1847 for the tasks of deepening and widening the
mouth of the Lavaca fuver. 9
After Taylor and Wool marched their armies into northern
Mexico, other topogs moved into Texas to continue survey and
map work. In May 1847 Abert dispatched 2d Lt. j oseph D. Webster
to Texas to continue the surveys started by Taylor's topographers.
Webster had graduated from DartmoULh in 1832, entered the
corps in 1838, and worked on road construction in Wisconsin and
on the Great Lakes Survey. His orders entailed making an accurate
survey of "the country embraced on the inclosed plan, upon the
Texas side of the River, including both shores of the river, and East
as far as the line from [Point) Isabel to Matamoros." Ilis instructions included making road reconnaissance patrols and estimating
material requirements for bridges between Brazos Santiago and
the Rio Grande landing at Berrita. Since he did not have military
assistants, Webster obtained authorization to hire a civilian assistant at three dollars a day. 10
By January 1848 Webster reported that he had finished his survey and forwarded his completed map the following month. Besides
adding mo1·e to the geographi cal knowledge of the lower Ri o
Grande, Webster suggested the advantages in constructing a railroad instead of a vehicular road. Abert did not respond to this suggestion, but now instructed the topog to cross over into Mexico to
examine the river at Tampico. Following the ratification of the
peace treaty between the two coumries, Webster received orders to
return to the United States Lo complete his map. Because he made
his survey in Mexico near the end of the war, his map, like that of
the Valley of Mexico, increased fear among opponents of the war in
the United States that a plot existed to annex all Mexico. More likely
the Topographical Bureau merely wanted to obtain as much information as possible in order to fill in the gaps of the more cxpediem
surveys done by the topogs assigned to the field commands. 11

~ Report of the Secretarr of War, Sen. Exec. Doc. I, pp. 670-75; Richard G.
Wood. Strpltm Harriman Long, 1784- 1864, t\rmy fo; nginPn; 1ixjJ[mn; 1mtm/or (Glendale, C.\: Anhur I!. Clark Co., 1966). pp. 209-13.
10
!Jt\B, X, pp. 593-96; Heitman, HHilmml ReJ,risler. p. 1013; Abert to Webster,
24 \ia) 1847. LS 111, TE i7.
11
\\'<.'!Ncr toAben,l6 Feb 1848. LR 161. TE 77: Abert to Webster. 4 Apr 1848,
LS 355; ,\ben to Webster. 24July 1848. I.S 432. TJ.:: 77.
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In his annual report to the War Department in 1847, Abert
proudly noted corps wartime achievements:
But one feeling seems to have animated them, to be efficiem in any capacity which the wants of the service required. Always ready, always willing, and always capable, they have proved I hope the value of the corps,
and its readiness to encounter any hazard which this country required, as
their own gallant feelings would suggest. The war has shown them in the
various capacities of engineers, commanders of detachments, in aJI of
which they have proved their efficiency and usefulness, and the admirable results of the military school of which they are graduates. 12

Colonel Abert's Overview of the Corps, 1848
In his annual report the next year, Colonel Abert supplemented his praise for the accomplishments of his corps with new
project recommendations. The senior topog first pointed out that
two-thirds of the officers of the corps served actively in the field
during the Mexican War, that two Topographical Engineers died as
a result ofwounds (Blake and Williams), that several had returned
from Mexico either with wounds or sick from fatigue and exposure. The reports of the commanding generals, he proudly noted,
often complimented the Topographical Engineers for their services. Abert particularly cited four members of his branch-Joseph
E. Johnston, George W. Hughes, William H. Emory, and William
H. Warner. No mention, however, was made of John C. Fremont.
In praising Johnston for his leadership of troops, Abert wrote, "in
that capacity Uohnston] acquired great reputation for the skill he
displayed in the ddll and discipline of the regiment, and for his
gallantry in command on several important occasions." 13
The report also lauded the other three officers. Hughes was
cited for his services as commander and military governor; Emory,
for his heroic duty with Kearny and also for providing important
geographical knowledge; and Warner, for his service with Kearny
and his many important surveys in California. '1 have named these
four officers," Abert added,
because they were so fortunate as to obtain positions and exercise commands independent of and separate from their proper corps' function,
Repon of the Secretary of War, Sen. Exec. Doc. I, pp. 666-67.
Report of the Secretary of War, House Exec. Doc. 1, pp. 324-25. A copy of
this report is reproduced in Appendix C.
12

13
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exhibiting the versatility of talent in the corps. and its ability to fulfill any
military duties which it may be found necessary or proper to assign to il. 11
Abert then moved briefly to the important geographical conu·ibutions made by the Topographical Engineers in the field during
the war. H e pointed out that the observations and reconnaissances
made by the corps while operating with the armies in Mexico were
being compiled in a map. Emory's report, a map of Kearny's
march from the Missouri to the Pacific, maps of engagements, and
Lieutenant Abert's report and map of New Mexico were also in
progress. These two reports, Abert noted, added much to the geographical knowledge of that region of the world and furnished
civil, military, and commercial information for future usc. 15
Abert pointed out that the lack of adequate geographic and topographic information had posed special problems for the Army at
the beginning of the war, and he argued that it was best to collect
this type of information in peacetime. He stressed that accurate geographical and topographical knowledge of a country were particularly essemial to military operations. "They are the eyes of the commanding general," the chief topog1·apher wrote, and "With these
he can see the country, and can know how to direct and combine
all his movements or marches, whether offensive or defensive, and
without them he is literally groping in the dark, incapable of plans
for his own operations, or of anticipating those of an enemy." Some
of the most important movemenL<; and operations, he added, were
governed by reconnaissances, usually well out in front of the advancing army. Abert wem on to state that the Topographical Engineers were charged with collecti ng geographic and topographic information, and that could be best done in time of peace. 16
Abert concluded with a list of recommended projects. The period of the Mexican War reconnaissances led to a significant number of explorations; these he suggested should lead to the undertaking of civil and military construction projects in the West. He
considered further exploration of the Red River ver·y important to
opening that river to navigation. A necessary measure, he suggested, entailed building a series of forts along the river in order to
provide an artery through Comanche country. In order to facilia.
IS
th

Ibid., p. 325.
Ibid.
Ibid., pp. 325-26.
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tate the defense of the New Mexico frontier, he further pointed
out the need to tie in a military road to the navigable waters of the
Red River. As a result a transportation link could be established to
the Rio Grande . Exploitation of the region 's agricultural and mineral resources would follow. The colonel did not hesitate to add
that "These distant military posts and military roads are the pioneers of civilization and wealth." 17

Epilogue
The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was signed on 2 February
1848. The treaty provided for Mexican recognition of the Rio
Grande border with Texas, the cession of California and New Mexico, American payment of $15 million to Mexico, and the American government's assumption of claims made by its citizens against
Mexico. The United States acquired 529,017 square miles of territory. Polk concurred and the Senate ratifie d the treaty on 10
March. Despite more problems among the Mexican leadership,
the t\vo governments exchanged ratifications on 30 May. On 12
June American occupation troops departed Mexico City, and on 1
August the last American soldiers boarded their transport in the
harbor ofVera Cruz to sai l home. 18
In 1848 the War Department established military departments in
the newly acquired western lands. During the years bet\veen the Mexican War and the Civil War, the Topographical Engineers became a
principal arm of the federal government in explodng and developing the West, in addition to its usual civi l works roles improving rivers
and harbors, building roads, and constructing lighthouses. 19
The topogs also adjusted to peacetime routines. After the ratification of the peace treaty and the u·oops returned to the United
States, the Army went through the usual reductions in personnel
and funds. By the end of 1848 the Army had reverted to a peacetime strength smaller than the 10,000 authorized in 1815, with

Ibid., p. 327.
Bauer, The Mexican Wm; pp. 384-85, 388. 396.
19 Beers, "History of the Topographical Engineers, .. pp. 349- 51. For accounts
of the explorations perfot·mcd by Topographical Engineers after the Mexican
War, see Goetzmann, Army 1\xploration.
17
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units also returning to peace strength. Although the Army retained
a higher proportion of officers to en listed men than in the prewar
years, the officers breveted to captains, majors, and colonels during
the war reverted to their prewar grades. Active duty promotions in
the Army, and particularly the small Corps of Topographical Engineers (the au thorized strength remained unchanged at 36 officers
between 1838 and I 861), returned to its usual agonizingly slow
pace with officers advancing in grade based on a system of seniority.
Promotions were limited to vacancies created by death, retirement,
resignation, disability, or incompetency. Officers joining the corps
as a second lieutenant could look forward to at least two promotions within 14 years, hardly a d<v.zling prospect w the ambitious.
None of the six field grade officers appointed in 1838 (Abert, Kearney, Long, Bache, Turnbull, and J ames Graham) resigned, retired,
transferred, or received a promotion before the summer of 1861.
One officer 's promotion to the vacancy created by M~or Turnbull's
death in 1857 represented the only change to this small but key
group in over twenty-three years.2<l
Such grim promotion prospects or other personal matters
caused several topogs to leave the Army or transfer to other
branches. Between 1848 and 1856 seven members of the corps resign ed from the Army and two transferred to another branch.
After his resignation in 1851, Hug hes entered the railroad business. The loss of J ohnston and Emory, who went to the two new
cavalry regiments in L855, deprived Abert of two of his most able
captains at a critical time in the corps' histor y. Significantly, several
of these resignations and transfers left gaps in the ran ks of the Topographical Engineers that were never really filled, another symptom of the decline of the bureau and the corps during that
decade. It is also interesting to note that five of the resignations occurred during j efferson Davis' fou r year tenure as the Secretary of
War (1853-1857). II is rigid attitude on granting leaves of absence,
which allowed officers time off for up to eighteen months to han-

:tO Brevet rank was ncarl)' always honorar), bC'ing effective only when the officer holding a brevet sC'rvcd on a coun-manial or detached LO another corps.
Ryan, TofJOgraphicaiiJureau Administmlivt• lfiiiOI)', pp. 207-10.
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die urgent private business or important personal affairs, most
likely prompted Hardcastle and Peck to resign. 21
Those who stayed on as topogs endured low pay, hard and dangerous work, and family separations. By the end of 1856 there were
thirty-five topogs still on the rolls, and the number grew to fortyfive in 1861. These trained and talented engineers could have easily switched over to tl1e more lucrative engineering opportunities
in civilian fields. A strong esprit de corps and a preference to be a
member of a small elite branch appears to explain the unusually
high retention rate of topogs returning from Mexican War service.
George Derby, despite his reputation as a humorist poking fun at
the military, perhaps best summed up the major reasons for the topogs to stay in the Army:
... the faithful discharge of these [topographical] duties required the utmost fam iliarity with the higher and more abstruse branches of science,
and the ... officer engaged in them has the satisfactioo of knowing that
he is doing something useful for his country, and that his exertions are
appreciated by his counu·ymen. 22

The work of a corps of fewer than fo r ty officers between the
Mexican and Civil Wars now appears impressive. These scientistso ldiers achieved the outpouring of accurate and professional
maps, the exact delineation of international bounda1ies, the construction of civil and military works, and a vast accumulation of additional scientific knowledge. The railroad surveys in the 1850s
showed the feasibility of spanning the continent nearly a decade
before actual construction began.
These achievements were matched by remarkable individual
careers. Fremont, of course, resigned, although he did lead a private expedition to the West in 1848, developed interests in California, ran unsuccessfully as the first Republican candidate for the
presidency in 1856, and returned to the Army as a major general
2 1 Those who resigned included Fremont (1848), Swift (1849), Hughes
(1851), Webster (1854), Peck (1855), Hardcastle (1856), and George W. Ross
(cmered 1852 and resigned 1856); Scammon was dismissed in 1856. Ryan, Tofx>gmphical Bureau Administrative History, pp. 214, 219-20; Official Army RegisLcr for
1856, Adj. Gen. Off., WashingLon, 1856, p. 9; Beers, "Hislory of the Topographical Engineers," p. 291.
22 George \V. Derby, "'Topographical Engineers," The Squibob Pafms (New York:
1865) , p. 229, quoLcd in Ryan, Topogmplaical B·ureau Administmlive History, p. 221;
also see Ryan, pp. 220-21; Official Army RegisLer for 1856, p. 9; Official Army
RegisLer for 1861, A<.\j. Gen. Off., Washington. 1861, p. 10.
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during the Civil War. Because the promotion outlook appeared
poor, both Emory and J ohnston transferred to the Cavalry in 1855
because of better opportunities for advancement. Topogs like
I Iughes, Hardcastle, Abert, and Peck went into business or academic life. Illnesses caused the deaths of a few more including
Derby and John McClellan. The massacre of rwo topogs by Indians
underscored the dangers of the frontier. Pit River Indians attacked
and killed Captain William H . Warner near Goose Lake in northeastern California in 1849. Four years later Ute Indians killed Lieutenant Jo hn W. Gunnison near the Sevier River in Utah. 23
During the 1830s and 1840s the Secretaries of War allowed
Abert considerable leeway in running his bureau as he chose. His
influence reached its peak during Presidentjohn T yler's administration (1841-1845), and his suggestions to the Secretaries of War
were often treated like commands. During the Polk administration, however, these close and friendly relations lessened. Abert's
difficulties with Polk and Secretary of War Marcy esse ntially
stemmed from politics. The President and the Secretary of War
harbored suspicions that several bureau chiefs, including Abert,
were politically opposed to the admin istration. The President resented the chief topographer's opposition to his views regarding a
rivers and harbors bill in 1846. Polk also omitted Abert's name
from a long list of nominees for brevets for Mexican War service.24
By the 1850s the existence of a separate military engineering
corps became tenuous. Although the topogs remained active, the
Topographical Bureau began to decline after 1852. Relations between Colonel Abert and Secre tar y of War Charles Conrad
(1850-1853) took a turn for the worse in 1852, when Conrad accused
Abert of violating his orders by revealing the identity of the person
who was to head the Office of Tennessee River Improvements to a
congressman who had a '~tal interest. Later Conrad accepted Abert's
apology, but this and other disputes left relations between the two
men permanently strained. When Jefferson Davis took over the War
Department the following year, he increasingly questioned the exis-

:!' Nine brc\'Ct second lieutenants entered the corps in 1861. Official Arm)•
Register for 1861, p. 10; Beers, "History of the Topographical Engineers,~ pp.
349-51. For more on the Warner and Gunnison expeditions see Goctzmann ,
t\nny H:.ploration, pp. 253, 285.
~ 1 Rran, TopografJhir(l/13ure(lu Admini~lmtiiJI' lli.IIQry, pp. 299-302.
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tence of a separate cor-ps and administrative bureau and did not see
the need to retain a separate engineering corps.25
Control over duties the Topographical Bureau had done in the
past began to slip away. Other science-orienrted federal agencies
were being established, and they began to assume some of the duties of the Corps of Topographical Engineers. The existence of the
Smithsonian Institution, the Naval Observatory, the Office of the
U.S. Coast Survey, and the establishment of the Pacific Wagon
Road Office in the Department of the Interior reduced the services of the topogs from the levels called for in the previous two
decades. Historian William H. Goetzmann notes that the prestige
of the corps began to wane by 1855, in part because of the removal
of proper functions from the corps plus some suspicion of sectional bias associated with the corps' evaluation of the Pacific Railroad Survey. Even though topogs carried out the famous Pacific
railroad surveys and many other western explorations, control of
these operations were later vested in an Office of Exploration and
Survey under the direct control of the Secretary of War. The Corps
of Engineers also began again to take over responsibilities for a
portion of the river and harbor improvements work.26
As Colonel Abert's leadership abilities declined with age and
failing health, so did the fortunes of the Corps of Topographical
Engineers. In 186l,just three days before the firing on Fort Sumter,
the old colonel retired because of physical disability. Major Hartman Bache and Colonel Stephen Long served as heads of the corps
until 1863. The 45 topogs on the rolls in 1861 dropped to 32 a year
later: 8 resigned from the Army to join the Confederacy, 4 including Abert retired, and one (Derby) died. Of th e 32 remaining officers of the corps, 10 were on detached duty with U.S. Volunteer
units. Not only did the bureau experience a shortage of officers,
but the War Department gradually assigned more topogs to other
organizations. With it<; civil wor·ks generally suspended, with only a
small civilian work force, with most of its officers on duty elsewhere,
and with no enlisted men at all, the Topographical Bureau spent
most of its wartime duties running its office and waiting for its
demise. On 3 March 1863, Congress approved "An Act to promote
the efficiency of th e Corps of Engineers," which abolished the

25
26

Ibid., pp. 301-04. 342-43
Ibid., pp. 342-43; Goetzmann, Army Exflloration, pp. 341-42.
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Corps of Topographical Engineers as a distinct branch of the Army
and merged it with the Corps of Enginee,·s. Its functions have remained a responsibility of the Corps of Engineers ever since.27
The Corps of Topographical Engineers remained a separate
branch of the Army until 1863, primarily because of the ability of
its chief, Colonel john Abert. He proved a good soldier, an able engineer, and an excellent administrator. Strictly military duties took
up little of the Topographical Engineers' time or energy, with the
result the corps served as a major scientific agency of the federal
government for nearly twenty years. If the functions of this scientific corps did not appear all that essential to the War Department,
the topogs certainly proved their worth to a young nation desperately short of trained engineers but anxious for results that only
skilled engineers could provide.2s
Was there then a need for a separate Corps of Topographical Engineers? The answer may be found in the years between 1815 and
1850 when tl1e Corps of Engineers concentrated considerable effort
on the construction of a system of coastal fortifications and continued to work on this system until 1861. Had the Topographical Engineers returned to the Corps of Engineers in 1838, building these
fortifications most likely would have remained a primary function of
topographical officers. That, however, did not happen. Colonel
Abert was given an opportunity to take full advantage of the unique
functions and skills of a small specialized corps. Dul'ing the period
of the Mexican War, he effectively guided his officers in their attempts to glean vast amounts of new geographic information.29
As noted, the officers who returned from the Mexican War
went on to greater accomplishments in western exp loration and in
their respective military careers. Most significantly, several of these
officers played a major role in the outcome of the Civil War. The

27
Beer~. ~History of Lhe Topographical Enginee1·s," p. 352; Goetzmann, Army
Exploration, pp. 432-33; Burr, "Historical Sketch," Ocrosional Papers, p. 43. Colonel
Abcn died in 1863; his military service spanned a fifty-year period. AfJfJ/eton's Cyclcpaedia, I, p. 8; National Cyclopaedia of American Biogl'(lphy, rv, p. 383; DAB, Xl, pp.
2-3. For a more detailed account of the Topographical Corps' last two years see
Ryan, Topographical Bureau Administrative History, pp. 317-38.
28
Ryan, Topographical Bureau Administrative History, pp. 341-42.
29
Ryan, Topographical Bureau AdministrativP Histor)', pp. 342-44. For additional
information on the fortification program see Moore, The Fortifications Board

1816-1828.
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E:>:GI:->EERS APPOI;\.IFO Gt.;>;FRAIS
(C.S.A .• V<>Ll XI u:RS, BRE\'ETS) I:>: n tE CIVIl WAR

TABLE 2-TOJ>OGRAI'III(.,\1.
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Jomwry 1861
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llall111311 Bache . . . . . . . . . . . .

llighe~ol

Cillil\\iu am/ U[Piime Uank
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'I hom<~!> J. Cram 1 • _ • • • • • • • • •
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Andre" A. llumphrcrs ..... .
Ccorgt• G. Meade 1 • • • • • • • • • •
John Pope 1 • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •
William F. Raynolcls ........ .
Mallin I.. Smith I . . . • . . . . . . .
William F. Smith ........... .
Gcmge Thorn 1 • • • • • • • • • • • • •
Amici W. Whipple ......... .
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~1aj.
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Engineers, 1866)
~lllj . Gen. (Brig. Gen. Vols. 1861 ; Maj. C:cn. Vob, 1862;
Brig. Gt·n. U.S.A., 1863; Maj. Gen. U.S.A., 1864)
~hy. Cen. (Vols, 1862; Brig. Gen. l J.S.A., 1862; brevet
M<!j. Gen., 1865)
Illig. Gen. (brevet, 1865)
M;y. Gen .. C.S.A.
Maj. Gen. (brc\'CIS. 1865)
Brig. Gen. (brevet, 1865)
Maj. Gen. (bre,·ets, 1863: died, 1863)
Brig. Gen. (brevet, 1865)
~l<y .

Fmtl.uult'TWII/s

I fenq L Abbot ........... .
Nathaniel Michler ......... .
John G. Parke .. ....... .... .
Orlando F. Poe ............ .
Gouve1 neur K. Warren ..... .

Maj. Gen. (brevet Brig. Gen. Vol~. 1864: brevet Brig. Gen.,
1865: brevet Maj. Gen. Vols, 1865)
Brig. Gen. (brevet, 1865)
Maj. Gen. ( Brig. Gen. Vols, 1862; brcvN M:y. Gen., 1865)
Brig. Gen. (Vols, 1862: brc,•c t, 1865)
M;y. Gen. (Maj. Gen. Vols, 1863; br<·vel Maj. Gen .. 1865)

llm•tl Srro11d l..intlnumts
Jame~

H. Wilson. . . . . . . . . . . .

Frmm-r Topographical Enginm"S
William II. Emory • ........ .
John C. Fremont 1 ••••••••••
.Joseph E. johnston 1•••••••••
Eliakim P. Scammon I . . . • • . .
.Josq>h 0 . Webster 1 • • • • • • • • •
Thoma$ J. Wood 1 • • • • • • • • • • •
1 \f~\lc.tn

Maj. Gen. (brc,ets, 1865)

"'"ti·

Gen. (Brig. Gen. Vols, 1862: ~taj. Gen. Vols, 1865;
brC\eb, 1865)
Maj. Gen. (Maj. Gen., 1861)
Gen., C.S.A.
13rig. Gen. (Vols, 1862)
13rig. Gen. (Vols, 1862)
M:.y. Gen. (Brig. Gen. Vob. 1861: Maj. Gen. Vols, 1865;
bre\'t'l\, 1865)

\\.u- ~ni~.
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list of those who achieved the rank of general (Regular Army, Volunteers, and brevet promotions) is impressive: George G. Meade,
John Pope, Joseph E. johnston, William B. Franklin, William H.
Emory, John C. Fremont, Martin L. Smith, Thomas J. Wood, Eliakim P. Scammon, George Thorn, T homas ]. Cram, and joseph D.
Webster. T hese twelve officers represented approximately 25 percent of the total strength of the Corps of Topographical Engineers
during the Mexican War. During the war a total of twenty-four officers who had served at one time or another in the Topographical
Engineers were promoted to generals, an impressive number considering that the corps had forty-five officers in 1861. 30
The traditions of the Corps of Topographical Engineers are
maintained today in the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. The corps
continues to pionee r tec h nological ad\'ances in map maki ng
through its Army Engineer Topographic Laboratory, and some Engineer topographers currently carry on their mapping responsibilities as part of the Department of Defense Mapping Agency. Army
topographic battalions, separate companies, and other specialized
detachments directly support field commands in the United States
and overseas.
In World War I the Army produced more than nine million
copies of maps. In World War II , the Army Map Service, a direct
descendent of the old Topographical Bureau, produced over 500
million copies of 40,000 differen t maps. Large numbers of maps
and other topographic services were p rovided dut·ing the Korean
and Vietnam wars. Army topographers have cooperated with the
U.S. Geological Survey, the federal agency responsible for preparing detailed topographic and geologic maps of the United States
and its territories.3t
Following treaty agreements, t11e Corps of Engineers' topographers have assisted foreign governments' map making efforts. Taking to the field and operating under conditions not unlike the Topographical Engineers a century earlier, Army topographers have
~ Coevmann, Arm)' r:xploratio11, p. 433. I.btings of the Topographical Engi·
neers who M'ncd in the :-.lexican War. their breveLS received during that war, and
ranks of those who scn·cd in the Ch·il \\'ar may be found in Burr, ~Historical
Sketch," pp. 41-43; Cadmus Wilcox, Histor)' of the Afexican War (Washington. D.C.:
Church Nt·ws Publishing Co., 1892), p. 615.
1
, Pamphlet, Army Map Snvicc (Washington, D.C.: Gov<'rnmcnt Printing 01~
liCl' , 1968). p. 22.
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participated in the Inter-Americas Geodetic Survey in mapping
Latin America. Other Army topographers mapped counu·ies under
the most grueling conditions. Reminiscent of Emory's reconnai~
sance of the Southwest, Army topographers of the 64th Engineer
Battalion (Base Topographic) in the 1960s surveyed such diverse
areas as Libya, Ethiopia, and Iran and the tropical jungles of Liberia.
The topogs who served during and following the Mexican War
left a remarkable legacy. They aided in winning the war. They made
useful up-to-date maps and reports which helped to accelerate the
movement of people to the West. They improved young America's
navigation and transportation system, thereby opening markets and
raising the output of goods and services. What is amazing is that all
of these remarkable achievements were done by an organization
which by the end of 1847 consisted of only forty-three officers.

APPENDIXES

APPENDIX A

Report of Captain Hughes of
Wool's March Into Mexico
INTRODUCTION

Immediately after the breaking ou r of hosti lities with the republic of
Mexico, the government of the United States, for the purpose of bringing
the war to a speedy conclusion by "conquering a peace'' from the enemy,
determined to invade her adjacenl territories in several directions; and,
simullaneously with the movement of General Taylor into Tamaulipas
and New Leon from the lower Rio Grande, and of General Kearny into
New Mexico and California, General Wool was directed to organize an expedition against the State of Chihuahua.
These conjoined movements were well devised, if it were the intentio n
simply to reduce and to occupy the northern portion of Mexico from the
Rio Grande to the Sierra Madre until a peace, on reasonable terms, could
be secured; but if the ultimate object was to penetrate to the enemy's capital by the divisions of Taylor and Wool, it was extremely ill-advised; as,
first, the forces were too widely separated for mutual support, and too
weak for each to advance far as an independent corps. Second, the bases
were too remote from the supplies, and the lines of operatio n much too
long. The distance from San Antonio to the city of Mexico, by the way of
Chihuahua, over any known route practicable for an army carrying with it
artillery and munitions of war, cannot be less than two thousand miles,
and from Camarago, on the Rio Grande, about eight hundred miles,
being considerably longer than Napoleon's line of operation from his depots to Moscow. Beside this, the country to be traversed presented difficulties of no ordinary nature to an invading army, being for long distances
destitute of water and subsistence-in fact, mere desert wastes. In both
cases the communications must have been abandoned, thus violating one
of the first principles of war, unless forced to it by a stern necessity.
It is fair, however, to presume that it was not the policy of government
to attack the city of Mexico from the Rio Grande, althoug h , at the time, it
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seemed to be contemplated in public opinion . Be this as it may, the occupation of the northern provinces was most fortunate, and exercised an
important influence, in every respect, upon the glorious campaign
which, commencing with the reduction ofVera Cruz, terminated with the
capture of the Mexican capital and the restoration of peace.
The division under General Wool was concentrated at San Antonio de
Bexar, in Texas, and consisted of one battery of field artillery of six guns,
to which were added two small pieces captured from the Mexicans by the
Texans, and manned with volunteers;* one squadron of first and one
squadron of second dragoons; one regiment of Arkansas horse; three
companies of sixth infantry, with which was incorporated one independent company of Kentucky foot and two regiments of Illinois infantry;
making in all about three thousand four hundred men. To this corps was
also attached the usual allowance of officers of the general staff and of
the staff corps. The battery had marched from Carlisle barracks, Pennsylvania, nearly the whole distance by land; the first dragoons, Arkansas
mounted men, and sixth infantry, from posts in Arkansas; and the Illinois
volunteers from Lavaca, Texas, by land. These different commands reach
San Antonio in excellent condition in the month of August, l 846. the
squadron of second dragoons has been stationed for some months in the
vicinity of the town.
It is clue to General Wool to say, that with great indusu·y, and that administrative capacity for which he is justly distinguished, he soon organized this almost chaotic mass into an efficient and well-drilled army, and
had made preparations, within a few months, for supplying it with all the
necessaries for a long campaign, in a counu·y but little understood. The efforts to effect this were almost herculean, (requiring infinite labor and
knowledge of a peculiar character, not always attendant upon eminent
military or tactical ability,) and can be fully appreciated only by those familiar with the subject, and with the difficulties encountered; especially
when a long interval of peace had left us nearly destitute of many of the essential materials ofwar. It is true that in these exertions the commanding
gene1·al was ably seconded by intelligent, energetic, and experienced officers of the general staff, and of the quanermaster's and subsistence departments, and great credit was reflected upon aU for the sagacity with
which our wants were anticipated, and the promptitude with which they
were supplied; and probably no better appointed umy ever took the field.
As has been already intimated, the region of country to be traversed
was almost entirely unknown. The jealousy of the Spaniards, and indolence of the Mexicans, has prevented the publication of maps based upon
reliable autho1ity, and, owing to the excursions of the savage tribes, the
*Those guns were lost at Buena Vista and retaken at Contreras.
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present race of Mexicans were but imperfectly acquainted with it, and
therefore but little information could be procured from them, except in
relation to the ordinary routes between their -.illages; in consequence of
which, we were almost literally compelled to grope ow way, and, like a
!>hip at sea, to determine our positions by astronomical observations, and
topographical parties were usually kept in advance to ascertain the
lengths of the daily marches, the most advantageous places for encampments and supplies of water, fuel and forage. In this war we have been
able to collect a vast amount of geographical information, which may
prove useful and interesting.
Some years before, a Mr. Connolly conveyed a wagon train, on a trading expedition, from red river to Chihuahua, passing considerably to the
north of San Antonio, and crossing the Puerco* river not far from the
mouth of the Conchos, above the first caiion of the Rio Grande; but no
connection had ever been established with that trail from San Antonio,
and it was doubtful whether a pass for that purpose could be found
through the mountains.
Captain (afterwards General) Z. M. Pike stated in his narrative that a
road formerly existed between Chihuahua and San Antonio via Presidio de
Rio Grande, and that Yt:. St. Croix, viceroy of Peru. took this road (through
the Bolson Mappimi) in 1778, on his way from Chihuahua, Coquilla, Allares and Texas. This route has long since been abandoned on account of
the excursions of the Indians. and no one could be found who had ever
passed over it, or who even possessed any traditionar)' knowledge of it. Its
practicabili[y, therefore, for an army with artillery, infantr}' and wagons, was
exu·emely problematical. Soon after reaching San Antonio l proposed (see
appendix) to reconnoiu·e the different routes; but the want of sufficielll escorts, and the exigencies of the service, I suppose, prevented it.
On arriving at Presidio Rio Grande it was pretty satisfactorily ascertained, from all that we could learn, that Santa Rosa, at the foot of a
range of the Sierra Madre, was necessarily a point in our ma1·ch, the direct San Fernando route, through the Bolson Mappimi, having been
abandoned as surrounded with too many uncertainties. From thence it
was said there were three practicable routes, either of which might be selected, ,·iz: by the headwater!> of the Sabinas river, through San Carlos and
Alamo, by Cuatro Cinegas, Santa Catarina and Santa Rosalia; or by Monclova and Parras. It was discovered, on further investigation, that the first
route, being simply a rough mule track, for long distances absolutely destitute of both water and subsistence, would not answer the purpose.
Whether the second was more favorable could not be determined, except
by information to be obtained at Monclova and by aCLual reconnaissance,
*Properly the· l't·cos rh·er: i1

j,

called both on thl·

map~.

h hlb it~ ri;,t· beyond Sama F<·.
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and during the protracted halt at that place (induced by the Monterey
armistice) General Wool instructed me to make the examinations necessary to solve the question, which resulted in the strong conviction of its
impracticability. (See memoir of a reconnaissance to Cuatro Cienegas.)
These various explorations strengthened the previous impression that
to reach Chihuahua it would be necessary to march by Parras, situated on
the main road from Saltillo to that city. Parras was a strategic point of
some importance, and fortunately, as it regarded future operations, General Wool determined to take it in his route. From that position he would
be able easily to reach his originaJ destination-to move on Durango or
Zacatecas, or to form a junction with the army under General Taylor, as
policy or necessity might dictate.
It was satisfactorily ascertained, on reaching Parras, that no further
physicaJ difficulties, except those merely of distance, remained to be surmounted, but that the large portion of the enemy's force, which had assembled for the defense of the threatened province, had been withdrawn
for the purpose of strengthening the main army at San Luis Potosi, and
that, therefore, the necessity of marching the whole division further in that
direction no longer existed, leaving it free to act as circumstances might require. In the mean while news was received that Santa Anna, in the hope,
by the rapidity of his movement, of overwhelming General Worth, who
with a single brigade was occupying Saltillo, before he could be reinforced,
had suddenly put his whole army in motion. In consequence of this information General Wool marched for Saltillo, and succeeded in uniting with
General Butler (who had hastened up from Monterey) and with General
Worth. And thus terminated the expedition destined for Chihuahua-the
division being subsequently merged into the main army of occupation.
Santa Anna finding that he could not deceive the vigilance of General
Worth, and that the American troops thus concentrated were to su·ong
for him to attack with any prospect of success, returned to San Luis Potosi
to bide his time. On the '1-vithdrawal, soon afterwards, of a considerable
portion of the "army of occupation" for the expedition to Vera Cruz, he
again moved on Saltillo, but did not reach it. The fatal pass of Buena Vista
intervened, and in the bloody and glorious battle well did the "army of
Chihuahua" perform its duty.*

*This movement has sometimt:S been sneeringly atlled "VVon.h 's stampede," and I lhink it
but an act of'justice to that distinguished soldier, and to the truth of history, to say that, in a
long and free conversation with General Santa Anna, at his hacienda of Encero, near Jalapa,
in reply to a question from me, he said lhat it had not only beC':n his intention to attack
Saltillo at lhat time, but t11at a large portion of his army had left San Luis Potosi for lhat purpose, and was only recalled when it was ascertained that General Wort11 had made himself acquainted wilh the movement, and by his rapidity of action had procured a concentration of
force to an t:xtent beyond his (Santa Anna's) anticipation. He funher statecl lhat, knowing
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The following memoi1~ descriptive of the march of the column under
General Wool from San Antonio to Saltillo, was written from time to time
as leisure or circumstances would permit, in the midst of arduous duties
and the difficulties incident to an active campaign; for even when the
army was at a halt, the topographical engineers were busily engaged in reconnoitering the country for considerable distances, sometimes eighty
miles from the camp. Very few changes in, or additions to, the original papers, have been made, which as fast as written were laid before the commanding general, and copies transmitted to the Topographical Bureau.
The reconnaissances during the march were principally made by
Lieutenant Sitgreaves and myself, and the astronomical observations by
Lieutenant Franklin. Lieutenant Bryan was for a short time attached to
the personal staff of the commanding general, and was subsequently assigned to the command of a volunteer section of artillery connected with
Captain Washington's battery.
Mr. Josiah Gregg, the au thor of "The Commerce of t he Prairies, " well
known for his scientific attainments, accompanied the Arkansas cavalry,
and frequently observed in company with Lieutenant Franklin. At my request, he furnished me with an interesting description of the march of
the command to which he was attached from its rendezvous, on Red river,
to San Antonio, which is appended to the following memoir.
The instructions from the Topographical Bureau, under which I
acted, were not only general, but very minute in their character, requiring me, independently of such duties as might be assigned by the commanding general, to collect information in reference to the habits and
disposition of the people, the geography, natural history, resources, military strength, statistics, and political history of the countries through
which we might march; and I only regret that these important duties have
not been more satisfact01;1y performed.

hi~ own force was but badly provided, and would be greatly exhausted by the long desert
whkh intervened between him and Saltillo, he did not think it safe to encounter the veteran
troops of the United States army; and that he would not subsequently have attacked General
Taylor. as he was aware that he fought to great disadvantage, but for the fact that his (Taylor's) division was composed mainly of new levies, who, he supposed. would scarcely stand his
first demonstration.
General Santa Anna explained his policy to me, and said that from the fact of a reconnaissance having been made from Parras in the direction of Durango and Zacatecas, by
order of General Wool, he was led to suppose tl1at that general would move on Zacatecas as
the advance of the American army, and that he had been informed General Wool was actu·
ally on his march in that direction; and therefore his calculation '""dS tO defeat us in detailfirst crushing Worth, then beating Butler, when Wool, "~th his snmll column, would be compie tel}' cut ofr. This wcll-<le1~sed scheme, however, was fortunately frustrated by the vigilance
of General Worth, who kept himself well informed of the mo1•emenL~ of his skilful antagonist.
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MEMOIR
TOPOGRAPIII(:J\l. B URf.AU,
Washington,Janumy 20, 1849.
To Coloncl.J. J. ABERT,

Chief of TfJpografJhical Hngineers:
SIR: In compliance with a resolution of the Senate of the 8th August, 1848,
I have t.he honor to submit the following descriptive memoir of the march of
a division of the United States army under the command of Brigadier General john E. Wool, accompanied by the astronomical determinations of latitude and longitude of the most important points on tl1c line of march.
On the 29th of August, 1846, the United States steamer transport
john L. Day, on board of which the topographical party under my command were passengers, entered the bay of Matagorda (after a stormy voyage of four days from New Orleans) by the pass Cavallo, in which we
found eight feet water,* and the next morning at high tide reached the
town of Lavaca, in Texas, which has been selected as the depot of supplies
for General Wool's division, destined for the invasion of Chihuahua.
The next day (the 31st) I left, accompanied by First Lieutenant L. Sitgreaves, topographical engineers, for San Antonio, by the Goliad road, on
the San Antonio river, ( 1) the two other officers of the corps, Lieutenants
Franklin and Bryan, having remained behind for the purpose of making
astronomical observations, with directions, after that dury was completed,
to proceed to San Antonio, via the Gonzales road, on the left bank of the
Rio Guadalupe, sketching in the topographical features of the country,
and determining the position of the most important points on the route.
From the want of adequate transportation for the delicate astronomical instruments, a portion of these instructions were not executed.
We reached San Antonio on the 6th September, and there found the
headquarters established, and nearly all the troops belonging to the expedition concenu·ated in the vicinity of that health}' and beautiful town. In a
few days afterwards we were joined by Lieutenants Franklin and Bryan.
(For a description of the two roads leading from Port Lavaca to San
Arnonio de Bexar see appendix, A and B.)
The town of San Antonio is supposed to contain about two thousand
inhabitants, mostly Mexicans; the greater part of the males arc agriculturists and herdsmen, so far as they have any occupation. It has no manufacture~. and but few mechanics-such as carpenters, masons, tailors, shoemakers, and blacksmiths.

•.\ccording to a sune\ 'ina· made b\ Captain Mackay, topographocal t•nginecos. there
feet \\'ater on the bar at cxtn·mc lcm water: the tidl· ri~·~ onh ,jx inc he,.
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The town (see special map) is built on both sides of the river of the
same name, and is bounded on the west by the San Pedro: the principal
part of the town, however, lies in a horse-shoe bend on the west bank of
the river, and its streets are washed by its waters running rapidly through
them. It is about five miles from the source of the river, in latitude 29°26'*
and longitude 98°50' west of Greenwich. (The longitude has not yet been
precisely determined, and we are waiting, for this purpose, to make further observations on the satellites of Jupiter, which we hope to accomplish to-night.)
The buildings belonging to the government in the town might be
convenienlly convened into hospitals and barracks fo r· a considerable
force. The Alamo, on the left bank of the river, if placed in a suitable state
of repair, would accommodate a regiment, and might at the same time be
rendered a strong defensive work, well supplied with water.
As a frontier post, it may be regarded as one of some importance.
About one mile east of the Alamo is a strong tower, twenty-one feet square
at base, Ll1irty feet high, sixteen feet square at top, three stol"ies high , with
a look-out on top. lt is built of stone, the walls three feet thick, with three
loop-holes on each side. It is not arched. The entrance is from the east.
Within a short distance of it stands another building, eighteen feet square
at base, twelve feet high, and with a groined arch; the walls are three feet
thick-the entrance from the west: it was obviously a magazine. The two
buildings are defended on the southeast angle by a bastion with two long
curtains enclosing the buildings on two sides. The advance works are of
earth, and consist of a deep ditch and parapet. Between these works and
the building was a well, now partially closed with rubbish.
Most of the land in the vicinity of San Antonio was formerly, and
much of it still is, irrigated from the river an the San Pedro. lt may, howevet~ well be questioned whether this operation is not injurious rather
than beneficial to the lands, for the soil being highly calcareous, and the
water being nearly saturated with Ll1e same substance, too much carbonate of lime must, in the course of years, be deposited in the fields. The
remedy for this excess may be found in deep ploughing, following in the
rotation of crops. The country bears evidence of having been at one period in a high state of cultivation and fertility, supporting a large and concentrated population, who in time of danger sought refuge in the town
and in the missions of L11e Alamo, Concepcion, Sanjuan Espada, and San jose
monastic fortresses, whose stately and melancholy ruins attest their former magnificence and grandeur.
It is stated, on the authority of the sur veyor of Bexar county, that within
the limi ts of our map nearly two thousand acres of land are now in corn,
•The position of our camp is latitude 29°26'53".
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yielding on an average about thirty bushels to the acre-sixty thousand
bushels; but this is probably an over-estimate. Corn usually sells at 50 cents
per bushel: it is now bringing $1.25, or rather mo1·e. For a great distance
around San Antonio the grazing is excellent, and herds of cattle abundant.
In orclinary times a good, well-broken ox is worth $25; for beef, about $9;
or a cow and calf, about $13; at present the prices are much higher. The
cattle are of the old Spanish breed-the oxen large, with immense horns;
rapid walkers, and su·ong. They are fed exclusively or herbage and fodder:
they keep easily, and made good beef. The cows are bad milkers, but might
be easily improved by a cross on tl1e Durham or Devon.
The county of Bexar contains about four thousand inhabitants, including Castroville. Its territorial limits extend to the Rio Grande.
According to the authority before mentioned, there are this year
nearly eight hundred acres of corn growing on the Leona creek, averaging about thirty-five bushels per acre-twenty-eight thousand bushels.
While the lands are rich in this region, the demand heretofore for agricultural productions has been so limited that there has been but little inducement to grow more grain than would suffice for ilie wants of ilie permanent population.
The San Antonio river has its source in a large spring, five miles north
of the town, and, as far as our map extends, flows nearly due souili. It becomes almost at once, in gushing from the rocks, a noble river, clear, full,
and rapid in its course. For ilie first ten miles it rarely exceeds one hundred feet in widili, and from three to six feet in depth. Th e principal
fords below the infantry camp are at the rown of San Antonio and at a
short distance below the mission of Conception. The former is good and
practicable for artillery: the later is not so good, tl1e water being not less
ilian four feet deep, with a very rapid current. There are, however, many
points where fords might be made accessible by cutting down tl1e banks.
The river in its upper waters varies but little in its level, and is not greatly
affected by the heaviest rains. At San Antonio there is a u·estle-bridge over
the river, near the Alamo, recently repaired, or rather rebuilt, by tl1e
quartermaster's department for military purposes.
One source of ilie San Pedro is on the Nacogdoches road, about two
miles above the town. It is a small but beautiful stream, flowing to ilie rear
of the town, and debouching into the river about two and a half miles
below. I am inclined to regard the San Pedro as an off-shoot from the San
Antonio, as it presents (on ilie Nacogdoches road, where it is first visible)
more ilie appearance of a subterranean stream than a spring.
The rainy season usually commences about the autumnal equinox,
and generally terminates wiili the vernal. I do not, however, understand
that the rain is often excessive so as to break up the roads, but that there
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an· generally slight showers daily during the period, and that scarcely any
water falls during the dry season or summer.
As soon as the rainy season sets in the temperature falls, and the atmosphere, which is remarkably pure, becomes very agreeable. The vicinity of San Antonio is said to be very healthy, and there is apparently no
cause for disease. Fresh meat rarely putrifies, but is gradually dried up by
the action of the air. The sickness amongst the troops and teamsters is
probably owing to their exposure while marching here, to their imprudence, and to the (merely temporary) effects of the water.
The temperature of the water is about 76° Fahrenheit in the morning.
The thermometer the last week has ranged to 98° in the shade.
Comparison of Mexican and English measure.
Mexican.

1 fool. ..............
I vara ..............
10 varas ..............
1,000 varas ..............
1,000 varas, sq. . . . . . . . . . .
I labor..............
I litro ..............
I league = 5,000 varas .
1,900H/10varas ..............

English.

= 11 Y9 inches.
= 33Y.1 inches.
= 100 yards.
= 925 yards.
= 176 ¥.t acres.
= 17,725% rods.
=4,428 40Vwoo rods.
= 2% miles (nearly.)
= lmile.

In compliance with the direction of the commanding general, I left
San Antonio, with the topographical staff, to precede the march of the
army, on the 23d of September, at 5 o'clock p.m., having previously sent
the wagons in advance. We found the party encamped on the west side of
the Little Leona, seven miles from San Antonio, a tributary to the river of
the same name, and uniting with it not far below the town. One of our
two wagons having taken a wrong direction, did not join us till next
morning. Our ride, on a course nearly due west, was over an open prairie,
with occasional patches of musqueuc chaparral.*
The Leona is a small and lovely stream of pure water, with high banks,
discharging in the rainy season a large volume of water. It was, when we
crossed it, about thirty feet wide and one foot deep. There are several
thriving settlements on this creek, and a good deal of corn is grown.
The topographical party consisted of the following persons, viz:
George W. Hughes, captain topographical engineers;
L. Sitgreaves, lst lieutenant topographical engineers;
•The term chaparral is applied to a close thoruy thicket.
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W. B. Franklin, 2d lieutenant topographical engineers;

F. T. Bryan, brevet 2d lieutenant topographical engineers (temporarily detached;)
Dan Drake H enrie, interpreter;
J ames Dunn, hunter and guide, (left three days afterwards, ill;)
Two wagoners, four laborers, and two private servants.
We were furnished by the ordnance department with six rifles and a
keg of ammunition.
September 24.-Left camp at 10 o'clock a.m., having waited until that
time for the missing wagon to come up. The country immediately west of
the creek is high and broken, and the road for more than a mile quite
precipitous, when it suddenly changes to a beautiful open and rolling
prairie, covered with a luxuriant growth of sweet and nutritious grasses.
We saw plenty of game. The only bushes on our route were stinted musquette-a species of acacia, which, even in a green state, make excellent
fuel. Stopped to noon on a little stream of good water, near a remarkable
landmark called Padre Monte. We crossed during the day three small
streams of pure water, and at 8 o'clock in the evening, after a march of
eighteen miles, reached the Medina river, and encamped on its left bank
a mile below the village of Casu·oville.
September 25.-The preceding day had been excessively hot, and the
whole country seemed parched for the want of t·ain, the ground being
cracked into large fissures. At 2 o'clock this morning the weather suddenly changed, the tl1ermometer falling from 98° to 52° Fahrenheit, and
a severe norther set in, accompanied with lightning, thunder, and rain,
which fell in torrents. The greater portion of Texas and the adjacent Mexican provinces are subject to these sudden and extreme transitions of climate; which often prove deleterious to animal life. It cleared at 11 o'clock
in the morning, when Lieutenant Sitgreaves was sent to examine the ford
below the camp, on the old Presidio road, and to measure the width and
depth of the ford at Castroville, while Lieutenant Franklin and myself
made a reconnaissance of the country for several miles around on both
side of the river.
The Medina is a truly lovely stream, with high banks, the ground on
the west side rising into abrupt hills some 300 feet in altitude. At the ford,
which is over a rocky ledge at the foot of a considerable fall, it is about l 00
feet wide and two feet deep. Directly opposite is situated the flourishing
village of Castroville, on an extensive and rich plain formed by the receding of the highlands. The German settlement at this place, made under
the auspices of Mr. Castro, a French gentleman, who obtained a large and
valuable concession of territory from the republic of Texas, consists of
about 700 inhabitants, who have brought with them to this wilderness tl1e
habits of industry, sobriety, and economy of their father-land.
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There are two fords above the town-one called the canon, two and a
half miles distant, and is pretty good; rocky bottom, somewhat worn into
holes, and rather dangerous for horses; the banks precipitous and rather
marshy. It was here that the Mexican General Woll,* in 1842, in his descent on San Antonio, crossed his artillery and infantry, and in his subsequent rapid retreat, passed over his entire army. Wall's ford, where the infantry crossed, is three miles beyond, but is now impracticable, owing to
the mud since deposited several feet deep. There is said to be no other
ford for thirty miles above. The ford below the village is passable, but not
very good, the bottom being rather muddy.
Seplember26.-Temperature of water at 7 o'clock a.m., 62° Fahrenheit.
Left at9 o'clock, and crossed the Casu·oville ford. A mile beyond is a very
bad and rocky hill, down which it is necessary to lock the wagon wheels:
after which the country is open and level until the road intersects the
canon trail, when turning suddenly to the left, (more to the west,) it gradually ascends to a considerable height, covered with a beautiful growth of
live oaks, interspersed with musquette and bushes of the same species.
Herds of deer were continually crossing our path, and we occasionally disturbed a wild turkey, or a zapolota (the Mexican vulture,) from his loathsome meal, who, lazily flapping his wings, circled around us and croakingly complained of the intrusion.
There is no water between the Medina and Quiht\ a distance of ten
miles. Being informed by our guide that there was no water for several
miles ahead, we here encamped on the east side of the creek, in a very
pretty, Jive oak grove. The water was good, and the grazing excellent. The
country in the vicinity of the brook was well timbered with willow, live
oak, and pecan. There is a small German settlement at this place, a
branch of the Castroville immigration, which we found in a most
wretched condition, the people having suffered greatly from sickness,
caused probably by two small lakes of stagnant water in t!he vicinity. They
may, however, be easily drained, and as they have considerable fall at this
outlet, might be made available for water-power. This su·eam is a tributary
to the Hondo, flowing into the Frio, which finally discharges into the
Nueces. Temperature of water at 9 o'clock p.m., 71°.
September 27.-At 6V2 a.m., temperature of water 65°. Left camp at 7
o'clock a.m . Our route, for several miles, was through a beautiful, wide,
and fertile bottom. The road to Lucky's creek is good. We found the creek,

*On this expedition General Wolt exhibited str<ltegic talent of a high order. The Texans
having learned that a force had assembled at Presidio for the invasion of their territory,
despatched their most trusty spies to watch the enemy; but such was the secrecy of his movemen IS, that he completely eluded their vigilance. crossed the Rio Gnmde almost in their presence, opened a new road 164 miles long, and entered San Antonio almost simultat1eously with
the scouiS who had rettlmed to report that there was no Mexican force east of the Rio Grande.
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contrary to expectation, full of good water, two feet deep, and flowing
clearly and rapidly. On the west bank is a lovely grove of large live oak, and
a rich valley, almost boundless to the eye, of excellent grazing. An army of
10,000 cavalry might encamp here for a week, and not exhaust its luxuriance. The Lucky is usually dry; but, like most of the su·eams of western
Texas, does not, apparently, depend for its supply of water on recent rains;
for the geological formation, consisting mostly of cavernous limestone, affords many subterranean discharges, which at times leave large rivers
nearly dry, and swell small brooks (often dry) into respectable rivers, without any obviously adequate cause. Hence, to some extent, the uncertainty
of finding water at particular localities, except after very recent examinations. The distance from the Quihe is four miles. To the Hondo, four
miles, the road is rough, and the descent bad, bottom not good, and ascent to the west bank pebbly. Seven miles brought us to a small stream of
good water, not noticed in any of the maps; banks low, bottom rocky, water
eighteen inches deep. (presumed to be generally dry), grazing good-one
and a half mile, over a level plain, to the Saco. This creek resembles the
Hondo or Sycamore, (for it is known by both names,) but the c1·ossing is
not so bad, and it contains rather more water, which in the latter river
stands in pools; but it is represented to be, a few miles above the crossing,
a flowing stream as large as the Medina; it has probably a subterranean discharge. We encamped on the west bank of the Saco: the grazing was not
very good. The day was excessively hot, and the night very cold. The
scenery in the neighborhood is eminently grand and picturesque, exhibiting on the river banks high mural escarpments, which assume many striking and interesting imitative forms and fantastic shapes.
September 28.-Left at 7 o'clock 25 minutes. For about four miles the
road is rough, and the country much broken with abrupt ridges and two
very steep ascents in that distance. The timber mainly live oak, in extensive groves. We then entered upon a level prairie of great extent, and covered with a coarse sedge; grazing bad. At nine miles, reached the Ranchero creek; no running water here, but that which is standing in pools is
good; the descent and ascent bad, and the bottom covered with large and
loose stones. To the Cation or Sabinal the country is rather barren, and
but few live oaks to be seen. The timber principally musquette. This
stream is also called the Cypress, and many trees of tl1at species grow on
its banks; best camping ground on west side; distance four miles. To Little
or Indian creek five miles; no water except in pools, but that good; timber
musquette; grazing but tolerable; best camping ground on west side,
where we stopped for tbe night; very cold after midnight
September 29.-Lcft at 7 o'clock 10 minutes; day hot; saw no game;
passed over a barren and uninteresting counu·y; very few live oaks, and
but little wood of any description. Arrived on the Frio at 12 o'clock, dis-
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tance nineteen miles, and encamped on the west bank; a deep and beautiful stream, the water pure and cold; several large live oaks on the banks;
bad grazing on east bank, good on west; encamped on west bank.
September 30.-Temperatures of air 58°-of water 57°; eight miles to
Leona; for some distance good grazing; for four miles further the road is
rough and rocky; for one mile before reaching the Leona, the ground is
covered with a thick growth of musquette, different varieties of oak,
among which the live oak, pecan, &c., mostly young. The Leona is a beautiful stream, about fifty feet wide, and the valley wide and extremely rich.
It is at all times full of water, and preserves a nearly uniform level; its
banks are low, and the passing bad; the bottom firm, but banks muddy;
water good, and about three feet eight inches deep. We encamped on the
west side, in a pleasant grove of live oaks and pecans; grazing good.
October !.-Accompanied by Lieutenant Franklin, made a reconnaissance of the river for seven miles above the camp on the east bank, searching for another ford, which proved unsuccessful. For the whole of that distance, and apparently for a much greater distance, the valley is wide, well
timbered, and extremely rich, the sweet grasses growing with great luxuriance. Returning, we ascended with great labor the "Pilot's Knob," a remarkable and steep basaltic hiU about five hundred feet high, from which
we (probably the first white men who looked out from its summit) enjoyed
a most extensive and magnificent view for many miles around, and could
trace the graceful and meandering course of the river by its fringe of
woods far up to its mountain source-its naciamento, or birth, as it is
called in the poetical language of the Mexicans-thus correcting the erroneous statements, made upon respectable authority, that it took its rise in
a large spring near the base of the Pilot's Knob. Such a spring-and a
noble one it is-does exist at this place, and is the fountain-head of a considerable affluent to the Leona, but is certainly not deserving of the credit
it has received of being the parent of that lovely water nymph. A short distance below our camp is a fine water-fall, which will doubtless not long be
left to waste its beauties on the desert \vilds, but will be turned to some useful purpose subservient to the wants of civilized man.
Returning to camp found myself quite ill fi·om an attack of fever and dysentery, induced by alternate exposure to the hot sun, heavy dews, and low
temperature of the nights: for, having discovered that a large band of Camanches were on our trail, we have been compelled for the last few nights to
keep our small party constantly on watch and patrol, selecting strong positions for encampments; their object was probably to steal our horses.
October 2.-The engineers came in with the pontoon train early; tl1e
general and staff and advance of the army arrived in the afternoon,
where they remained for the rest of the day.
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October 3.-Still ill. The advance moved on, about 9 o'clock a.m., towards Rio Nueces, which was about twelve miles off; encamped on the
east side of the river with the staff, artillery, and squadron of the lst dragoons; pasturage pretty good; the river is about three hundred feet wide,
crossing good; water excellent; and about two feet deep.
October4.-Left at 6 o'clock a.m.; ground low, and in wet weather difficult for wagons. To Arrest creek nine miles, and thence to Dry creek, six
miles further, when the country more dry, elevated, and broken to La
Chapperosa, seven miles, where we encamped, making our march to-day
twenty-two miles. The water, which was muddy and bad, stands in pools;
grazing pretty good. The latter portion of the road to-day was sandy; the
ground covered with musquette thicket.
October 5.-Still ill, and travelling in a wagon. Last night Lieutenant
Franklin was sent fonvard to look for water and grazing, with an escort of
the 1st dragoons; sent back his report early in the morning. Five miles to
the Saladino, a very pretty, small stream of pure water, which has been always represented as being brackish. The natural crossing was deep and
boggy; but a bridge erected by Colonel Harney having been repaired by the
engineers, we were enabled to cross without difficulty, after a short delay.
The grass on the west side of the stream was good. To Fish creek seven
miles, then eight miles to our encampment, making twenty miles march;
water standing in pools, but palatable; grazing also good, but fuel scarce.
October 6.-Left a 6 a. m., and marched ten miles to the Cuevas;
scarcely any drinkable water on the route. At our encampment the water
stood in pools, covered with a thick scum, and not very palatable; grazing
good and fuel scarce.
October7.-Remained this day on the Cuevas.
October8.-Moved on to the Rio Grande, eleven miles, and encamped
on the west bank of the river, where we found abundance of food, water,
and grass, but veq' small supplies of fuel.
General Wool left San Antonio on the 28th of September with the advance and main body of the army, consisting of nineteen hundred and
fifty-four men, and reached the Rio Grande after a march, including stoppages, of eleven days. The rear-guard, under Inspector General Churchill,
remained some days longer in San Antonio, for the purpose of brin1:,ring
the additional supplies, some ofwhich had not yet come up from Lavaca.*

*Cene1-al Wool followed what is called "\\'oil's road." it ha,·ing been opened by that general, as stated in another place. Although longer than the other roads, it is more frequemly
travelled in consequence of its crossing the water-<:ourses near LlH:ir sources, and being, therefore, more easily forded. There arc three road~ from San Antonio to Presidio, but the lower
road is J<U"ely used. There is a road diverging from our route nea1· and west of the Nueces river
to San Femando, crossing the Rio Grande about twenty-five miles above the Presidio ford.
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On aniving, after a toilsome march, at the exu·eme southwestern limiLs of our wide-spread republic, and looking out upon the noble river
whose swift currents washed the conterminous boundaries of the two
countries, the greatest enthusiasm prevailed; and as the glorious !lag of
the stars and stripes was for tJ1e first time displayed in that far-off wilderness, many an eye glistened with patriotic emotion, and many a pulse beat
high witJ1 the hope of future expectation. AJas! how many of that gallant
band repose peacefully in the bosom of that country upon which they
then gazed with mingled feelings of deep intent and of dark uncertainty.

Resume of distances on ouT line of march from San Antonio de Bexar to the Rio
Grande.
To the Leone.... . . . . . . . . . .
Medio..............
San Lucas Spring. . . . .
Taos creek . . . . . . . . . .
Medina river . . . . . . . .
Quihe creek .........
Lucky's creek. . . . . . . .
Hondo.............
Small creek ........ .
Saco river ..... .. ... .
Ranchero ..... .. ... .
Sabinal ....... . .... .
To the Little Sabinal ....... .
Rio Frio ........... .
Leona ........ . .... .
Nueccs ....... . .... .
Arrest creek ... . .... .
Dry creek .......... .
Chapperosa ... . .... .
Saladino ........... .
Fish creek ..... . .... .
Creek ........ . .... .
Cuevas . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Rio Grande . . . . . . . . .

7 miles.
5
4
4
5 " .. 25 miles from Bexar.
10
4
6
~ .." } Not mentioned jn any of the
6Y:
1
.. maps; water good and abundant.
9
4

5 miles.
9 " .. 80 miles from Bexar.

8
12

" .. l 00 miles from Bexar.

9
6

7
5
7

8
10
12

164 miles from San Antonio to west bank
of the Rio Grande.
Observations for the determination of longitude and latitude have
been made as often as practicable; but as they have not all been reduced, I
have thought it best not to give an imperfect list of them, but to have them
designated on the topographical map which Mr. Sitgreaves is preparing.
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October 10.-Crossed the river with several officers of the staff under
orders from the commanding general, for the purpose of selecting a
camp beyond the Presidio. The Rio Grande del Norte as this place is truly
a noble river, with high banks, never overflown, well deserving of its
name-the "Great River of the North." At the ford it is eight hundred and
sixteen feet wide, water nearly uniformly three and a half feet deep, bottom hard gravel, and current rapid. Several wagons crossed to-day, but
with considerable difficulty. The party was escorted by a squadron of 2d
dragoons, under the command of Colonel Harney, which encamped at a
very pretty position, near a hacienda, about two miles beyond Presidio.
Presidio del Rio Grande is about five miles from the river, the general
course of the road being south 52° west. It is a town of about twelve hundred inhabitants, pleasantly situated on a small creek, furnishing abundant water for irrigation, flowing into the river a few miles below the ford.
There is a good deal of corn, cotton, sweet potatoes, beans, and sugarcane grown in the vicinity, and fruits are plentiful. The town, built of
adobes, or unburnt bricks, is in a dilapidated condition . It was created, by
an edict of the king of Spain, in 1772, a military post, and prison for army
convicts. About one mile in the direction of the ford are the ruins of an
old monastery, erected as a mission by the Jesuits. Its walls are thick, and
built of stone, and are still in a tolerable state of preservation, and might
at little expense be rendered a strong defensible position. Within the
town is a stone tower, built for and formerly occupied as a guard-house.
The inhabitants are said to be extremely hostile to us, but did not manifest it by any offensive acts, but, on the contrary, were kind and civil in
their deportment.
At night returned to camp on the east bank of the river.
October ll.-Lieutenants Sitgreaves and Bryan were sent to examine
Woll's ford , or rather ferry, where Woll crossed with his whole army on his
expedition to San Antonio, about one and a half mile above the camp. At
this point the river is some six hundred feet wide, very rapid, and not
fordable. o ·pposite to it, on the right bank, there are several large plantations of sugar-cane, corn, and cotton. ln the afternoon examinations
were made below the ford, but no good crossing place could be found.
About three miles below the camp the river is broken into several cascades, over which boats can safely pass only in floods. To-day a flyingbridge was put in operation by Captain Fraser, of the engineers, who had
built pontoons in San Antonio for the purpose, which were transported
to this place in wagons. For the purpose of protecting it, and to keep
open the communication with San Antonio, where Colonel Churchill still
was with the rear-guard and a portion of the supplies, the engineers were
directed to construct defensive works on both banks, and two companies

APPENDIX A

245

of volunteers were left behind as a guard. Lieutenant Franklin was occupied with the astronomical calculations
Octoberl2.-To-day the whole army, wagons, &c., crossed the river, the
infantry passing over the flying-bridge, and marched through Presidio,
encamping about four miles south of the town. The grazing here was
good, but the water bad, being hard, saline, sulphurous, and unhealthy,
in consequence of which we were compelled to dispense with the soldier's favorite dish, bean-soup.
October 13.-Went into Presidio by order of the commanding general,
for the purpose of obtaining information in relation to the routes to Santa
Rosa. Met General Shields on his way to camp from Camargo. He gave me
the first authentic intelligence of the details of the battle of Monterey, and
of the capitulation. Yesterday, as General Wool reached the right bank of
the Rio Grande, a Mexican officer, with an escort of lancers, presented
himself to him with a communication from the political chief of the State
of Coahuila, enclosing a copy of the articles of capitulation, and complaining that General Wool's march was in direct conu-avention of its provisions.
This, however, was not the General's construction of that convention;
and he returned for answer, that he should continue his forward movement. The information procured in the town was not very satisfactory. We
learned that there was a direct road over the mountains to Monclova, but
that it was probably not practical for artillery and wagons; that there was a
direct road to Santa Rosa by the way of Peyote, but the same objection existed to it as in the first case. The conclusion was, that, all things considered, it would be more certain to take the more circuitous way through
San Fernando de Rosas.
October 14.-Yesterday and to-day, Lieutenant Bryan was occupied in
surveying the roads in the vicinity of Presidio.
f received orders to proceed to-morrow morning, escorted by a squadron of dragoons, under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Roane, of
the Arkansas mounted men, on the way to Santa Rosa; and on reaching
that town, to wait for the advance of the army, or for further insu·uctions.
The object was to reconnoiu·e the counu·y, especially in reference to supplies, water, and encampments, with directions to communicate the information thus obtained daily lO the commanding general.
October 15.-Left the Presidio camp at ? Y2 o'clock in the morning, accompanied by Lieutenant Franklin, with Pike's and Preston's companies
of mounted men. There was no water to be found until we arrived within
two miles of the town of San Juan de Nava, although the whole countr)'
was obviously once irrigated and in a high state of cultivation, as we noticed ever)'where dry ditches, once filled with water. and frequently
passed houses in ruins. As far as the eye could reach on both sides, we saw
nothing but a wide-spread champaign country, bearing evidence of for-
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mer prosperity. It is now nothing but a desert waste, abandoned to the
dreaded Camanches, or the not less terrible Mescaleros and Apaches,
who have driven the timid inhabitants from their rural dwellings, and
cooped them up within the precincts of the villages, converting this once
smiling garden into a howling wilderness.
As we approached Nava, it presented a most beautiful and attractive
appearance. The fields were cultivated, with fresh pure water running in
every direction; large trees surrounded it, and the white dome of the village church glittered in the sun through their foliage; but alas! "'twas distance lent enchantment to the view;" for, on entering it, we found it filthy
and miserable. It numbers in population abut 1,000 souls. The alcalde, a
half-naked Indian, and the padre, called on us, and through their intervention we procured an abundance of supplies, and ascertained that a
sufficiency of beef, corn, and fodder could be obtained for the army, at
reasonable prices, as many of those articles had been brought from the
neighboring settlements in anticipation of our visit.
We marched through the town; but not finding a convenient camping
ground, as tl1e whole country was intersected with irrigating ditches, we
returned to the east side, and there pitched our tents. Wood was very
scarce, and we could with difficulty find enough to cook our food. I directed the alcalde to have a large supply furnished the next day for the
army; which was fonunate, as a severe norther set in the next night, soon
after the arrival of the troops.
The length of march to-clay was about twenty-five miles.
October 16.-Resumecl our march at 7 o'clock a.m. For some two miles
the counu·y was cultivated; after which, all again was desolate, until we
reached San Fernando de Rosas, a distance of eleven miles. About four
miles this side of town, a road branches off to the villages of Morales and
Sanjuan, and is in fact tl1e direct route to Santa Rosa; and was afterwards
followed by Colonel Churchill. lt is some eight or ten miles shorter than
the road by San Fernando.
San Fernando de Rosas (of the roses) is pleasantly situated on the left
bank of the Escandido,* a beautiful and limpid stream of pure cool water,
which. rising about fifteen miles to the southwest, winds gracefully
around two sides of the town, and discharges into the Rio Grande, thirty
miles above the Presidio ford. It is extensively used for purposes of irrigation; and tl1e valley of San Fernando is broad, rich, and productive. The
town contains about2,000 inhabitants, and two plazas, around which are
built the better class of houses, which are large, neat, and comfortable.
On the main plaza is the parochial church, a building of some architectural pretension. The whole town, surrounded as it is with a belt of large
•··concealed brook.··
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trees, wears a pleasing aspect, in striking contrast with Presidio and Nava;
and the people arc well dressed, presenting an agreeable appearance. A
great deal of corn and numerous herds of catt..le arc produced in the
vicinity, and near the neighboring villages of Morales and San Juan; the
former containing about 900, and the Iauer about 700 souls.
The escort, after halting a short time for refreshments, passed
through the town, re-crossed the stream, and encamped about six miles
beyond, having changed our course considerably to the south after leaving the town. There arc several ranchos near the camp, from which we
procured an abundant supply of corn, fodder, and other necessities. We
found the water and grating good, and fortunately plenty of fuel, as a violent norther set in about 12 o'clock at night, accompanied with a cold
drifting rain. An encampment for the army was selected some four miles
this side of San Fernando, on a plain affording good gra:-ing, with running water on bot..l1 sides, and plenty of wood convenient.
October 17.-Brokc up our camp at 8 o'clock, the most of the men being
sliff and uncomfortable from the effects of last night's norther, and from
the sudden change from excessive heat to cold. The wind was chilly, raw,
and penetrating. A march of eleven miles over a barren and uncultivated
country brought us to the celebrated Santa Rita springs, the sources of the
water which supplies the villages of SanJuan, Morales, and Nav<l, and which
formerly was conducted as far as our Presidio camp, irrigating the whole intermediate country, a distance of forty miles, through which it was carried
in artificial channels. The surplus water is now wasted after passing Nava,
ncar which it has formed an extensive and pestilential marsh.
The numerous springs at this locality unite in several small, deep, and
picturesque lakes, much frequented by several kinds of water fowl. We encamped near them in a fine grove of live oak. There is considerable
growth of wood and timber in the vicinity, but the grazing is not good.
The ground is moist, and the grass, although luxuriant, is coarse and
sedgy. This position was recommended to General Wool as his camping
ground. Several Mexican carts had followed us to-day laden with corn,
and after supplying our own horses, they were directed to wait the arrival
of the main army; the last corn, as we were informed, that could be obtained this side of Santa Rosa. Our march to-day was short, in conseqence
of representations made to us that no water could be found for a distance
of more than thirty miles ahead. It was also a convenient day's march for
the army. Several Mexicans came in during the night for protection
against the Indians, who were prowling about in small parties.
October 18.-Left camp at 7 o'clock in the morning. For about three
miles our road passed over an undulating country, well wooded, with a
luxuriant growth of sweet grasses. Another mile brought us to the intersecLion of the San Juan and Morales road. The ground soon afterwards
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became very broken, and we began gradually to ascend by a tortuous
course the Sierra de San Jose, a range of hills which we observed to our
left from the time of leaving the Presidio camp. They u·end nearly northeast and southwest, and the Rio Grande bursts through them about ten
miles below the town of Presidio. It is over these highlands that the Peyote and Monclova roads pass. Our road was good, and reached the summit of the hills with easy grades. They are covered with a thin growth of
grass; and many varieties of the cactus, the sotol (from which the Mexican
mescal is distilled,) and an occasional maguey, (agave Americana,) the palmetto, and yucca folia, make their appearance, the first that I have noticed on our march. The rocks are of fossiliferous limestone, and it is said
that mines of copper and silver were formerly worked in these mountains. We passed the summit of this range about eight miles from yesterday's camp, and then commenced descending, by a road similar to that
by which we had ascended, to the Llano de San Jose, a wide and extensive, but sterile plain. From the top of these hills we caught the frrst sight
of the Sierra Gordo, sometimes called the Sierra Santa Rosa, a spur of the
great Sierra Madre, or Mother Mountain. As the mist which rested like a
veil on its lofty peaks was gently lifted by the sun, the view was most grand
and imposing. We overlooked the great plain before us, which was limited
in that direction only by a wall of serrated mountains rising to the height
of 4,000 feet, and stretching to the north and south as far as the eye could
reach, and apparently presenting an impassable barrier to our further
progress. We could also recognise the course of the two large rivers which
flow through the plain, by the woods which fringe the banks. From the
same point we looked back upon the lovely valley of San Fernando.
At a distance of sixteen miles from Santa Rita, we found a pool of
clear, fresh looking water that the advance-guard had passed, under the
assurance of the Mexicans, who were with us, tl1at it was brackish, nauseous, and poisonous, not fit even for the horses. We had received uniformly the same accounts of it from all quarters, but it looked so cool and
tempting, and our thirsty animals showed such a positive desire to drink
it, that I determined to try it, and to my surprise found it as pleasant to
the taste as it was inviting to the eye. What had given rise to the notion of
its bad qualities I could never ascertain; but that it was unfit for use and
poisonous to animals, was certainly entertained by the people of the
country; and no Mexican could be induced to drink it or permit his horse
to use it, but preferred to ride fourteen miles further to the Rio Alamos
without water. The pasturage here was good, but fuel very scarce. Sent
back a man to General Wool recommending this place as a suitable encampment for the army. The pool occupied the bed of a large creek with
steep banks, discharging a large quantity of water in tl1e rainy season, at
which time it must be impassable. It drains into the Alamos. The sierra of
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San Jose divides the drainage of the vaJley of San Fernando from that of
Santa Rosa, both of which, however, discharge into the Rio Grande.
From the pool it was fourteen miles to the Rio Al!amos (or cotton
wood river,) the first ten miles of which was over a level prairie of good
grass; the next four was a pretty rapid descent to the river, where we encamped. The Peyote road comes in at the ford about one mile back. We
found the banks of the river covered with a thick growth of trees, principally cotton wood-a species of poplar. There is also in this valley a fine
growth of nutritious grasses.
October 19.-The Alamos is about 100 feet wide, four feet deep, hard
pebbly bottom, and the current a perfect torrent. Last night and this
morning we examined the river for several miles above and below, but
could find no other ford. It was generally deeper in other places, although the current was less and the bed of the stream soft. With great exertions we succeeded in getting over; the small wagon, containing the instruments, having been secured with ropes to prevent its being carried
off. From all previous Mexican accounts we were induced to believe that
we should not be able to cross at all. As it was, we narrowly escaped losing
one mule, and two men who were forced from their horses by the current, and were rescued with great difficulty.
After crossing the river, the road turns suddenly to the left; and half a
mHe further on, the roads diverge, the left one leading to the ferry over
the Sabinos river, just above the junction with the Alamos, being the most
direct route to Monclova; and the right hand one to the Sabinos ford,
being the Santa Rosa road. At the ferry the river is not fordable. Four
miles from the Alamos we came to the Rio Sabinos, or Cypress river, which
takes its designation from the numewus and large cypress trees growing
on its banks-a su·eam neither as wide, deep, nor as swift as the former,
although from their confluence it gives its name to their united waters
until they discharge into the Salado, which is an affluent to the Rio
Grande at Guerrera. This river at times overflows its banks 10 a great distance, showing that in the rainy season it discharges an immense volume
of water, when, from its depth and the velocity of the current, it must be
utterly impassable even with boats. For this reason neither of the two
rivers could be permanently bridged without incurring an enormous expense. When Santa Anna took this direction in his celebrated invasion of
Texas in 1834, which terminated so disastrously at San Jacinto, he impressed all the people of the surrounding country, and compelled them
to build temporary bridges {which were swept off by the next flood) over
both rivers, for the passage of his u·oops. The army not being provided
with a pontoon n·ain, which had been left at Presidio for the use of the
rear guard, experienced great difficulty in crossing these rivers; but, by
making a bridge of the loaded wagons, which were sufficiently heavy to
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<;tern the torrents, the infantry were passed over without loss; se,·eral
mules and horses, however, were drowned.
A short distance from the right bank we found an exccllem camping
ground, with plenty of fuel and grass. The water in both streams is excellent. A march of four miles brought us to the "three ranchos," a good
camping ground on a cool and beautiful mountain brook; and four miles
still further on is another good encampment on the same water-course;
and one and a half mile further, about half a mile from the town of Santa
Rosa, we encamped on the left bank of the above mentioned stream, in a
broad and lovely plain, verdant with grass, and with wa,~ng fields of corn
and the sugar cane, almost at the foot of a magnificent volcanic mountain
range, whose jagged peaks rose to an elevation of some 4,000 feet above
the level of the plain.
These mountains were visible from the banks of the Sabinos, and indeed we caught a glimpse of them from the summit of the Sierra San
Jose; and as we approached them, all were exhilanued by the conu·ast between this beautiful spectacle and the dull monotony of the level prairies
which we had traversed so long as to deem them almost interminable.
Soon after lea,~ng the Sabinos we were met by a courier from the ch~l
authorities of Santa Rosa, who announced to LIS that the municipality
would meet us in the road and tender to LIS the formal rendition of the
town. After encamping, the principal officers of the command and a small
escort entered the town with the alcalde, and it was agreed that to-morrow
we should take possession; accordingly. on the 20th of October, the
squadron marched into town with flags flying and sabres drawn, and we accepted the surrender of Santa Rosa, which had been freely and officially
lendered by the civil authorities. A few invalid soldiers under the command of a superannuated colonel, who had been left behind by Colonel
Castancira, were disarmed, and the guns placed in charge of the alcalde.
The arms were of British manufacture, and bore the Tower proofmark.
There is a difficult mule track from Santa Rosa to Santa Catarina
through the mountains, but nothing which can be called a road. Its general direction is south. Presidio de Ba\ia (an old military post) is :\. 60
W., (about) 80 miles distant, on a pretty good road: from thence to Chihuahua there is a mule track. By the way of San Femando and Bavia is the
shortest route Chihuahua; but whether practicable for an army, is a
doubtful matter.

Resume ofdistanus from the Rio Grande to Santa Rosa.
To Presidio Rio Grande . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
5 miles.
Our camp . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
4
r\a\'a. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 24
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San Fernando ............................... . .... . 11 miles.
Camp ........................................... .
6
Santa Rita springs .............. . ..... .. ........... . II
\Naterpool ....................................... . 16
Rio Alan1os ...................................... . 14
4
Rio Sabinos ...................................... .
Santa Rosa ... ...... . ............................. . 10
105
104
209 miles.
from San Antonio to Santa Rosa.
Santa Rosa is agreeably situated, at the very foot of a lofty range of
mountains called Monte Rosa, elevated by igneous action. The outliers are
of volcanic origin, and are formed of basalt and lav·as. The high peaks consist of limestone, overlaying a schistose slate, in which the silver ore is
found. It is of a very dark blue color. The lodes of different metals, particularly lead and silver, are said to be numerous, and their yield extremely
rich. There has been, since the expulsion of me Spaniards, no systematic or
intelligent working of t11e mines in mis district, and the veins are usually
abandoned as soon as the water fills the shafts. The workings I have seen, it
appeared to me, could be easily drained by adits for many years to come,
wimout incuning the expense of pumping. The ptincipal ores are silver
and lead, and I am inclined to believe that this is one of the richest mining
regions in Mexico. The usual process of separation of me metals consists in
first pulverizing the ores and washing out the dust and light matter wim
water; me remaining portion is put into an elbow furnace, heat applied,
the scoria raked out on one side, and the metallic silver left behind in a
kind of retort. The amalgamation process has never been introduced here.
Santa Rosa is said to contain three thousand inhabitants, but I doubt if
its population exceeds two thousand. It is well watered from mountain
su·eams; its climate is agreeable and salubrious, and a good deal of corn
and sugar are produced here; but still the town wears that appearance of
decay so common in Mexico. Its former prosperity depended on its mining operations, which have been nearly entirely suspended for many years
by the depredations of me Indians. The old laws of Spain, "the laws of the
Indies," in relation to mining and mining interests, are still in existence,
and are said to be very judiciously framed. The fee simple of the mines belongs to the government, and leases, with certain privileges, are granted to
individuals at very moderate rates. Any person discove•·ing a new mine, or
one that has been abandoned, may declare it; that is, may take a lease of it,
on application to the proper authorities, and by complying wim certain
prerequisites, amongst which he is to work the mine a certain number of
days each year on penalty of forfeiture. The inhabitants of Santa Rosa are
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generally federalists, and friendly to the United States. Our camp was continually crowded with men, women, and children, from early in the morning until retreat, and we were freely supplied '\vith all the delicacies of the
season." Baskets of nice cakes, confectionery, and fruits were sent in as
presents to the officers; and when our men visited that town, the people
were watching at the doors to invite them into their houses to partake of
their hospitality. It was quite amusing to see how soon they fraternized, and
it was evident that the population hailed us a protectors and deliverers;
and, in fact, more than one proposition was made to me to encourage a
Jmmunciamiento against the Mexican government.
A very large and rich mine was formerly worked within two miles of
the town by a company, at the head of which was the Spanish governor of
the province, who held his court in Santa Rosa with much splendor. The
mine was worked very skillfully, if we may judge by the large adits and
mills, the ruins of which we saw. The mining was in successful operation
(yielding vast quantities of silver, according to the popular account) when
the revolution commenced, which soon drove the proprietors fwm the
country, and with them all safety and enterprise. During the Spanish
domination, despotic as it was, Mexico must have presented a prosperous
and interesting appearance, for ever}'\..,here are seen the monuments of
former greatness. At that time, too, the secm·ity of life and property (except for offences against the State) was perfect, and the revolution was
the result rather of social than of political causes, in which, by-the-by,
most revolutions of separation find their origin.

CAMP NEAR MONCLOVA, MEXICO,

November 18, 1846.
SIR: In compliance with your insu·uctions, I have the honor to submit
the following journal o[ the route from Santa Rosa to this place.
The army marched from Santa Rosa to-day (Sunday, October 25.) The
road runs along the foot of level plateaus of table land, extending from
the base of the Santa Rosa mountains, in nearly an easterly direction, for
eight and a half miles, when it turns southeasterly, through an opening in
the plateaus, four miles to the "Arroyo Alamo," a shallow stream, with
broad pebbly bed and low banks, upon which the army encamped. For the
first eight miles the country is pretty well covered with the usual chaparral
growth ofmusguette, Spanish bayonet, &c. We crossed also in this distance
two small rivulets; one about three, and the otJ1er six miles from camp,
and one or two dry beds of mountain su·eams-neither difficult for wagons. The rest of the road was across open rolling prairie.
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Monday, October 26.-0ur course to-day was S. 40° E. ?V2 miles to the
Carrecitos (little caves,) and one mile further to the Sans, both small
beds, with the water standing in pools; the country open and rolling.
From the Sans the road deflects gradually towards the mountains, to a
course about S. 5° W. 8V2 miles to the Ahuza, (bu7.zard,} a fine running
stream, two hundred and fifty feet across the bed, the stream being divided into several rivulets, by stony islands, the whole bed stony, and the
banks low and firm.
Tuesday, 27 Lh.-Three miles to the Guachapina, and four more to the
Piletes-both small prairie streams. Five miles beyond crossed the Lampasos, a considerable stream, but the water is sulphurous, and is said to be
poisonous for cattle. The country rolling and covered with small bushes,
Spanish bayonets, and varieties of cacti. The maguey (agave Americana)
begins here to make its appearance in considerable numbers. A short distance east of the Piletes a road turns off to the right towards a pass in the
mountains. It had the appearance of having been rec<:ntly travelled by
wagons. Thirteen miles further on, we came to the "hacienda de Nuestra
Senora de Guadalupe de los Herman as," about a mile beyond which,
upon a small stream, whose source is a hot spring with a temperature of
11 1° F., we encamped. This spring is walled in, and is a place of considerable resort by the fashionable of Monclova. This hacienda numbers one
hundred and sixty peons, and has a large extent of ground, say one thousand acres, in cultivation. It is situated by three small knolls, called "Los
llermanas," (the sisters, from which it derives its name,) lying between
the Guachapinas and the northern extremity of the Lampasos mountains-the two ranges being here not more than three miles apart. The
latter range is said to extend to Monterey. A cold, dril.7ling rain set in
about four o'clock, as we commenced pitching our tents. The rear-guard
and train did not arrive till after dark.
Wedn.esday, 28th.-Remained in camp.
Thursday, 29th.-Two miles to the Nadadores, or Arroyo de Carmi!,
which we crossed by a bridge. It contains brackish water, running between steep clay banks. Between the Nadadores and the Monclova river,
haifa mile further on, is an old hacienda (del Tapado) occupied only by
peons, but with considerable cultivation in its vicinity. The road from
here continues along the left bank of the Monclova, live and a half miles
to the hacienda de los Ajuntas, a village of some five hundred souls, near
which the army encamped.
Friday, 30tlt.-Marched fourteen miles, and encamped near Estancia
de Arriba, a small hamlet of some twenty houses. Passed several ranchos,
and a good deal of corn and cotton. The road continues ncar the Monclova to near Estancia, where it makes a bend to the cast about a mile or
two from the road, which it meets again at Monclova.

254

TOPOCRAPII ICAL

E~Gl~EERS

1:-\ THE

~ I EX ICA."l

WAR

The 'icinity of the road, where not in cultivation, i~ co,·erccl with bushes.
cacti, &c. General course from "Lo:. Hermanas" to ~1onclova S. 20° W.
Saturday, 31st, and NovrmbP1 I and 2.-ln camp.
Tuesda)'. November 3.-Marched to Monclova, four miles, all the way
through cultivated fields, and ('n<:amped on the cast side of' the river, opposite to the Alameda.
Very respectfully, your obedient servant,
L. SITGREAVES,
lsi Lieut. Topogmphiral Engineers.
To Captain GEORG£ W. Hn.ms.
ChieJTof)ographiml Enginl'n"S,
Centre Divi!.ion, Army of MPXico.
The main army, undet the immediate command of General Wool,
reached the vicinity of the town of Monclova on the 30th of' October, and
on the 3d of November the camp was moved to a position opposite the
Alameda, on the east side of the river, and close to the town, where it remained, in consequenC(' of the Monterey armistice, until the 23d of
NO\t'mber. having in the mean time been joined b)' the troops left behind
to guard the passage of the Rio Grande, and to escort the wagon train.
During this long halt the topographical engineers were engaged in making !>un·ers of the surrounding countrr. and astronomical observations,
reconnaissances for long distance~ from the camp in different directions,
drmving maps, and reducing the previous observations.
Advantage was taken of this detention to improve the discipline and
dri ll of the u·oops, to collect supplies from the sun ·oundiug coun try, and
to establish depots and a hospital in Monclova. The commanding general,
looking to the long line of communications with San Antonio and Lavaca,
had determined to abandon that line of communication, and to form a
new base of operation resting on ~tonclO\·a. which is tlw heart and cemre
of a wide and fertile region, abounding with all necessary supplies. When
the army mo,·ed, ~lajor Warren, a gallant and efficient officer of the lst
Illinois regiment, with four companies of volunteers, were left behind to
guard the magazines and LO control the population , which was known to
be extremely hostile, and on our approach to the city to have organized a
force of 2,500 lo oppose us. T IW)' were, however, disbanded by Colonel
Blanco before our arrival. This same force was afterwards led by Colonel
Blanco to the gorges of the mountains in the rear of Saltillo during the
battle of Buena Vista. to complete the anticipated victory by the indiscriminate massacre of our men afte• they had been defeated by Santa Anna.
On the 21st of :"\o\'embcr. Lieutenant Franklin was !.Cnt to Monterey
and Saltillo to communicate with General Taylor. H e was instructed toreconnoitre the roads over'' hich he passed in going and returning. He re-
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joined us at the camp ofBenedito on the 27th. His report will be found in
the appendix.
Monclova, a city of about 8,000 inhabitants, and under the Spanish
domination, the capital of the province of Coahuila, is pleasantly situated
on the Rio Monclov-a, a small and beautiful stream of pure water rising
about ten miles to the soutl1 of the town, near the hamlet of Castana. The
city of Monclova is a line and rather cleanly town. The houses are well
built, (the better class of stone,) and L11e principal church is a very large
and imposing structure. There is here also an extensive and once comfortable hospital (now abandoned to the bats) erected by the Spanish
government, and large quarters for troops. The introduction of running
water through all of tl1e stTeets, and its numerous alamedas, (skirted with
long avenues of trees,) and its numerous well irrigated gardens, impart to
Monclova, particularly to persons who have recently traversed the dry
and uncultivated plains of Coahuila, a most agreeable and charming aspect. It wears, nevertheless, the melancholy appearance of decay and of
premature old age so common to Mexican towns.
The Rio Monclova is a u·ibutary to t11e Salado,* and its v-alley is exu·emely well cultivated for nearly its whole extent, especially in the vicinity
of the tOwn, where it expands to a width of five or six miles. [mmediately
above the city are large reservoirs of water, and extensive waterpower, an
inconsiderable portion of which is expended on three grist mills. The
principal productions of this district are corn, cotton, sugar, beans, and
figs-the first greatly predominating, and constituting the main staple.
Very little wheat is grown, and the larger portion of flour consumed is
brought from Cienegas. Although this region is well adapted to manufactures, from its mild climate, its vast water-power, the cheapness of subsistence, common labor, and wool, and the peculiar capability of the surrounding counu·y for the production of cotton, it furnishes nothing but a
few domestic fabrics of the simplest character, and but few mechanics of
any description, the most skilful of whom are foreigners.
Monclova is not defensible, inasmuch as it is commanded from several
directions by high hills, the possession of which by a considerable force
would determine the fate of the town.
General Wool having decided to march on Parras, an important
su-ategic point from which he might move either on Chihuahua or Durango, concentrate with General Taylor on either San Luis Potosi or Zacatecas, or, if necessary, unite with General Worth at Saltillo, I was directed to leave the camp (on the right bank of the Monclova river) near
the town, and select a position for the army in tl1e vicinity of the small
hamlet of Castana. Under this order, on the 23d of November I chose a

*Wide memoirs of a reconnaissance from Monclova tO Quatro Cincgas.
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camp on the Saltillo road, about one mile south of the village, near the
headwaters of the river-the Arkansas cavalry and Beall's squadron of 2d
dragoons having already occupied adjacent ground.
The distance from Monclova to our new camp was 10 miles, the road
good, and confined to a narrow valley between mountain ranges, some of
whose jagged peaks rise to the height of nearly 4,000 feet. The formation
is volcanic, intersected wtih trap dikes, in which Loadstones or natural magnels are found. There is neither water nor cultivation in this march, and
the counu·y is almost destitute of vegetation.
Castana is a collection of mean ranchos built of the culobe or unburnt
brick, the common building material of the countr y: wood is too scarce,
stone too expensi,·e, and bricks cannot be burnt, owing to the calcareous
nature of the soil. The adobe takes mortar well, and when plastered with
stucco, (and there is none better than the Mexican,) will last a very long
time, resisting the heaviest rains; but when not so protected, they are
washed away in a few years. Nearly all the houses in Coahuila arc constructed with Oat roofs, and arc almost universally one story high. The
roofs of the better kind are formed by placing on the walls, which are
thick and high, joists about eighteen inches apart, over which are arranged diagonally a covering of shingles, and over all is deposited a thick
coating of dirt and cement. The houses have often extensive court yards,
in which flowers are planted; and they are provided with large reservoirs,
kept fu ll of running water, sometimes spouting into jets high in the air.
Fireplaces and chimneys are rarely seen in Mexico.
At Castana the valley opens to a width of nearly eight miles, and is well
irrigated and cultivated, its principal productions being corn and cattle.
AU the land in this district of country belongs LO few wealthy proprietors;
and nearly the whole laboring population are snfs, called peons, (slaves
sold for debt,) who are u·ansferred with the estates like so many '\lilliens
of the glebe." No portion of northern Mexico can be cultivated except
where running water is at command for purposes of irrigation; so that the
arable land is very limited in proportion to that which may be regarded as
absolutely sterile.
Taking Monclova as a centre, the district described by a radius of
twenty miles probably produces annually about three hundred thousand
bushels of mait.e, a good deal of sugar and cotton, and large herds of cattle, sheep, and goats, for the rearing of which two Iauer classes of animals
the whole countq• would be admirably adapted but for the ravages of the
Indians, who render even the suburbs of the towns unsafe.
From Castana there is a mule-track to Cinegas, through the mountain
passes, by the way ofPozuelos, mentioned in another memoir.
On the 24th, the whole arlll)' encamped on the ground which had
been previously selected for that purpose. It was well supplied with those
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essentials to an army-abundance of good water, grass, and fuel; which
latter article was soon wanted, as a sroere norther set in soon after the tents
had been pitched. The weather changed suddenly from extreme heat to a
temperature below the freezing point, and the wind blew a perfect gale,
covering the camp with a cloud of dust, through which it was almost impossible to distinguish a single object. The whole surface of the soil appeared to be in motion; and it was, indeed, but one heap of sand, there
having been no rain for nearly four months. Early in the morning of the
23d the thermometer stood at 24° Fahrenheit, and before 4 o'clock of
the same day rose to 95°. This statement will convey a pretty good idea of
the vicissitudes of this changeful climate.
I left the camp at Castana before 6 a. m. on the morning of the 25th,
in advance of the army, which soon followed. It consisted of one squadron of lst dragoons, one squadron of 2d dragoons, one battery of eight
guns, field artillery, the Arkansas regimem of mounted men, a battalion
of 6th infanu·y, including one company of Kentucky volunteers, and the
lst and 2d Illinois volunteers-a detachment of one squadron of Arkansas and four companies of Illinois volunteers having been left as a garrison at Monclova. The command numbered about two thousand h ealthy
and able-bodied men, inured to the climate, and familiar with privation,
well appointed, and anxious to meet the enemy.
It may be proper here to remark, (for the purpose of avoiding repetitions) that in addition to my othc1· duties, l was charged with the service
of selecting and laying out encampments, and of assigning the troops to
their ground. It therefore became necessary for me to precede the advance-guard of the army in every march, by several hours. On the evening
of the 25th, the army encamped at a reservoir called Bajan, having
marched twenty miles. We here found good water, plenty of fuel, and tolerable grazing. The road was good, passing over a wild and uncultivated
country, with high mountains on either side. Our course was southwesterly. As we approached Bajan the ground became marly, the dust from
which was very distressing to the men, who presented the appearance of
having been sprinkled with dirty flour. As far as Bajan the roads to Monterey and Saltillo arc common, but at this point they diverge. At Bajan is a
large stone reservoir, filled with sweet water from a copious spring, and
was formerly supplied with large stone troughs, for the accommodation
of the muleteers; now in ruins.
On the 26th, the camp was broken up before day light, the army following the Saltillo road. which generally passes over an uncultivated and unimiting counu·y, similar to that of yesterday's march. The men still complain of the effects of the calcareous marl, which if1jlll·es their feet and eyes.
We encamped at IAjoyrt, or Agua Nuron, a fine large spring, where we also
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found a sufficiency of wood and grazing; the weather was oppressively hot.
The direction of our march to-day was WSW. -distance fourteen miles.
On the 27th we reached the Venadito, and encamped on one of its numerous branches, after a most fatiguing march of thirty miles over a dusty
road, and exposed to the intolerable heat of the sun. For the whole of
this distance there is not a single drop of water, except a little in the
Tanque San Fillipe, which was so putrescent that even the mules refused
it. The infanu·y suffered greatly in this march, and came up in small
squads. At the Tanque, about fifteen miles from the last camp, we left the
main road, and changed our course more to the west, through an easy
mountain pass. We were now fairly on the road to Parras.
The Venadito is a small stream rising near Patos, (see the map,) falls
into the San Juan,* which, flowing past Monterey, discharges into the Rio
Grande at Camargo.
There are several plantations near our camp, on which large quantities of maize are grown . The country also produces numerous herds of
goats and cattle.
Between Castana and tl1e Benedito, a distance of 66 miles, there is no
settlement; we saw a few ruined ranchos. which had been destroyed by
the Indians.
November 28.-0wing to me sufferings yesterday of me men and beasts,
the general determined to remain on tl1e Venedito, where we are comfortably encamped, wiili an abundant supply of water, fuel, forage, and grass.
It was observed quite early in me day tl1at the stream was rapidly and
mysteriously diminishing, and by noon mere was scarcely any of it remaining. The General directed me to ascertain, if possible, the cause of
mis sudden disappearance. Mter consulting with several Mexicans at tl1e
hacienda, who all protested that they knew nothing about the matter, and
suggested mat the water had probably been drawn off, some 16 miles up
tl1e river, for me purpose of irrigating me wheat-fields. I proceeded up
the stream about 2V2 miles, when I discovered that tJ1e supply branch on
which we were encamped had been dammed up, and a breach cut by
which tl1e water was diverted into anomer channel. I immediately destroyed ilie temporary dam, partially stopped the breach, and turned the
stream back into its former bed, and then directed a gang of peons to
complete the work: a guard was afterwards posted to prevent a recurrence of the mischief. There can be no doubt, judging from all the circumstances of the case, that the act was done witl1 a malicious design.
*The drainage of the San Juan is very extensive; and its sources being high up in the
Sierra Madre, the downfall-water is discharged into it from the mountain sheds with great
rapidity. in consequence of which it often overflows its banks near the Rio Grande, inundating the town of Camargo in the rain)' season. The cou ntry from Bajan. twenty miles beyond
Parras. from Castanucla, Patos. and Agua Nueva. drains into the Sanjuan.

APPENDIX A

259

About four miles south of Bajan, a road diverges from the main road,
and again unites with it near the hacienda of Benedito, passing though
the "Boca de los Treize Rios," and is about 15 miles shorter than our line
march, but is represented to be very rough and rocky.
November29.-Left Benedito at daybreak, and marched to Sanreda, a distance of 16 miles. After leaving the hacienda Venedito (two miles beyond
our camp) the country is poor, barren, and sandy, till we reach the hacienda
of Sanceda, on the right bank of the river, which here takes the name of
"Rio los An gelos," where the valley is broad, rich, and well cuhivated,
abounding in corn, cotton, and cauJc. We encamped on the left bank of the
stream near the intersection of tJ1e Parras road and a by-way to the hacienda
ncar the mountain of "Los Angelos," between which and our camp tllcre is a
road from Monterey to Chihuahua. Our course to-day was south and southwest, the road being bounded on both sides by high mountains.
Novrmber 30.-Broke up our camp before sum·ise; the general direction of the route was south 28° west. A march of six miles brought us to
the forks of the road; the one leading to San Antonio dejan·ol, the oth er to
Tulia, which is said to be tJ1e better one, but having an uncen ain supply
of water, in consequence of which we seleCled the San Antonio road. For
some distance this roUle is a mere mule track, exhibiting no signs of having been recently u·aversed with wagons; it was in places very rough, and
intersected with arroyos. At a distance of 13 miles we came, to the hacienda jarrol, and three miles funher brought us to San Antonio de j arrol,
both situated on the same stream with our two preceding encampments;
it is here called the "Arroyo de San Antonio." We again e ncamped on the
same stream, after a march of 16 miles.
The hacienda San Antonio de J arrol is a very large corn plantation,
which also produces some cotton and cattle. The Venedito valley is long,
broad, fertile, and highly cultivated , but the road was con fin ed to the
high and arid country, covered with a growth of cacti-of which there is
an infinite variety, many of them of great beauty-artendsia, equiseta, the
sorltll (from the large bulbous root of which an intoxicating liquo r is distilled,) the maguey or agave Americana, from which the pulque and muscal (favorite Mexican drinks) arc obtained; the Spanish bayonet, which is a
large tree often twenty-eight feet high and three feet in diameter; the
yurra alcefolia and the lerheugillo, a kind of dwarf bayonet, growing about
eighteen inches high, and iL<; leaves dentated like the sortal or saw-grass,
and their cxu·emities pointed like the Spanish bayonet. This plant furnishes the raw material for the mats, ropes, and gunny bags of the country. It is prepared by rotting, which destroys all of the leaf but the fibre,
which is extremely strong.
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The hacienda Florida is within sight, some eight miles off. To Patos is
eighteen miles. The march to-day was nearly due south, but at this poim
the road turns nearly clue west.
Dec.ember I.-Left camp at daybreak with the headquarters; but was soon
sent ahead to look for an encampment, which we found at La Pastora, an "estancia" or cattle rancho, supplied with good water from a well about twenty
feet deep within its enclosure. The camp was pitched about a mile from the
estancia, partly on a running stream and partly on a reservoir, into which
the water of the stream was collected for the use of cattle. The grazing was
indifferent and fuel scanL The labores* here are exclusively devoted to the
growth of wheat. The road from Tulio comes in at this point, passing
tl1rough our camp. We marched to-day sixteen miles, over a dry and uncultivated country similar to that passed over yesterday, which may in fact be said
of every day's march. The fuel generally consists of a small growth of musquette, of huasaclzi, (a true acacia,) and a species of pseudo acacia. On our
march from Monclova we have occasionally seen the black-tailed deer; a
large kind of hare, (the same I believe as that described by Townsend;) the
prairie wolf, and a large black or dark-colored wolf; the American mocking
bird, the paisano (described by Major McCall,) the quail (oftl1e U.S.,) and a
beautiful tufted dove-colored partridge. The cattle are of the same character
as those mentioned in the memoir on San Antonio de Bexar; they make excellent draught oxen and good beeves. They have also an excellent breed of
hogs in northern Mexico, which attain an immense size; they fatten easily,
and their meat is remarkably sweet and nutritious. I think they resemble the
China hog; their color is commonly a darkish blue.
December2.-The march to-day was only eight miles, and the camp was
pitched on both banks of the Rio Tenago, a beautiful full stream flowing
rapidly over a pebbly bottom, after bursting its way through a rocky ledge,
over which it falls in numerous cascades. It rises near Castanenala, where
its waters are of a deep red, but the coloring matter is all deposited before
reaching this place, and they become perfectly pelucid. At this point a
small portion of the stream is drawn off to La Pastora, and the remainder
is all absorbed by the labores.
In the rainy season it flows into the Venadito, (called also the San Antonio
and the Los Angelos,) a tributary to the Sanj uan, the deep, d1y bed of which
we crossed on the 30th ofNovember, about six miles south of Sauceda. When
full it would be impassable for an army without bridging or boats.
At Tenago we found mournful evidence of the insecurity of life and
property in this unhappy and distracted counu·y. A few ruined ranchos
showed that there had once been a settlement in this beautiful and secluded valley; but a few years since, as we were informed by a Mexican, a
*The word Iabore, in Mexico, means either a definite measure of land or a cultivated field.
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band of Camanches made a descent on its peaceful and unoffending inhabitants, and slaughtered 120 in one single building, where they had huddled together like a Oock of sheep scared by hungry and ferocious wolves.
There is scarcely a mile of our march through Mexico that is not marked by
the wooden cross and a pile of stones-sad memento, that on that spot
some poor creature had met his fate at the hands of ruthless savages, or of
his own countrymen, quite as merciless as the dreaded Camanches. On
more than one occasion, when our small advance had been mistaken, in
the distance, for a party of Indians-for such was the rapidity and silence of
ow· progress that our presence was often a surpt·ise-it was touching to see
the women flee to the place where, perhaps, a fat.her, a mother, or a husband had perished, and, clasping t.he cross in their arms, quietly await that
martyrdom which sad experience had taught them to regard as inevitable.
On the 3d of December the army arrived early, after a march of twenty
miles, at Cienega Grande, arJd encamped-Bonneville's battalion, the advance, having started at. 2 o'clock in the morning to avoid the excessive heat
of the sun. The road was very rough and difficult. for wagons and artillery.
Cienega Grande is situated on the main road from the Rio Grar~de,
via Camargo, Monterey, Saltillo, and Parras, to Chihuahua and Durango.
It is a large and valuable estate, producing wheat, corn cotton, horses and
cattle; which has been t·eclaimed, as its name (Big Mctrsh) implies, from
an extensive swamp or shallow lake.
The next day we marched eighteen miles and encamped on low
ground, with good water and grass convenient., near the hacienda of San
Lorenzo de Ob~a. This is the most magnificent and lordly establishment
we have yet seen. It is picturesquely situated on a lovely stream of water, surrounded by its alamedas or pleasure grounds, through which the water has
been diverted, with long avenues of trees leading up to it from different directions. It is quadrangular in shape, about 500 feet by 300 feet deep, divided by a cross building into two large courts. The exterior aspect is very
imposing, with its white surface and turrets on each ar~gle, loop-holed for
defence, which lend to it quite a castellated appearance. Its interior arrangements arJd decorations are very rich, in keeping with the exterior.
The floors are formed of cement brought to a perfectly smooth surface,
polished and colored, and the walls are painted in fresco. T he population
of this hacienda, including the surrounding houses, is about 800, the most
of whom are peons. The intelligent and hospit.able proprietors of this vast
establishment were educated at Bardstown, in Kentucky, and appear to entertain most lively and agreeable recollections of the country in which they
passed their boyish days. They have imported machinery from the United
States for their mills, cotton gins, and prizes; and in no part of tl1e world
have I seen better farming arrangements-everything is convenient,
sightly, comfortable, and efficient. This estate is of immense extent, but of
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course much of it is not arable, and is valuable only for the rearing of stock.
The cultivated land is devoted to the growth of corn, wheat, cotton, and
fruitS, and to the production of wine and brandy from the grape, and is
justly regarded as one of the most celebrated vineyards in Mexico. The
wines are of three kinds-the c.a1'lone, the uino bla.nco, and the dulce: the first
is a kind of cla.1·et Bwgundy, very delicate and palatable; the second is a
species of Mala.ga Madeim; and the third resembles the rnuscadeL They are
all pure juice of the grape, and the better kinds, which, when old, give an
agreeable aroma, are formed from the naLUral expt·ession ofjuice without
the application of artificial force. The ordinary kinds are trodden out by
naked men in vatS. The brandy, "aqua de vide," resulting from the distillation of the wine, is also a very pure liquor; and if t.he art of rectification or
separating the essential oils was well understood, would no doubt rival the
best French brandies. This region of the counu·y, the soil of which appears
to be calcareous, intermixed with the debris of the slates, may truly be
called the land of "corn, of the olive, and the vine." ItS climate is salubrious, mild, and equable, and is exempt from the visitation of the northers;
and is by far the most agreeable and atu·active p01·tion of Mexico that we
have yet seen. I regret that my short and interrupted visit to it did not permit me to institute those minute statistical, geographical, and economical
researches which I bad proposed to myself; but the commanding general
will readily understand the reasons to which I allude. Corn sells $2 50 the
fanega, (not quite three bushels;) flour $9 the cargo, (of300 pounds;) beef
four centS the pound; wine $1 the gallon, and brandy seventy-five centS.
The Messrs. Y\r.irTas have attempted, but without success, to substitute our
agricultural implement'> for the crude and ptimitive implementS in use. The
peons cannot or will not employ them, and, with their charactetistic tenacity
and aversion to change of habitS, obstinately, adhere to the rude cart, whose
clumsy wheels are formed of segments of hard wood fastened together with
trenails and bound with thongs of cow-hide, to which the oxen are harnessed, drawing by tl1e horns; and a plough made of a crooked piece of
wood, iron pointed, which simply scratches over the surface of the ground.
From San Lorenzo to Parras is about five miles. On the 5th December we
occupied a position halfway between the hacienda and the town. The camp
was pitched on a charming plain, watered by numerous springs, facing the
town, with the high and magnificent peaks of the Sierra Madre towering in
our front, at the very base of which, and occupying the first acclivity of itS
slopes, is built the lovely town ofParras-a collection of haciendas, perhaps it
may be termed, rather than a city, for t.he vineyards and gardens separate the
houses from each other, except on the principal streets. The water, gathered
from the recesses of t11e mountains, and stored on its terraces in large stOne
reservoirs, is, after inigating the vineyards, permitted to descend in cascades
and numerous brooks to the lower town, all of whose streetS it washes.
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Parras and its dependencies are said to contain a population of fifteen
thousand souls, but I regard this as an exaggerated estimate. Its inhabitants are industrious, sober, tht·ifty, intelligent, and unfriendly to the present form of their government. From them we experienced nothing but
kindness and hospitality. The great mass of the people, including the better class, uniformly exhibited towards us the most amiable deportment,
and carefully guarded and attended on our sick, who were necessarily left
behind when the army left, protected only by a single company, which
was ordered off in a few days afterward. Om· camp was constantly
crowded with the beauty and fashion of the town, who visited the tents of
the officers without hesitation or restraint, and the most cordial feelings
and intercourse were established between us. This was the pleasant result
of the good conduct of the troops, the largest portion of which were volunteers, and shows what may be made of them by a proper course of discipline. stringent but kind. The town, in a military point of view, may be
regarded as a large and strong fortress, easily defended against an assault,
and capable of sustaining a prou·acted siege. But for the friendly disposition of the inhabitants, it might have given us some u·ouble.

Resume of distances form Monclova to Panas, Mexico.
From Monclova to Castana .............
Castana to Bajan ................
Bajan tO Lajoya .................
Lajoya to Venadito ..............
Venadito to Sauceda ....... .. ....
Sauceda tO San Antonio ..........
San Antonio to La Pastora ... .....
La Pastora to Tenajo .............
Tenajo to Cienega Grande ........
Cienega Grande to San Lorenzo ...
San Lorenzo to Parras ............

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

10 miles.
20
14
(Agua ' ueva.)

32
22
16
16

(DeJarral.)

8
20
18

(De Abajo.)

5

Total .......................... 181 miles in eleven marches.
The division of the army under the command of General Wool has thus
marched, taking La Vaca as the starting point, more than seven hundred
miles, transporting its supplies, medical stores, and mw1itions of war, with a
celerity and success almost unexampled in the history of modern warfare;
and the day after its arrivaJ at Parras, it was, in every Tespecl, in a condition to
have resumed its line of march for an equal or still greater distance.*
*The 6th infamr>·· 1st dragoons, artillery and Nkansa8 ca,~ttlry, taking their respecti\'c
points of departure, haclm<trchcd, up to P<trras, nearly 1wo thousand miles.

264

TOPOGRAPHICAL ENGINEERS IN THE MEXICAN WAR

Although it may seem foreign to the subject of my duties, I cannot refrain in this connexion from paying what I believe to be a well-merited
tribute of respect to our quartermaster's and commissary's departments.
Certainly no army in the field was ever better served, the evidence of
which is seen in what I have just written. I may also, I trust, be permitted
here to say, in the last official communication which I may address to
you, t that in the discharge of the arduous and multifarious duties I have
experienced from the commanding general nothing but kindness and
liberality. Almost every suggestion, in the line of my duty, which I had the
honor to make to him, was promptly met, and every possible facil ity extended for its successful execution . And besides this, I may venture to add
that I was a daily witness of the zeal with which he exerted himself for the
comfort of this army and the service of his country. It may not be inappropriate here to remark that all the inhabitants on our line of march remained quietly at their homes, in the undisturbed possession of their
property: not a house, that I am aware of, was deserted, nor was there an
outrage, to my knowledge, perpetrated on any of the people. Everything
that was procured from the country, either for the use of the army or for
the individual use of officers, was most liberally paid for, and persons and
property on all occasions respected.
As I was absent on a reconnaissance towards Durangot when the army
suddenly moved on Saltillo, I must refer to Lieutenant Sitgreaves, topographical engineers, for a descriptive memoir of that march. I rejoined
headquarters at San J uan de Ia Vaqueria on the third day after the army
left Parras, having found my way through the mountain passes.§
In closing this communication, there are many reflections in relation
to the social, religious, commercial, and political conditions of the Mexican people, the government, and the character of the country we have recently traversed, which naturally force themselves on the mind; but want
of present leisure prevents me from giving expression to tl1em now. I
write hurriedly, on board of a steamboat, with scarcely time to read what I
have written, and I have tl1erefore done but little more than to give you
an almost literal u·anscript of my journal.

t Captain Hughes at this time had been detached, and ordered to proceed with Ccneml
Worth to Vera Cruz.
t Sec memoir in relation to this exploration.
§I su·uck the main road to Saltillo at Castanuela: but such had been the admirable manner in which the division has moved, that umil I approached within three miles of the infantry camp under Colonel Churchill. there was no sign of troops having marched in that
direction, with the exception of the camping grounds-not a broken wagon. or a dead animal, or a straggler was to be seen: and )'et the infantry averaged for two days nearly forty
miles a day.
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February I , 184 7.
SIR: Being detained at this place for the want of transports to convey
us to our destination, I do not know that I can better employ my time
than by attempting to supply, to some extent, the omissions and deficiencies of my previous memoir; but whether I shall accomplish it or not will
depend on circumstances over which r can exercise no control.
It seems to me clearly the policy of the government to establish a line
of military posts on "Woll's road,'' from San Antonio de Bexar to the ford
on the Rio Grande, near Presidio, for the purpose of extending protection to the settlers and traders against robbers and the predatory Indian
tribes. To carry out this plan effectually would require a regiment of
mounted men, with its headquarters at San Antonio de Bexar, a post on
the Quihe; another on the Leona, and the third on the Rio Grande, at
the ford. These posts, with the exception of the one on the Rio Grande,
might be withdrawn in a few years, as there can be no question that the
protection which they would afford would be the means of rapidly settling the counu·y with a population that would soon be able to defend itself. Beside this consideration, it must be obvious to even the most superficial observer that hostilities with the Comanches and Lipans, the most
warlike of the native tribes, are neither remote nor contingent. I regard it
as inevitable, and believe that we shall never establish cordial relations
with them until they have been severely punished-an affair, by-the-by,
not easy of accomplishment. A defeat in a contest with the United States
would result in their precipitation upon the northern provinces of Mexico, which they would assuredly desolate-a consequen<:e which we may
deplore, but cannot avert.
A reference to my memoir, and accompanying maps, in relation to the
march of General Wool's army from San Antonio to Santa Rosa, will show
how well Western Texas is watered, and may convey some faint idea of the
richnes and beauty of the country embraced between the Rio San Antonio and the Nueces; beyond which Iauer river, until we approach the Rio
Grande, it would be no great exaggeration to say that '"tis all barren.'·lt is
true tl1at there are occasional narrow strips of rich land, but for the whole
of that distance (64 miles) we crossed but one stream of running water.
All the rivers between San Antonio and the Nueces may be characterized as beautiful and noble streams of clear and excellent water, and many
of them would afford an almost unlimited amount of water-power; I particularly refer to the San Antonio, the Medina, the Quihe, (perhaps below the
settlement,} and the Leona, (nearly equal to the San Antonio.) The others
are objectionable on account of tl1eir periodical floods. I know of no counu·y better adapted to manufactures than western Texas, and t11erc is perhaps no region of the world where wool can be grown at so low a rate, or
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where the necessaries of life ma) be produced so cheaply. The heat of the
climate, it might be supposed, would deteriorate the quality of the fleece;
but such 1 am told is not the case. The soil is calcareous, with small angular
fragments of Ointy pebbles scauered over it, the drift from the mountains
deposited by a current nowing from south to north, the traces of which we
saw at almost every step from the Guadalupe up to San Antonio; and no
doubt they may be found beyond it, leading to their mountain sources. The
country may be described as a rolling pr.Urie, pretty well wooded, and, after
leaving the Medina, eminently beautiful and picturesque, covered at most
seasons of the year with a luxuriant growth of grass, and abounding with
game. At almost every rod we started up herds of deer, and nocks of partridges and wild turkeys. The rc\'erse of the picture is, that it abounds with
venomous reptiles, snakes, scorpions, centipedes, and tarantulas. The latter
are much dreaded. and rcg<lrded with more horror than any of the tribe.
They are provided with fangs nearly as large as those of the rattlesnake,
while they possess none of his magnanimity, or rather indolence of habil.
The principal annoyances to travelers consist of innumerable crowds of
ticks and red bugs, who fasten and prey upon him with instinctive avidity.
It is melancholy, in traversing this rich and beautiful country, so eminently fitted for the support of human life, to find it but one vast solitude,
undisturbed save by some wary travellers or trader, who pursues his
stealthy course at night, with the hope (often vain) of eluding the crafty
savage, who looks out from his mountain home like an eagle from its
eyrie, watching for his victim. But it requires only a slight effon of the
imagination to fancy it peopled with an industrious and t<'eming population, its heights crowned with human habitations. its fertile valleys in cultivation, and its plains covered with bleating flocks and lowing herds. It
remains but for the government to will it, and this picture will be realized.
It involves simply the establishment of the line of posts which I have indicated to produce these beneficient results, for the natural advantages of
the country could not fail to auractthe attention of foreign immigrants,
and of our own roving and adventurous countrymen.
The formation of the country is calcareous; the rocks, often rising,
ncar the rivers, in high bluffs and isolated hills, intersected by trap dikes.
This we particularly noticed on the Rio Frio. Near the Leona* I observed
numerous small holes in the rocks, about one foot in diameter, and perfectly smooth and circular in shape. T hey were probably formed by the
action of water. The country beyond the Rio Grande, between it and the
Sabinos, is similar to that already described, but is neither so well wooded
nor watered: it is ne,·enheless well calculated for the rearing of stock, for

*I can S<arceh· allow l1l}self to 'f>e"l. of the beautiful river, and iL~ 1ic'h and lovely valle). for
tht· lauguage of trutl1, when applied to tt, must necessarily assume tht• appc:u;mcc of fiction.
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where the natural flow of water is deficient it may be supplied by wells;
and there are large quantities of arable land abandoned for the want of
labor, and in consequence of the insecurity of life and property. As we approach Santa Rosa, some ten miles beyond the Sabinos, a change is observed in the geological format.ion, and we are obviously entering upon a
country of igneous origin. The rocks first seen are conglomerate, composed of angular fragmentary limestone. united with a calcareous cement; the whole being probably due to watery discharges from the now
ext.inct volcanic craLCrs.
At Santa Rosa we reach for the first time the Sierra Gorda-a subordinate chain of the great ''Sierra Madre," or Mother Mountain. This range
seems to be a continuation of that through which the Rio Grande bursts
its way at the canon below the mouth of the Rio Conchos, and which,
sweeping in a curvelincar direct.ion northeasterly, passing to the west of
Sarlla Rosa, Monclova, Monterey, and Victoria, terminates near the
mouth of Limon river, between Tampico and Vera Cruz, on the Gulf of
Mexico. At Las Hermanas an inferior range diverges from it in the direction of Candela, and again unites with it near Monterey. It is very difficult, and indeed almost impossible, at present, accurately to define this
great mountain chain;* but when our ensl"mblR maps arc compiled, we
may be able to do so with considerable precision. We skirted its enure
base from Santa Rosa to Monclova, at which point our examinat.ions gave
us a transverse line of more than one hundred miles through the mountain passes; and we actually crossed it in our march to Panas. Besides this,
we have two lines of reconnaissance from Monclova to Monterey, one
from Monterey to Saltillo, two from Saltillo to our line of march from
~1onclova to Parras, two between Parras and Saltillo, and two from Parras
to Alamo de Parras. These, in addition to the explorations of topographical engineers with General Taylor's army, of the Rio Grande from its
mouth to Camargo, and then to Momcrey, from Monterey to Victoria,
and thence to Tampico, and perhaps from Matamoras to Victoria, with
General Patterson's command, will give us the means of satisfactorily determining the principal geographical features of northern Mexico. I also
understand that examinations have recently been made of the Rio
Grande from Camargo to a point some thirty miles above Presidio, which
encourage the hope that this noble river may become na,-igable, with
slight improvements, at certain seasons of the year, nearly as high up as
the Conchos, and render it not improbable that steamboats may at no distant day ascend even to Chihuahua, to Paso del 1orte, and to the vicinity
"The published map'> ol this portion of Mcx1co are absolute I)' wor.s~ tha11 I~Mkss; and we
step by step, ,,~we could obtain no reliable information
were compelled to gucs.o. our
except by pl~rsonal obsen"dtion. Arista's manuscript map (capn•rcd at Rc:l<lca de Ia Palma} is
tokrably accurate: but we did not obtain a sight of it till after our arrh'<ll at Saltillo.
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of Santa Fe. This, however, is venturing on the field of speculation. The
mountain at Santa Rosa is one unbroken chain for many leagues in extent, without one single pass or defile leading over it. The highest peaks
rise to an altitude of nearly four thousand feet above the level of the
plain, and it must at one time have been covered by the sea, and subsequently been elevated by some internal force. Dr. Long, an intelligent
American, who has resided many years in this country, and has pretty
thoroughly explored the mountains, informed me that he had found marine shells on the highest points. I regret that my engagements prevented
me from examining any considerable portion of this interesting region .
Along the base of the mountain, and rising directly from it, may be seen a
range of conical hills about five hundred feet high, of a nearly uniform
shape and size. It is in these hills that the silver lodes mentioned in a previous memoir are found. Running out nearly pe1·pendicularly from tl1e
main range are a series of tubular hills, varying from one hundred to
three hundred feet in elevation, presenting to tl1e eye the appearance of
a perfect level on the top, with regular sides and truncated extremities.
They are constituted generally of basaltic rocks, and are covered with a
luxuriant growtll of grass; but some less regular in figure are composed of
lavas and volcanic ashes. We lose sight of these peculiarities near Hermanas, and the mountains assume the form of vast buttresses separated
by narrow defiles, leading high up into and often through them-such as
are described in tlle memoir.
Beyond Monclova the mountains are composed of a mass of white
marly altered limestone, showing the action of heat upon it under pressure. The same formation was observed at Monterey and Saltillo. Where
the mountain sides have been abraded by tlle rains, they exhibit the appearance of white stripes from top to bottom. I regret tllat it is not in my
power to communicate more satisfactory information in relation to tl1e
geology of this unexplored and almost unknown country; but my official
duties greatly interfere witll such researches.
The finest agricultural region in Coahuila is in tlle vicinity of Santa
Rosa; but owing to tlle want of laborers, and to the depredations of the Indians, a very large proportion of the arable land is left uncultivated, and
for tlle same reason the rich silver mines-the most valuable, probably, in
Mexico-abandoned. While much of tl1e surface of this State is sterile,
and large quantities of it unfit for cultivation, owing to the ·w ant of water
for purposes of irrigation, (for, in consequence of the long droughts, no
land can be tilled witl1out it,) tllere are extensive tracts of arable soil still in
its primitive and virgin condition, which, under a b etter and more paternal government-one capable and willing to protect life and propertymight be rendered highly productive, for in few parts of the world does
nature more liberally reward labor judiciously applied.
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Nothing can be imagined, in a country pretending to be civilized, so
inefficient, despotic, capricious, and oppressive as the government of the
(so called) Mexican republic. It matters not who is in power, the result is
the same. It not only extends no protection to its citizens, but it absolutely
forbids them the use of arms for their own defence, and deprives them of
them by unceremonious domiciliary visits; they are forbidden to possess
them without a special license; exactions are imposed on them in every
form that human ingenuity can invem; and, in one word, the government is known only by its malign influence, and felt only by its oppression. When the inhabitants of AJamo de Parras invoked the interposition,
against the depredations of the Indian s, of General Raez, who commanded a large force at San Miguel, he returned them the pious answer,
tJ1at "he hoped God would protect and bless them, but that he could not
move from San Miguel"-a benediction (which if not a coldblooded
mockery) more becoming a bishop than a soldier. It is a fact that the only
security which the people of Coah uila had felt for many months was after
our arrival, and in the presence of our troops; and it was only during our
march and occupation of the country that they could venture to travel a
few miles from their own homes with the assurance that the next chaparral did not conceal the lurking savage or the merciless bandit-both
alike seeking his life and property.
The system of peonage, or domestic slavery, keeps in bondage at least
Jottr-fiflhs of northern Mexico. 1 o system of slavery can be more harsh and
degrading, for it carries with it none of those kindly sympathies and early
associations which so often alleviate it in the United States. Peons are persons sold for debt, and it rarely happens that one is ever redeemed from
bondage till o ld age renders him useless to his owner, who then charitably
permits him to beg for the remnant of his life. The only appearance of liberty which he enjoys, is that of selecting a master who may choose to buy
him from his owner by paying the claim against him, which, when tendered, (with the consent of the slave,) he is compelled by law to accept as a
discharge of the obligation. The poor peon lives in a miserable mud hovel
or reed hut, (sometimes built of cornstalks, thatched with grass.) He is allowed a peck of corn a week for his subsistence, and a small monthly pay
for his clothes; but as all his purchases arc made fi·om his master, each year
generally finds him still deeper in debt, for the payment of which he at last
pledges all he possesses-/tis children! and they are bound for the parent
till they are legally capable of incurring debts of their own, and become eligible to a state of slavery on their own account. And yet Mexico calls herself a free coun u·y!
The State of Coahuila is bounded on the east by Tamauiipas and the
Rio Grande, on the north by the Rio Grande and Chihuahua, on the west
by Chihuahua, and on the south by Chihuahua, Durango, and New Leon.
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It contains about 193,000 square miles, with a population of only 125,000,
or not quite one and a half to the square mile. Two-thirds of its surface is a
level plain, and the remainder consists of mountains and warm, fertile valleys. Its principal rivet'S are the Rio Grande, the Alamo, the Sabinos, the Salado, and the San Juan, of which the first is alone navigable for any considerable distance. Ils chief towns are Santa Rosa, Monclova, Parras, and
Saltillo--the latter being the seat of government. It is situated in latitude
25° 25' 30" north, and longitude 101° 1' 45" west of Greenwich, on one of
the numerous rributaries to the San .Juan. It contains about 11,000 inhabitants, is a cleanly, weU-built, well-paved, and well-watered town, and is the
ecclesiastical as well as political capital. The cathedral, facing the main
plaza, is a large and imposing stone structure, of a mixed order of architecture, the Arabesque predominating, with a richly ornate facade of cut
stone, painted with various colors. The plaza is extensive, and the buildings
on it generally two stories high, with balconies or porticoes. I think I can
recognise in the domestic architecture of the cities an intimate blending of
the Mexican, the Moorish, and the Flemish-the two last having been imported by the Spaniards, and engrafted on the original Aztec style. Directly
fronting the cathedral is a beautiful and copious fountain, at which the female peons, in their picturesque costumes, may be seen at all hours of the
day drawing water, and chatting with the characteristic volubility of the
counu·y; for most Mexicans, unlike the Spaniards, are inveterate talkers.
Saltillo is a place of considerable trade, and is the seat of the only manufactories of which Coahuila can boast. These establishments are represented
to be in a ver y flourishing condition, paying high wages to the employes,
and large dividends to the stockholders. The city is not defensible, being situated in a valley which is commanded on three sides. The o·ue battle field
for its defence in front is just beyond the hacienda of San J uan de Buena
Vista, about four miles beyond the town. On this approach is a narrow defile occupied by the road, on the right hand of which rises a high bluff hill,
and on the left is a wide, deep, and almost impassable arroyo. This pass may
be completely swept by a converging fire of artillery, and can be turned
only by light infanu·y on the one hand, while on the other side of the
ravine, (in which is a running su·eam of water,) no troops can pass without
exposing their flank to the artillery within point blank range. To occupy
the whole valley would demand about 4,000 men of all arms, with powerful
batteries of field artillery, and it would probably require some 1,500 more
to hold tl1e town, protect the depots and guard the passes. These forces
could defend Saltillo in that direction from overwhelming numbers and superior guns. The u·ue position for the defence of the city in the rear, from
the direction of Monterey, is at Los Muertos, thirty miles distant, one of tl1e
su·ongest mountain gorges I have ever seen. It is in fact the portal to the
whole interior counu·y. The Mexicans seem to have contemplated making
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a stand at this place after the termination of the armistice, and had half
consu·ucted several strong works which were calculated to command all the
approaches within the reach of their guns. Why they should have abandoned this apparently impregnable post is still "a marvel and a mystery,"
unless we may venture lO suppose that the known presence of a large column at Monclova, which might have taken them in reverse, impressed
them with the idea that the forward movement of that division would render their position untenable, and jeopard the safety of their army.
More than half of the whole State of Coahuila belongs to the two
brothers Sanchez, who also own some thirty thousand peons. Several of
their vast estates are managed by stewards, while the remainder are
rented. Their principal town residence is in Saltillo, but their favorite
country seat is the magnificent hacienda of Patos. This powerful family,
together with their relations, the Blancos, the Yvarros, and the Zualagos,
own nearly the en tire State and its jJopu!cllion. They have taken no open or
active pan in the present war, and have preserved friendly and even
kindly relations with many of our officers; but the Blancos and Sanchezes
are understood to be prepared, under more promising circumstances, to
uphold the Mexican gover nment with their wealth and influence.*
Nearly all our expenditures for supplies have found theitr way directly or
indirectly into the coffers of these princely nabobs.
Except for the education of the clergy, there arc no seminaries of
learning deserving of the name in Coahuila; but there is an ecclesiastical
college in Saltillo of some reputation, but the course of instruction sedulously excludes everything approaching to science, and is confined to the
classics and to the reading of the Fathers. The consequence of this state
of things is, that by far the greater portion of the population are plunged
into the most profound ignorance, and can neither read nor write. Many
of the better class were formerly sent to the United States to be educated,
but for some years this plan has been abandoned, and they are now sent
for that purpose to France and to the city of Mexico.
Four-fifths of the population of northern Mexico are of the aboriginal
race, (pure, or mixed in different degrees with Spanish blood), the lineal
descendants of the once powerful Aztec monarchy. In habits, costumes,
mode of life, wants, and civilization, they have probably changed but little, with the exception of the abandonment of their barbarous sacrificial
rites, since the conquest, and they retain even much of their original language. They are a good-looking people, and while one seldom sees a very
large man amongst them, they are certainly a well-made. agile, and mus*This the}' have sin<"e done. One of the Sanche1.es was with Mi1ion at 1.he capwre of
Major Gaines. at Encarnacion, and gave him inform;ujon of that movement. Colonel
Blanco r.tised a large Mexican force of rancheros, and threw himself in the rear of Saltillo to
cut off our rcl.feat.
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cular race, (which we have been in the custom of underrating) of abstemious habits, and of great powers of endurance, on foot or on horseback. They are scarcely equalled as couriers, and are unsurpassed in
marching. It may seem a paradox to say that they possess much boldness
and little courage; they would venture where other men would hesitate,
and yet would offet· but faint resistance when danger is upon them.
Hence it is that they so often fall victims to the Indians.
Fancy to yourself a rather light-colored Indian, dressed in a pair of
leather unmentionables, without suspenders, buttoning from the knee
downwards, which are usually left open in warm weather for comfort, and
to exhibit the white drawers underneath; a common cotton shirt, often
wanting; a red sash tied tightly around the waist; a pair of sandals on his
feet, and enormous iron spurs on heel; with a heavy conical felt hat (that
would almost resist a sabre cut) on head, and a long iron-pointed aspen
goad in hand, and you have a perfect picture of the ranchero, or rather
vachero. Mounted on a spirited pony, with a lasso at his saddle-bow, and
he is no mean adversary for a single man to encounter. He rides well and
fearlessly, and throws the lasso with unerring aim. It is a beautiful sight to
see him witl1 his red blanket (worn as a poncho i11 cold weather) streaming in the wind, his head bent eagerly forward, and lasso whirling in circles high in air, riding clown some refractory animal that he seldom fails
to catch, at the first throw, by the neck or hind foot, bringing him violently to the ground. The animal thus caught feels that the contest is
ended, and quietly submits to his captor. It is amusing to see the young
urchins following the example of their elders, and practising on little pigs
and tender kids, who by no means appear to eruoy the fun. It verifies the
old fable of the "boys and frogs." It may be sport to the one pany, but is
often death to tl1e other. Every Mexican, whatevet· his condition may be,
is expert with the lasso, and the throwing of it may be regarded as a national amusement. One of our men became intoxicated at the hacienda
of Lorenzo, near Parras, and \vas in the act of raisi ng his carbine to shoot
Don Manuel, its amiable and accomplished proprietor, who, quick as
thought, threw the noose over him and pinioned him by the arms, when
our stalwart Arkansas cavalier became as meek and quiet as a lamb.
The wealthier classes dress very much in the same style, but of richer
fabrics, their buttons being usually of silver, and they are particularly ostentatious in their saddles and housings, which are often overloaded with
heavy silver ornaments. They are also very curious in the color and patterns of their blankets and the matetials of their cloaks.
The women are rather under what we regard as the medium size,
slight in figure, well-formed, and graceful; and while few are beautiful,
many of t11cm, while young, are good-looking and agreeable; their hands
and feet arc small, with well turned ankles; they have generally white
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teeth, good mouths, magnificent black eyes, and glossy black hair. in the
drel>sing of which they daily bestow much pains. They appear to be amiable and kind-hearted, and arc said to make good wives and mothers.
They arc cleanly in their habits; for, most of the towns and haciendas
being si LUatcd on running streams, they have every advantage for
bathing, of which they avail themselves most liberally, without encumbering themselves with much superfluous clothing. Their usual dress consists
of thin slippers, without stockings, a cloth petticoat, usually red, and a
chemise which exposes more of the person than is in most countries considered to be consistent with a due regard to modesty; but this is the custom of the country, and I am not disposed to criticise it; with a rosary
around the neck, and gold ear-rings, and you have the female costume
complete. When they go abroad the reboso is generally worn either over
the head, concealing the greater portion of the face, or over the shoulders, like a shawl. It is worn by all Mexican women; its quality depending
on the condition of the wearer. To their ordinary domestic duties they
add the weaving of rebosos and blankets; the latter arc worn by the men
as an outer covering, and is literally "a bed by night, a garment ~11 the
day." Many of them are of fine texture, and of great beauty of figure and
color. Their prices vary from $3 to $75, and even to S100. Many of the
bcuer class of females are well-educated and accomplished ladies, who
would grace the saloons of the most polished capital. The town of Mier is
celebrated all over the republic for the beauty of its blankets.
Mexican cookery is, to my taste, detestable; but many Americans, less
fastidious perhaps, affect to like it. Everything is rendered as hot as fire by
red pef>per, which enters in enormous quantities into each dish as an essential ingredient. The favorite dish in Mexico is the frijoles (friholes,) which
is universally brought on the table as a bonne bouche. It con sists of small,
brown, black-eyed beans, boiled for six or eight hours in soft water, and
then mixed with melted lard and salt. It is, when thus cooked, a very
agreeable vegetable. Another article of food, and almost as great a favorite, is the tortilla. It is prepared by boiling maize in a pretty strong ley
(of ashes,) which separates the husk. It is afterwards washed in clean cold
water till all the impurities are removed, and it is then mashed (for I
know not how better to express it) on a short stone table, placed in an inclined position, with a stone 1·o/ling.pin, till il is ground into a soft, plastic
paste. A woman then, wetting her hands, (it is to be hoped that they have
been previously well washed,) takes up a small portion of the dough, and
by dexterously shifting it from one hand to the other, patting it at the
same time, (and producing a loud noise,) soon brings it to the required
consistency, sh ape, and size. It is then baked on a griddle, and taken hot
to the table, where it serves the triple purposes of bread, forks, and
spoons. With butter, it wou ld no doubt make a palatable bread: but in
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Mexico no butter can be found, except in the houses of foreigners. It is
even extremely difficult to procure cow's milk, notwithstanding their numerous herds, and goat's milk is generally used; but that cannot be always
obtained, and is not fit for use till it has been boiled. We succeeded occasionally in obtajning curds at some of the haciendas. ln no portion of the
world have I seen better wheat bread, cakes, or confectionary. The Mexjcans are peculiarly skilful in the preparation of fruits and confectionary.
The wealthier classes live in a style of great luxury, and 1 have seldom
partaken of more elegant and sumptuous entertainments than at their
hospitable boards. The services of china and silver are beautiful and rich,
while the courses follow each other in rapid succession; and the tables
groan with a profusion of meats, fruits, confectionary, and wines, piled
upon them. A gentleman, whose curiosity once induced him to count the
courses at a dinner, assured me that they exceeded twenty in number.
During my short stay at Saltillo, I had an opportunity ofwiU1essing their
burial rites. A young lady of great beauty, whose loss was deeply deplored,
had recently died, and an immense concourse of people attended the funeral solemnities. The deceased was dressed in white, with white satin slippers on her feet, her head decked with garlands, her raven locks gracefully
disposed over her shoulders, her hands crossed in front, and holding a
large bouquet of flowers: thus adorned, "like a bride awaiting her bridegroom," she was placed on a white couch, also trimmed with flowers, and
surmounted with a canopy of satin, roses, and feathers. On this bier the
mortal remains of the poor young girl, beautiful even in death, were paraded, feet foremost, through the principal su·eets of the city, and around
the main plaza, exposed to the wonde1;ng stare of curious strangers. The
procession was headed by three priests, dressed in the rich vesU11ents of
their order, chanting prayers for the deceased, the chanting being accompanied by three violins; others carried banners and crosses; incense was
burnt; fom men in clerical costume bore the bier on their shoulders, and
then followed the mourners, friends, and relations of the deceased; the
whole being preceded by a band of music, while the bells of the Cathedral
tolled mournfully. The ceremonies within the church were not rufferent
from those of the Roman Catholic religion in other counu·ies.
The Mexjcans have been often represented as a subtle, treacherous,
and cruel race, in whom no reliance can be placed with safety. This may
be so; but if l should speak of them from personal observation alone, I
should say that they are naturally hospitable, hlnd-hearted, and amiable.
In their manners they are extremely courteous, and the most civil people
I have ever known. My dutjes generally carried rne in advance of the
army-sometimes several days ahead, and often to considerable distances
with small escorts. On one occasion, being unwell, I remained over night
in a town of 1,400 inhabitants, without a soldier within eight miles of me;
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and another Lime, 1 was fifty mile~ distant from the camp. with onl} three
dragoons as a guard; and yet at no Lime did 1 feel the slightest apprehension for my safety, nor have I any reason to suspect that my confidence
was misplaced. Wherever I went, whether to the princely hacienda or the
humble rancho, r was treated with kindness and hospitality; and I must
confess that the impression made upon me was greatly in their favor.
With a better and wiser form of government-one able and willing to destroy their miserable system of peonage, to insure the liberty of the press,
educate and liberalize the people, and develop the resources of the country-cannot doubt that they would rise high in the scale of civilizaLion. It
is true, that while they possess many of the virtues, they exhibit also many
of the ,·ices of an ignorant and half-barbarous people. We have recentlr
often heard of deeds of extreme cruelty perpetrated by them on the Rio
Grande; but it remains to be seen how far they were acts of retaliaLion,
provoked (but not justified) by the outrages they have endured. From
Saltillo to Mier, with the exception of the large towns, all is a desert, and
there is scarcely a solitary house (if there be one) inhabited. The smiling
villages which welcomed our troops on their upward march are now black
and smouldering ruins, the gardens and orange groves destroyed, and
the inhabitants, who administered to their necessities, have sought refuge
in the mountains. The march of Attila was not more withering and destructive. It is but an act of justice to General Taylor to say that he did everything in his power to prevemthese excesses, and that they were principally committed by some of the quartermaster's men, who, until they
were taught to the contrary by the strong arm of power, did not consider
themselves as being amenable to martial or any other law; and by desperate adventurers, called by the army "outsiders," who followed the army
for plunder, and frequently organized themselves into bands to carry on
their depredations, not being very particular as to whether they robbed
Mexicans or their own countrymen. They emphatically "made war on
their own hook." Many of these miscreants were sent horne by General
Taylor, and every possible precaution was taken to prevent their entrance
into Mexico. Man)' of their misdeeds came under m)' personal obsenation, but the difficulty was to identify the individual. In general, the
troops behaved with great forbearance and humanity.
In the northern provinces of Mexico there is a strong feeling in favor
of a federal, and in decided opposition to a cenu·al form of government.
This is the instinctive result of a sense of self-preservation, for these people arc not prone to indulge in abstract speculations. As there may be
said to be no government many miles beyond the city of Mexico, tl1ey feel
that, while they bear more than a just proportion of the burdens of the
state, thev receive none of its fostering care or paternal protecLion. The
Federalists are called the American , and the Centralists the Mexican
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party. The former have been in favor either of becoming an integral portion of our Union, or an independent republic, under our protection
and guarantee. How far this would now be practicable or desirable, is a
question for the politician to settle: the trade of which the joint right of
navigating the Rio Grande would give us almost the exclusive advantage,
and the introduction of American machinery, to be paid for in the precious metals, might be a matter of some consequence. With the slightest
encouragement during the last summer, the whole State of Coahuila
would have pronounced against the existing government of Mexico.
Very truly, your obedient servant,
CEO. W. HUGHES.
To Colonelj.j. ABERT,
Chi4 T()jJographical Engineers,
CAMP NEAR MONCLOVA,

Mexico, Novemberl4, 1846.
SrR: Having completed the reconnaissance of the counu·y from Monclova to Quatro Cienegas, (and its vicinity,) on the route to Chihuahua, I
have now the honor to submit to the commanding general, in addition to
my short communication of the 12th instant, the following descriptive
memoir, and accompanying topograph ical map, of the country embraced
in the general's instructions of the 6th instant.
Owing to circumstances not necessary to mention, our first day's
march (the 7th of November) terminated at the hacienda of Pozuelos.
We left the plaza of Monclova by the main road to Monterey and Saltillo,
but soon after quitting the city turned suddenly to the right, skirting the
base of a high mountain range to our south, and leaving a series of hills
of variable heights to the north . Our course was nearly due west, over a
wild and barren region, for several miles, when we entered upon a wide
and pretty valley, which, at a distance of nine miles from the city, brought
us to the hacienda de Pozuelos, or the hot well, an artificial excavation
some forty feet deep, which discharges a large volume of hot water, very
palatable when it has been allowed to cool. This well irrigates two large
plantations, which nearly exhaust the supply-the surplus being lost in
the swamps near Nadadores.
A mule track to Saltillo diverges from this well, as is shown on t-he
map. Our first encampment was at the base of a high chain of mountains,
which apparently blocked our further progress in that direction; but by
pursuing a circuitous course beat-ing from NW. to SW. through the highlands, we reached, at a distance of eleven miles by a good road, the San
Pedro spring, the source of a large creek flowing i I'll a northwesterly direction down the valley of the Sacramento, which we followed for about
three miles to La Villa Nueva, a small and modern town of four hundred
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and fifty inhabitants. In this quiet and secluded valley we saw the first appearance of improvement since our entrance upon Mexican soil. Within
a few miles of each other, two new and respectable looking towns have recently sprung into existence, and many acres of rich but waste lands have
been brought into successful cultivation. Here there arc no wealthy proprietOrs nor lordly haciendas to please the eye with their immense proportions, but, what was more gratifying to an American, small, neat tenements, occupied by the owners and tillers of the soil. This valley was
covered for miles with fields of maite and cotton, but it is so diflicult to
obtain authentic statistical information, that I am unable to state the
amount of their production.
From Villa Nueva, a course of N. 85 W. brought us, over a distance of
eight miles across the vatiC}'• to a remarkable mountain pass called el
Puerto del Sacramento. It is about three hundred yards wide, the mountain rising almost vertically to an altilltde of nearly 2,000 feet, and a huge
rock directly in the pass gives it the appearance of a gigantic propylon of
some vast temple. The road follows up this gorge, (through which nows a
large and rapid stream, called the San Juan, that rises west of Ciencgas,)
for about six miles. where the mountains widen out, leaving between
them a broad an most lovely valley, at the lower end of which is built the
hacienda of San Juan. There is not a mile of this pass that does not offer a
strong position for defence; but the most formidable is at the upper outlet of the gorge, where it is scarce I}' two hundred and fifty yards wide, with
huge and inaccessible mountains rising almost perpendicularly from its
two extremities, while the ground slopes down the pass as evenly as a
glacis. As far as I could ascertaiu, it would be difficult to turn this position
if occupied by an enemy.
To the south of the hacienda there are extensive salt ponds, which
render the running water rather brackish, and probably impregnate
them with sulphate of magnesia.
From the hacienda, a ride along the mountain on the nonh of the ,-a].
ley for twelve miles in a direction a little south of west brought us to the
t0\\11 of Quatro Cienegas, situated in the midst of this upland valley. For
about eight miles the land, though rich and easily irrigated, is left uncultivated, and produces only a luxuriant growth of tall, wild grass.
Tlw town ofCienegas contains, according to the last census, 1,428 inhabitants, or, including its dependencies (of St. Catarina, Rosarios, and
Villa del Sacramento) subject to the jurisdiction of the alcalde, 2,682. The
people of this district are distinguished for their industry, sobriety, and attachment to their religion. In politics, unlike the citi1cns of Monclo,·a,
they arc mostly federalists, and unfriendly to the ruling powers of Mexico. We found them, as they had been represented, favorabl}' inclined to
our government and its institutiom. To us, indi,idually. they were un-
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bounded in their kindness and hospitality. For miles around the town the
land is cultivated like a garden, and produces the great staples of wheat
and cotton in abundance. The grape vine is also reared successfully in
large vineyards, and furnishes both a red and white wine of tolerable
quality. The first is said to be good, but we saw it only in a dried state. It
yields by distillation a pure, but not agreeably flavored brandy, called
aguardiente. The maguey, (agave Americana,) growing sometimes to the
height of forty feet, is planted for its pulque. Peaches, figs, melons, and
pecans find here a congenial soil and propitious climate.
Nothing can be more enchanting to the sight than this broad and
lovely valley, intersected in ever y direction by streams of running water,
surrounded on every side by lofty mountains, impassable except through
a few narrow chasms just wide enough to admit the roads and the rushing
brooks whose waters are gathered within their recesses. I looked down
upon the scene from an eminence, and could but liken it to the Happy
Valley ofRasselas.
There are two grist-mills near Cienegas, and two cotton-gins (of American manufacture,) all driven by water-power. The buildings are large,
well proportioned, and imposing in appearance; but the machinery of
the grist-mills is of the most simple and primitive construction. The shaft
is vertical, with a tub-wheel attached to the lower extremity, and the
upper millstone to the top. The nether-stone is fixed in the floor, above
the pit, and the shaft revolves inside of it, carrying with it the upper
stone. The wheat (which in Mexico is always washed and dried before
grinding) is taken in sacks, and thrown into a hopper, from which it descends between the stones, and is ground into flour. These mills are unprovided \vith bolting apparatus, as the flour and bran are not separated
for ordinary use. When white bread is baked, (and the best in the world is
made in Mexico,) the flour is sifted by hand. The mechanic arts have
made but little progress in Mexico, and labor-saving machinery, for ordinary purposes, is almost unknown. Their tools, carts, and agricultural implements are of the rudest description, and are obviously literal copies of
their original models. The type of their mode of harnessing and driving
oxen, and lhe form of their carts and ploughs, may be found in the Egyptian drawings and bas-relief. By changing their seed-grain, and introducing the best American system of agriculture, 1 have no doubt that, with
their natural advantages of soil, climate, and means of irrigation, the
crops in this portion of Mexico might be more than doubled. At present
they never till the earth to a greater deptl1 than thJ-ee inches; and this has
been their system from the beginning. The markets for this disu·ict are
Monterey, Saltillo, San Luis Potosi, and Chihuahua. Clear cotton is worth
here from $5 to $6 the cargo of 300 lbs., and flour $7. Very little maize is
grown here: but in the Sacramento it sells for $1.50 to $2 the f;mega-a
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liule short of three bushels. There are no mines in the vicinity, and no
manufactures except those already mentioned.
The roads leading from Cienegas arc, 1st, to Monclova, the route we
travelled; 2d, to Saltillo, by a mule track, ninety miles; 3d, to Parras, one
hundred and eighty miles, by a good cart road, but the deficiency of
water for a long distance has caus<:d it to be in a great measure abandoned; 4th, to Sta. Catarina, by a good w·-tgon road, will watered.
Sl. Catarina, a small hamlet of four hundred and sixteen inhabitants,
is situated at the foot of an elevated plateau called the Bolson de Mappimi, about 30 miles N. 80 W. of Cicncgas. The road passes alternately
through mountain defiles and narrow valleys.
In the mountains between Ciencga~ and Sta. Catarina there are very
extensive forests of white pine and oaks of different kinds, growing to an
immense size. The route to Chihuahua passes through SL Catarina; and it
is here the real difficulties begin. For at least ninety miles there is no
water, except in the rainy season; and several persons who have recently
traversed the Bolson de Mapimi unite in saying that the present season is
unusually dry, and that the water, which is sometimcl> to be found in
holes, has entirely disappeared. There is only a mule track, and no wagon
road, in this direction, after leaving St. Catarina. A Mexican cart has been
driven over this line; but it was found necessary often to shift the load,
and even to take the carts to pieces, owing to the abrupt and broken nature of the country.
From Agua Chile to Chihuahua the road is said to be excellent; but
there is a deficiency of water to Sta. Rosalia, from whence there is an
abundance of everything necessary for the subsistence of troops to Chihuahua. Supposing the representation to be true, (and I ha,•e no reason
to doubt them,) the natural inference is, the route is impassable for artillery, infantry, and the wagon train. Dragoons mounted on mules, and
taking with them pack-mules to carry water, could no doubt effect a passage by this route; but l should consider it to be a most hazardous undertaking ro attempt it with any other arm of the service.
Having executed, as far as practicable, the instructions of the commanding general, 1 returned with the escort as far as the Puerto del
Sacramento over our former route, and from thence diverged through
the valley of Ranchos Nuevas to the outlet of the Sacramento, in a direction nearly N. 80 E., across the valley. At this point the San Pedro, the San
Juan, and the Sacramento creeks unite, forming a large and rapid su·eam,
called the :--ladadores, flowing into the Rio Monclova near the Hacienda
Las Hermanas, where the junction of the two produces the Rio Salado.
This latter river soon afterwards unites with the Sabinos-retaining, however, its original name-and finally discharges its waters into the Rio
Grande at Re,·illa, or Gueresa, as it is sometimes called on the maps.
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The pass above mentioned is similar to those already described, the
road and the creek occup)-ing nearly the whole of the defile, while the
mountain rises suddenly to the height of probably fifteen hundred feet.
There are several large caves in the rocks, from which saltpetre is obtained. This defile is about six miles long, and terminates at the rancho
Leco. We had now left the mountains, and descended into the plains of
Monclova. The road from the rancho soon brought us to a large and new
hacienda belonging to Sci'lor Gonzales; and six miles fanher, in a nearly
straight road, to the town of Nadadores, containing about eight hundred
inhabitants. Before reaching this town we passed over a low but very rich
country, much of which has been recently drained and cultivated. The
position of the village is flat and unhealthy. San juan Bucnaventura lies
about three miles off to the nonh. There is a great deal of corn, cotton,
and wheat growing in the neighborhood of this town. Ncar San Juan is a
grist-mill and couon-gin, driven by water-power; and there is another
grist-mill on a stream called the Sta. Gertrudes, about four and a half
miles from SanJuan.
From Nadadores to Monclova is about sixteen miles in a southeasterly
direction; the road is good, and much of the land in a high state of cultivation. The inhabitants of this '-illage are not very favorably disposed tovvards
us; but many gentlemen of wealth and intelligence arc biuerly averse to
their present form of government. One of them, who had been in the
United States, said to me with great emphasis: "Sir, we have a glorious
country, and a good populaLion; but our government is the worst in the
world. I would rather be under the dominion of a Comanche chief." The
great scourge of this country, which I have attempted to describe in these
papers, after its government, is to be found in the sudden irruptions of the
Indian u·ibes-the Lipans, the Mescaleros, and the Comanches-the most
treacherous and ruthless of our nomadic races. On our return we found
the country in alarm. Couriers had been sent to all the small villages to say
that a party of three hundred warriors had passed through the mountains
ncar Santa Rosa, and was descending upon the upland villages, by the way
of Santa Catarina. We saw nothing of the Indians, but heard of their being
on our trail. So bold arc they, or so little do they respect their Mexican
neighbors, that a few of them will not hesitate to ride into towns of the size
of Cicnegas, and lay them under contribution.
I was escorted on this tour of duty by Captain Porter's company of Arkansas cavalry; and it is but an act ofjustice to the officers and men to say that I
have no complaints to make of their conduct, buy everything to commend.
The distance to Cienegas, via Pozuelos, is about fifty miles; via Nadadores, (by a smoother road,) it is some six miles fanher. For the d1)' season, this is the preferable route.
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I was accompanied in this expedition by Captain Howard, commissary of
subsistence, who succeeded in purchasing a large quantity of wheat flour.
Very respectfully, &c., &c., &c.,
GEO. W. HUGHES,
Captain Toj>ographical Engineers.
Captain j. H. PRENTISS,
Assistant Adjutant General, Centre Division, &c., &c., &c.

A.

August 31.-From La Vaca, eight miles, to the Placedores, a small
rivulet, course nearly west across level prairie; very muddy prairie-very
muddy from recent rains; thence four miles further in the same direction
to the house of---, a Frenchman, on the right bank. of a small muddy
stream, with bank.s eight to ten feet high.
September 1.-After crossing this the road continues about WNW. over
the same kind of prairie, six miles, to another stream of the same character as the last, up the right bank of which it runs some two miles; and
thence a little more northerly to a belt of timbers, two miles from Victoria. Whole distance thirty miles.
September 2.-At Victoria crossed the Guadalupe, some 200 feet wide,
by ferry; thence about two miles, through a thickly timbered bottom, to
an open rolling prairie, dry and hard, except at the crossing of two gulleys and a rivulet, twelve miles to the Coleto, a small clear stream, with
hard sand and rock bottom. Thence in the same general direction, a little
N. of W. , thirteen miles to the Manahuila, the crossing of which was
muddy and difficult, and six miles further to Goliad. passing another
stream of similar character.
Sept.ember 4.-From Goliad seven miles to the Cabeza, and thence
NNW. six miles to a pond in the prairie, near which we encamped.
September 5.-Twelve miles to a grassy stream, with bad water; thence
two miles to another small stream of good water, having a pretty grove
upon its banks. Five miles further crossed a fine stream, with high steep
banks. Thence sixteen miles to a rancho, on the right bank of the Cibolo,
a considerable stream, with hard stony bottom; the whole distance over
rolling prairie, dry and sandy, and covered with muskeet (mezquite?)
grass; the timber becoming more abundant. Course about NW., a little N.
From the Cibolo six miles to a smaJI stream, and six miles further to a rancho, which is some distance off the road to the left, and on the banks of
the San Antonio river. The San Antonio is here some 100 feet wide, with
very high, steep banks. Nine miles hence, through pretty well timbered
land, to Canteen's rancho, on a fine stream, with steep banks at its cross-
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in g. From Canteen's rancho twelve miles across open prairie to the Salado, and nine miles thence to San Antonio, which we reached on the 6th
of September.
Respectfully, you obedient servant,
L. SITGREAVES,
Breoet Captain Cmps Tffpog;mphical Engineers.

B.
MEMOIR.

There are two roads leading from LaVaca, Texas, to San Antonio de
.Bexar. One of these, the shorter of the two, diverges from the other at
Victo1ia, thirty miles from LaVaca. This passes through Goliad, and is the
road which was used by General Wool for the transportation of his supplies. There other passes through Gonzales and Seguin.
I was ordered by you to proceed by the latter route from Victoria to
San Antonio, and incidentally to make a reconnaissance of the counu·y
passed over by it.
There were no supplies furnished by the quartermaster's department
on this road; consequently I was obliged to leave my instruments at Victoria, to be sent by the shorter route, and to set out with no other insu·ument than a pocket compass. As it was mid-summer, to save our horses we
left Victoria just at dusk. During the day the Oies are so numerous that the
horses are set nearly frantic, and humanity as well as his own comfort will
dictate to the traveler in tl1is part of Texas that he must lie by during the
day and travel at night. In consequence of this night travelling, my notes
have been very imperfect.
The road continues along the left bank of the 1·iver Guadalupe, varying
in its distances. from the river from a quarter of a mile to a mile and a half.
For the first twelve miles the road goes over a wet prairie, which had
been washed by the water into holes, which gives rhe euphonious name of
"hog-wallow" to the prairie. The road is miserable even in dry weather,
and in wet weather is said to be impassable. From the soft nature of the
soil, the slightest fall of rain makes it bad; and a long continued rain, one
can easily imagine, would render the prairie fitter for navigation in boats
than for u·avelling in wagons.
After crossing the prail"ie the country in the \ricinity of the road is
found to be thinly timbered with a growth of what is commonly called the
post-oak. The road itself is good, being sandy, and the face of the country
is level. This timber does not grow regularly, as in the woods of the north,
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but is scattered in clumps. The height of the tree seldom exceeds twenty
feet. The road generally winds through parts where there is no timber.
The soil seems to be fertile, but the counu·y is very thinly settled. The distance from Victoria to Gonzales is sixty-three miles, and from the point at
which timber commences, fifty-one miles from Gonzales. I noticed in the
whole distance bm one place where the timber was not post-oak. This was
at a small creek eight miles from Gonzales, called McCoy's creek, the
banks of which were well timbered with sycamore, oak &c.
The counu·y becomes more hilly as the road approaches Gonzales,
but in no other respect did I notice a change.
Gonzales is a small place of but little interest, containing about300 inhabitants. It is situated near the junction of the St. Mark's and Guadalupe
rivers. The former is crossed by a ferry, the road still continuing along the
left bank of the Guadalupe. In the vicinity of Gonzales the country is
more thickly settled than 1 had yet found it.
After leaving Gonzales the soil became visibly more sandy. The hills increased in height, were stony, and the whole face of the country was unprepossessing. This appearance continues as far as a short distance from
Segujn, in the vicinity of which place the country visibly improved, and
the settlers became much more numerous.
Seguin is thirty-four miles from Gonzales. It is a small place, but little
larger than Gont.ales. Here, as well as along the whole route, the houses
are buill of logs. They are divided into three parts. The centre is merely a
shed, the roof of the house being all that protects it from the weather.
The other two parts are on each side of the centre shed, and are the
kitchens, bedrooms, &c., of the establishment. They are rude but very
comfortable dwellings, particularly so for so new a country.
About two miles from Seguin the road crosses the Guadalupe, by
means of a wooden bridge. The banks of the river are here well timbered
with a fine growth of oaks, of various kinds, sycamores, &c.
After leaving the Guadalupe, the road runs nearly west to San Antonio, a distance of thirty-two miles. The muskeet (a variety of the acacia)
covers the whole face of the surrounding country. Here it is first seen on
the route west, and it continues with little intermission as far as the centre
division marched. A succession of parallel ridges, running nearly north
and south, intersect the road , giving to the journey something which at
ftrst appears to be variety, but which soon proves to be an interminable
sameness. The traveller looks forward to see San Antonio in the distance
when he has arrived at the top of one of these hills, but he is disappointed again and again, until he gives up in despair, and, without looking to the right or left, rides sluggishly on until the gray walls of the
Alamo, immediately jn front of him, give him the pleasing assurance that
his journey is ended.

284

TOPOGRAPHICAL ENGINEERS IN THE MEXICAN WAR

Halfway between the Guadalupe and San Antonio the road crosses
the Cibolo, a fine, clear stream, about thirty feet mn width, very shallow,
but with a fine gravelly bottom. Several smaller streams are crossed at intermediate distances, so that this part of the route is as well watered as the
first part.
On the whole, this route from Victoria to San Antonio may be said to
be a good natural road. With the exception of the first twelve miles the
road is good in all weathers, and in all seasons of the year. The greatest
obstacle is the St. Mark's river. At present the only means of crossing it is
by a ferry, but in a few years the more thickly settled state of the country
will render a bridge indispensable; and when this is constructed, there
will be an uninterrupted communication from La Vaca to San Antonio.
There will never be any difficulty about supplies on this route, for as
the country grows older the farming population will continually increase.
Respectfully submiued:
W.B. FRANKLIN,
Bt·euet lst Lieut., U.S. TopographicalEngineet:
To Major GEORGE W. HUGHES,

U. S. Topographical Engineer,
Chief of the Topographical Staff, O!ntre Divi,sion.

Captain GEORGE W. HUGHES, Cmps of TajJog;raphiral Engineers, will find,
in the following memoranda, a hasty and imperfect ac~ount of the march
of the Arkansas regiment of mounted volunteers to the general rendezvous, at San Antonio de Bexar, which I submit in obedience to his request, accompanied by a rough map of the route taken by the same. This
notice must necessarily be very unsatisfactory, not only because I was absent from the command during a considerable portion of the march, but,
as I now greatly regret, I tOOk my notes with too little care during that
part of our expedition. I then supposed (yet, r have since had reason to
believe, very erroneously) that, as the interior of Texas had been so often
traversed by tourists, we could find in print reliable and satisfactory information as to the geography of the country, &c. And as there are already
extant some two or three maps, compiled, professedly, from actual surveys, any topographical notes, with the idea of correcting the current
maps, seemed equally supererogatory; yet experience has convinced me
that the latter are likewise remarkably imperfect. I should note, with regard to the map, that though 1 endeavored to keep an approximate estimate of distances, I paid very little attention to courses; and, what I still
more regret, I was able to determine but very few latitudes, owing, in
part, to ill-health, but more to a series of cloudy weather-excessive rains,
in fact-during a large portion of the trip. ( happen to have with me the
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diary of a tour through the interior of Texas in the year 1841: but my
notes of courses and distances were kept in a separate memorandumbook, which I unfortunately left behind; yet as each day's journey (assisted by my memory) affords an approximation to the distances. I have
marked this route, also, with plain clotted lines, howevet-, while that of the
Arkansas regiment is colored. The most important points in the intervals
are filled up from published maps, or other information, to show their relations; yet I profess to be responsible for none, except those on the
routes I have travelled. But, soliciting indulgence for this explanatory digression, I will proceed to the expedjtion.
The Arkansas regiment rendezvoused at the town of Washington,
Hempstead county, Arkansas, in the last of June, and elected their "field
officers" early in July. It certainly speaks well for the patriotism of this new
State to know that about thirty companies of volunteers offered their services to the governor, and many others would have presented themselves
had they not discovered they would be too late.
It seems that the route originally chalked out for this regiment (as
well, indeed, as for most of this column) was to cross Red river at Fulton,
Arkansas, and proceed thence southwestward, via Trinity colony and
Austin city, to San Antonio; but on account of receiving supplies at Robbins's Ferry (Trinity river) it became necessary to turn the route in that
direction. However, as the arms, equipage, &c., of the regiment, failed to
reach Fulton, as was expected, Colonel Yell considered it expedient to
come by Shreveport, Louisiana, hoping to meet his supplies there; in
which, however, he failed.
I arrived early in July, from Missouri, at the rendezvous, and found the
regiment preparing to march. I proceeded, soon after, to Shreveport, for
the purpose (besides other business) of having some temporary tents,
&c., provided-the troops being almost wholly without. On the 18th July
the regiment marched from Washington, and on the seventh day reached
Shreveport-a distance of about one hundred and ten miles. It should be
noted, injustice to the energy and expedition with which the officers executed their duties, that on the 24th the regiment marched fifteen miles,
and ferried Red river by ten o'clock the same evening-about eight hundred men and horses, with a train of forty wagons-in two or three very
inferior boats. In fact, I may here remark, once for all, that the Sabine,
Trinity, Brazos, Colorado and Guadalupe rivers were severally crossed, in
addition to making a fair day's march, in one day.
On the 26th day of July the regiment marched from Shreveport, and
encamped near the village of Greenwood, (about fou t· miles east of the
Texas line,) making about sixteen miles over a gently undulating, but
rather level country. Remaining behind, on business, I did not overtake
the regiment till ten o'clock on the night of October 4th. I found it en-

286

TOPOGRAPHICAL ENGINEERS IN THE MEXICAN WAR

camped about three miles east of Crockett, a village in Texas, about one
hundred and fifty miles from Shreveport. The road throughout this distance is generally good; country alternately level and undulating; sometimes hilly, bur by no means mountainous.
This region may generally be regarded as of rather thin soil; yet much
of it of fertile character, producing Indian corn and most vegetables reasonably well, and cotton very finely. This latter should be regarded as the
great staple of those regions. The timber is mostly post-oak, blackjack,
black hickory, and in some places short-leaf pitch-pine. We also find
sweet-gum, chinquapin, and many other growth, with great abundance of
sassafras. I may here remark, that I observed no sassafras west of the waters of Trinity river. A<; yet, we find no prairies on this route, except an occasional insignificant, timberless glade.
August 5th.-At Crockett the regiment was divided, one-half taking the
road to a ferry three miles below Robbins's, while the balance kept the direct route to Robbins's ferry. I came with the latter division; made some
fourteen miles; road tolerably good.
Thursday, 6tlt.-About twelve miles to Trinity river; ferried it, and
pitched camp two or three miles to the west. The other division (under
Colonel Roane) crossed at the lower ferry and reached same camp tonight.
The regiment had necessarily to remain here two or three days, lOreceive a lot of supplies which had been transported to Robbins's ferry on
steamboats; but owing to bad weather, the delay was longer rhan had
been conLemplated. During our stay here it rained almost incessantly; in
fact, it had been remarkably-very unusually-rainy for the last month or
six weeks, where I have travelled. I think I might safely say, that in forty
days [ had at least thirty rains upon me.
Monday, lOth-Marched from the Trinity camp Lo-da)'· Owing to the excessive rains, the roads had become not only very muddy, but miry; so that,
though the horsemen made near fifteen miles, most of the "train" only
came about ten-the wagons frequently bogging down, even on the high
grounds, to the very axletrees. I should have noted that Major Bonneville's
command of infantry and dragoons reached Trinity on Sunday last.
Tuesday, llth.-Last night's camp was on a creek, called Cany, (a
branch of the Bidais,) which the rains had swelled to swimming; therefore it was found necessary, this morning, to bridge it, which was completed before midday, and at one o'clock we marched, making about
eight miles-crossing anotl1er branch or two of the Bidais-still leaving a
portion of the u·ain behind. Before this was got up, several hard showers
of rain that intervened so flooded the brooks on the way, that it was necessary to bridge a couple more of them, wherefore all the train did not
reach this camp till the 13tl1.
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Friday, 14th.-Marched about twenty miles; camped nearly two miles
to northeast of a little village known as Fanthorp's. Some handsome and
fertile-looking upland prairies, interspersed with groves of blackjack,
post-oak, &c. Water scarce during dry weather.
Saturday, l5tlz.-Some eighteen miles; country somewhat similar, yet
fewer prairies, and consequently less rich land; for it may be observed
that, in all this region, the prairies are the most fertile lands, except river
bottoms, that are to be found. Camp at the edge of the Brazos bottom.
Sunday, 16th.-Four miles through the very boggy bottoms of Brazos
river; ferried the river at Washington, immediately below the mouth of
Navasota river.
Monday, 17th.-Marched about twenty miles, and camped four or five
miles west of the village of Independence. West of the Brazos river the
country assumes a richer and more agreeable appearance. Though from a
few miles beyond Trinity river we have had frequent detached prairies, yet
they are neither so extensive nor so beautiful as those west of the Brazos.
But these are not of the character of the broad, monotonous, and almost
interminable plains found between our western frontier and the Rocky
mountains; they are high and rolling, beautifully interspersed with groves
of live oak, hackberry, and occasionally pecan, romantically bespeckled almost everywhere with chance isolated trees of the same, the whole bordered by dense forests of post-oak, blackjack, black hickory, &c., with
cedar, cottonwood, ~)'camore, &c., on the streams. These prairies are generaJiy as fertile-looking as they are beautiful, producing all the vegetables
exceedingly well, especially yams and sweet potatoes; while we were assured that the great staples of cotton, sugar, and even wheat, might be cultivated to great advantage, although here, at least on the road, we met with
nothing but Indian corn on the farms. The crops of this showed quite fair
for the climate, though not equal to those of the north.
Tuesday, 18th.-Made about twelve miles over a couou·y quite similar
to that of yesterday. Though in these regions we perceive little local indications of bilious disease, still I was informed that the inhabitantS suffered from fever and ague to no small degree, especially in autumn.
Speaking of the forest growth, I should have noted that live oak timber,
though of a scrubby character, now became quite abundant in the highlands. An occasional scrubby mezquite tree also made its appearance;
though, as yet, 1 had seen but one or two. I might here remark, also, that
prior to this time, at least as far as the Brazos, the bottoms of the ,-ivers
and larger creeks were generally thickly set with that species of cane which
so abounds in tl1e lower Mississippi valley; yet, from tlhis forward I observed no more of it. o sassafras nor pine west of Trinity waters on this
route; yet the latter is quite abundant higher up on the Colorado.
Wednesday, 19lh.-About sixteen miles; country similar to that of yesterday.
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Thursday, 20th.-Six or seven miles to the village of Rutersville; contains scarcely over one hundred souls. Thence five or six miles to La
Grange, a town of two or three hundred inhabitan.ts, near the east bank
of the Colorado river. I should have remarked that Major Bonneville's
command passed us at Fanthorp's, beyond the Brazos, and was now a day
ahead. Crossed the Colorado half a mile below La Grange without difficulty, and pitched a romantic camp on the bordering high bluff; a good
spring hard by. This was my first convenient opportunity to take latitude;
found the camp in 29° 53' north.
Friday, 2lst.-Marched some twelve miles, and camped on a high and
romantically beautiful ridge, sparsely covered with live oak and pecan
trees; broad prairie spreads out to southward, but country mostly timbered to the north and west. The timber about otrr camp resembled, for
all the world, an old waste orchard of large apple trees. The route today
led through a country variegated with handsome prairies and groves of
live oak, pecan, post-oak, blackjack, black hickory, &c. The two first indicate the richest lands, growing generally most abundant about the
prairies. Latitude of this camp 29° 46W.
Saturdtty, 22d.-About fourteen miles to-day, and camped on a small
stream, said to be the head most branch of LaVaca river.
Sunday, 23d.-1 left the regiment this morning in company with Major
Borland and escort for San Antonio. Though yesterday's march was over
a country similar to that of day before, that from here to Gonzales is of a
poorer character, and mostly timbered with black jack, post oak, and
some black hickory, also occasional live oak, &c. About sixteen miles to
Beach creek. Large mezquite timber now began to make its appearance.
Ten miles further to the village of Gonzales, near northeast bank of
Guadalupe river. Much complaint of bilious disease about here. Gonzales
contains scarcely one hundred souls. Two miles, and ferried the San
Marco river; only about fifty feet wide, but deep and sluggish. Six miles
further, and bivouacked at King's. Old King afforded one of the most perfect samples of a "Texan Hoosier" that I had met with; emphatically "a
jolly old soul," with no lack of "breath to blow his own trumpet of fame."
He came to Texas, he said, thirty-four years ago; had reared a large family
there-sons and daughters and sons-in-law settled all around him. Taking
his own story for it, he had been in all the battles with every enemy,
whether savage or Mexican, that had invaded the country, and had had a
thousand "hair-breadth 'scapes." In the sequel, to prove his patriotism, he
charged us double price for everything he furnished us.
Monday, 24th.-About twenty-five miles, and stayed to-night at the little village of Seguin-cutting our day'sjourney short on account of there
being no settlement in reach ahead; in fact, none between this place and
San Antonio. The truth is, this route is mostly very sparsely settled, espe-
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cially west of the Colorado. The village of Seguin, though now containing
less than one hundred souls, may yet become a flourish ing town, as it is a
healthy-looking site, near the northwestern bank of the Guadalupe river,
and beautifully watered by several fine springs. It might become a manufacturing town, as two falls of the Guadalupe-one immediately below,
the other above town-afford extensive water-power. lt is also believed
that the Guadalupe l'iver may be made navigable to this vicinity, for small
steamboats, during more than half the year. Likewise all the other important streams of Texas crossed by us afford flattering prospects of navigation for h«lf the year. The Sabine has already been ascended to a considerable distance; the Trinity far above Robbins's ferry; the Brazos, also,
above Washington, and the Colorado to La Grange. But the navigation of
both Colorado and Brazos is considerably interrupted by rapids. On the
latter, just below the crossing of the "old San Antonio road," near the
mouth of Little Brazos, I saw a fall of at least five or six feet perpendicular
in the distance of fifty yards. The Trinity, though a narrow stream, affords
the best navigation, perhaps, of any river in Texas . As far as the
Guadalupe river the long gray moss of the south is found particularly abundant in the low grounds, and frequently even in the highlatlds; but west
of the Guadalupe bottoms I saw none at all, except about the head of the
San Antonio river.*
Tuesday, 25th.-Crossed Guadalupe river this morning about a mile
from Seguin; river here some thiny or forty yards wide-clear, deep, and
sluggish . From Seguin to Cibolo ct·eek about fifteen miles, thence ·to Salado creek fifteen miles, and five miles further to San Antonio de Bexar.
The last two streams are of beautiful, clear water-nearly equal, being of
small mill-power size. The country, after crossing Guadalupe river, assumes decidedly a new character-level, dry-looking plains, fertile-looking soil, being a dark vegetable loam; timber scarce, but no perfectly bare
prairies, being sparsely set everywhere with scrubby rnezquite, and occasional pecan, hackberry, live-oak, &c., altogether very similar to the lower
plains about San Antonio.
The Arkansas regiment followed the same route, and arrival at San
Antonio (or Camp Crockett) on the 28tl1 of same month.
Captain Hughes desired some account of the history of San Antonio
de Bexar. In this brief notice I shall aim to insert nothing that was apparent to every observer, as 1 cou ld not have the presumption to relate what
Captain Hughes was more capable of seeing for himself.
*I should have remarked, that np the course of the Guadalupe river there arc some line
lauds-in fact, some of the most fascinating farm sit<·s I ever saw; litcrallr "hills and dales"
delightfully connecwd. On the one side we could have a rich, high rrairic bonom of one
thousand acres, or more: and on the mhcr. gently elevated hills, beautifully shaded with live
oak, &c .. for residence ~itc~. The alternation of prairi<· and timbl'rcd land still rontiuucd.
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Tradition says that the prc~ent site of the town was originall}' a Pueblo
of indians, called the Texa~. whence the name of the province. judge Morgan (of San Antonio) informed me that according tO the archives, a presidio, or garrison, was established there in 1715, and that a colony of famili es immigrated to the place from the Canary Islands in 1732.
Nevertheless, it will be perceived from the following passage in "Los Tres
Siglos de Mexico," p. 78 of vol. 2, that attempts at least were made at a
much earlier period. After speaking of the seulement of Monclova, the
author relates that in the year 1691, "in the neighboring province of Asinais, or, as called by the Spaniards, Texas,(perhaps the most pacifically-inclined nation on the continem,) the governor of Coahuila was ordered to
select a site for a presidio; and it was provided that fourteen J>adres Franciscam should labor in that ministry. The presidio and missions were actually
located during this period; yet a long drought having supervened after
the lapse of two or three years, which caused the death of the cattle that
had been taken there, the loss of' the crops, and the ill will of the Indians
towards the Spaniards on account of the vexations occasioned them by
the latter, nearly all the missions were abandoned.
Yet, by the two following passages from the same history, pp. 113 and
130, we will perceive that Judge Morgan ·s information was virtually correct, or nearly so: "1715. At the close of this year the prt>sidio of Texas was
already established, and the padres Franciscans employed themselves in reducing those savages and forming pueblos." "1731. In this year the Marquis
de Casafuerte sent a colony of Canarians, who settled in the town which
he caused to be built, the plan of which was laid off by Don Antonio de
Villasei1or."
According to traditjon , the original presidio was located west of San
Pedro creek, two or three hundreds yards from the Plaza Militar. But
upon the immigration of the Canarians (or lslenos, Islanders, as more
frequently termed by the people,) the Indians, I suppose, having been
pretty well rooted out, the former located themselves just cast of the present church, forming what is still termed the Plaza de Los Is/enos. The
church is said to have been founded about 1740, and the Plm.a Militar, immediately back of the c hurch, was doubtless established between this period and the immigration of the Canarians.
Of those old missions in the vicinity of San Antonio J need only say a
word conceming their foundation. The most important are said to have
been built under the direction of a famous monk called Padre Margil. The
mission of La Concepcion, as u-adition says, is the oldest, which is confirmed by the date, over the door, of I 754; while that of the Alamo is 1758.
I could find no date about either of the other ruins except on the steeple
ofSan jose, which I think is not to be depended upon, being 1781.
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I can now think of nothing ebc that would be likely to interest Captain llughcs, of which he might not have obtained information himself
more satisfactory that I could presume to give him. I will mercl)• add that,
by v-arious observations, I determined the latitude of the public square of
San Antonio to be 29° 25' 30"; lo ngitude, by ecl ipses ofjupiter's satellites,
about 98° 52' west from Greenwich.
Owing to the veq' hasty manner in wh ich the foregoing paragarahs
were wrillen, I find, upon glancing over them, so much monotOny, re pe tition-indeed, confusion, and ambiguitv, I fear-that I could not offe r
them to Captain Hughes in their presem condition, had I time to re-write
them; but I must trust to his indulgence for an apology.
Veq respectfullr.
J O SLAJ { GREGG.
PARRA.'"· Derember7, 1846.

Memoir of a reronnassianre of a route from Monrlova. Mexir(), to MoniPTf)', Mexico, made in Nounnber, 1846.
SIR: On the 14th of No\'ernbe r, 1846, I left Mo nclova, under orders
from Brigadier General Wool, to proceed to Monterq with all possible
despatch, and to report to Major General Taylor for despatches. Incidentally I was made a reconnaissance of the route between the two places, but
the first object was speed. An escort of six men of the Arkansas regiment,
commanded by Lie ute nant Desha of that regiment. accompanied me, as
did also Captain Webb of the Illinois volumeers, and Mr. Dannoy of New
Orleans, a commissary agent. Both of the latter were on their way to the
United States.
I laving no guide, I was obliged to depend for my knowledge of the
road on such information as I could pick up a bout it in ~1on clova on t11e
morning of the start.
I left the town about 7 a.m., and afte r u·avelling for about two hours in
a direction east of south , arrived at a small village called Casu.u1a. l-lerc
wa:. a fin e stream of good water, and a very good camping ground. The
village is small, not containing more than two or three hundred inhabitants. They arc supported by the cultivation of the land in the vicinity,
which produces line crops of corn. Twenty-three miles farther in B~an.
This is a deserted rancho, and the ground in the vicinity gives evidence of
having once been in a high state of culti,-ation. There is a small stream of
good water here, a nd a pool formed b}' an e nbankment. In the immedia te vicin ity of the pool the gr ound is marshy, and there i:. a line growth of
gral.<> upon it. He re I encamped for the night. At Castai1a I was joined by a
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Mexican, who, finding out that I was going to Monterey, requested permission to travel with me. As he said he had been over the road frequently, I was very glad to grant him the permi~sion, and found him \'cry
serviceable as a guide throughout the whole route.
From Monclova to B~jan the road is nearly straight. Between Monclont a nd Cal>taiia it is rough, but from the latter place to Bajan it runl>
over a plain, and is very smooth. The only vegetation along this part of
the route is the muskect and prickly pear. At intervals, some coarse dry
grass appeared, but it was so covered with the dust, which was very thick,
that it was almost useless as food for the horses.
The road nms along a valley, bounded on both sides by high mountains, the tops of which arc about ten miles apart.
As far as Bajan the roads to Monterey and Parras from Monclova coincide. At that point they separate-that to ~Jonterey striking to the cast,
and the Parras road keeping to the west.
The Montcre}' road f(>r twenty miles is good, running over a soil that
appeared to require only water to make it fertile. As it is, nothing but
muskeet and cactus grow, :.olcly owing, I imagine, to the absence of rain.
The direction of the road v-.wies a little north of cast, bending gradually
to the south. About twenty miles from Bajan is am iserable rancho, where
we found a large flock of goats. These subsist on the seamy herbage in the
\icinity, and water is obtained for them from a large well. The water was
pretty good, hut would not have been sufficient for General Wool's command without. a large su pply of vessels to contain it, for constant drawing
for twenty-four hours would have been required for the large quantity of
animals with the army.
From this point the road becomes more rough, and approaches nearer
to the mountains to the cast of it. The direction is still southeast. About
se\'cn miles from the rancho it crosses a small stream, on which was a fine
grm,th of grass. The water of this was so bitter than we could not drink it.
Eight miles farther is another rancho. the family at which appeared to be
engaged in making muscat. othing but the maguey and muskeet grows in
the ,·icinity, and the master of the place told me that he obtained his corn
at a hacienda to the northeast, which was not in sight. Probably this rancho
is a dependency of the hacienda spoken of. The only water was contained
in a tanque, was nearly putrid, and there was very little of it. We arrived
here at 4 p. m., and after feeding our horses, and resting for an hour, set
out again. About 12 p. m. we encamped in a largt• growth of muskeet, with
some good grass. The night was vei'} dark. so that, from the last rancho to
camp I know nothing of the road, except that it was very rough, and once
we made a considerable ascent and descent, which, with the partial view of
the mountains ncar us, led me to believe we were going through some
mountain pas.,. The whole distance U<IYelled to-day was fifty miles.
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A~ there was no water at or near the camp, we started about 4 o'clock
a. m., and, after travelling twenty miles over a road a good deal cutup by
rain channels, arrived at a place named, according to the guide, Canas.
This we found to be a hacienda, with a large extent of ground in a
high state of cultivation. Sugar--cane was the principal crop. There was
some corn growing, but not more than enough for food for lhe inhabitants of the place. We rested here during the heat of the day, and about 3
p. m. started again, and after travelling twelve miles, encamped two miles
soulh of a place called by the guide Pueblito. The vicinity of the road during this day's march, until we arrived at Car1as, presented almost identically the same appearance that it had previously. It was entirely barren,
producing nothing but muskeet and maguey, and was hemmed in by
high mountains, apparently ten miles apart. At Canas all this changed.
The maguey disappeared, the Spanish bayonet taking its place; the soil
produced some grass, and we appeared to be getting into a country susceptible of some cultivation. Four miles south of Canas we crossed a
stream about thirty yards in width and t~wo feet in depth, which Oowed
eastwardly through a gap in the mountains £O lhe west, and which had
worn for itself, in the soft soil, a deep and broad bed. The road was
crossed at intervals of two or lhree miles by small streams flowing from
tl1e mountains, and the banks of these were well settled by small farmers,
who produced an abundance of corn.
On the 18th, making an early start, we arrived at a village about five
miles from Pueblito, called Abasolo. I t contained about five hundred
inhabitants, and is beautifully situated on both sides of the river above
mentioned.* Here we obtained corn for our horses. Two miles farther,
is a small village called Chipinque; three miles from this, another of
the same size named Topo Grande; and six miles farther, another
called Topito. The river leaves the road at Chipinque, flowing off towards the east. At Topito another small stream crosses the road, flowing northeast. It is doubtless a branch of the first st ream. T hirteen
miles farther is Monterey.
Along the whole of this day's march (twent}'-four miles) the country
was well settled, well watered, and the soil was fertile-the whole face of
the country presenting a more cheerful appearance than anything I had
yet seen in Mexico.
The great scarcity of water on tl1e part of lhe road midway between
Monclova and Momerey present~ an obstacle to the march of an army almost insuperable. In the whole distance from Casta1ia to Carias there is but
one running stream, and lhe water of tl1at is so impregnated wiili salts that
it is impossible to drink it. My guide told me that it affected horses so much

*This slrcam is doubtless a branch of the San Juau.
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that they never were allowed to ta!>tC it. The supplies of water at the two ranchos are so limited that they would not go far tO\v-t~rds remedying the evil.
The road is but little travelled by Mexicans; for the Camanches, in
making their marauding excursion:. into the west, cross the road in several places, so that a small party is in great danger along the whole route.
1 was informed Bajan had been deserted on account of the depredation!>
of the Indians, and that now it i-. a favorite camping-ground for them on
their way to and from the scenes of the depredations.
Respectfully submitted:
W. B. FRANKLIN,
Brevet First Lieutenant UnitPrl States Top. EnginePrs.
To Major G. W. HL'GHES,
Cmps Topographical Enginem, United States anny.

From MontPrf')' to Saltillo.
Not finding General Taylor at Monterey, I left that place on the 20th
of :-\ovembcr for SahiUo, where he then was. As the road between the e
two places has been often described by reconnoitring officers who have
gone over it, I shall merely state that it is a good wagon road, well watered, and with an abundant supply of forage throughout the whole distance, which is between fifty-five and sixty miles.
About half way between the two places is a hacienda called La Rinconada. This was the usual camping-ground for our mounted troop~ in
their marches from one place to the other, as the) generally made the
u·ip in two da)'S. Infantry made the march in three day1.-on the first dar
encamping at a village named Santa Catarina, about eight miles west of
Monterey; on the second at a rancho, abotH twenty-one miles from
Saltillo, named, from a warm spring near it, Ojo Caliente; and the third
day marching into or near to Saltillo.
On the 21st of November l met General Tarlor and his staff, on their
return from Saltillo to ;\lonterer. After delivering mr despatches, l was ordered by him to proceed to Saltillo, and await further orders from him
there. I arrived at Saltillo that evening, and two days afterwards received
despatches from him, with orders to proceed from that place to Monclova by the shortest route.

From Saltillo towards Afondbva.
On the 25th of l':ovember I left Saltillo for Monclova. By the kindness
of Major General Worth, then in command at Saltillo, 1 had been furnished with a guide; and Lieutenants AJ·mstead <md Buckner, 6th in-

APPENDIX A

295

fan try, <,tarted with me to join their regiment, part of which wru. with General \\'ool's column. These gentlemen, (the escort which came with me
from Monclova,) the guide, and myself, formed the party.
For the first nine miles from Saltillo the road to Monclova is excellent,
being perfectly straight and smooth, and nearly level. The direction for
this distance is nearly north. The cou ntry in the vicinity is in a good state
of cultivation , and the principal crop<; were corn and wheat.
Capillania is a small village on the road, nine miles from Saltillo. lt
contain., about fi\'e hundred inhabitants, and is pleasanLiy situated on the
stream that flows by Saltillo. I Iere the road begins to run along the
!>tream and becomes rough. Seven miles farther is a rancho called San
Diego. where we encamped for the night.
Next morning, after marching four miles in a direction north of west,
we crosst'<l the river; and about a mile farther the road enters the mountains, winding about in ever y direction. It is so very rough that it would be
t·xtremely difficult. ind eed almost impossible, to bring a wagon-train
through it. Where it is possible, it is kept along the banks of the river,
which it crosses and recrosses several times. This rough road continues
about ten miles, when it emerges from the mountains on to a smooth
plain, on which it ran for the remainder of the day's march.
Twelllr-five miles from San Diego is a large hacienda called Mesillas.
There was a large number of cattle here, and a great extent of ground in
cultiv·, uion, on which corn and wheat were the only crops. \IVhcre the road
leaves the mountains were a few huts. in the '~cinity of which a liulc corn
was raised. Two miles in front of Mesillas we crossed the river, leaving it
flowing to the east, and saw nothing more of it. Five miles north of Mcsillas
is another large hacienda, called Pcrros Bravos, where we spent the night.
Leaving Pc rros Bravos, after marc hing four miles we crossed a road
which ran to Parras; and two miles farther, a stream ca lled by the gt•ide
the Salino'l. Its course was nearly cast and west. It was about twenty yards
wide, and eighteen inches deep. It flowed to the east. and is probabl)' the
same stn•am I crossed before at Ca1'la~. Nine miles from Perros Bra\'OS is
An clo. This is a very large hacienda, beautifully situated on a small
rivulet, ncar the Salinos. There was. in addition to the corn and wheat,
some sugar-<"anc raised here. Fifteen miles northwest of Anclo is the Estanque of San Felipe. This, as its name implies, is an artificial reservoir of
water, and was made, I imagine, for the use of the cattle of Anclo, which
arc allowed to wander in the vicinity. Between Anelo and this place the
road il> perfectly level, hemmed in on both sides b}' mountains, and the
ground in the ,;cinit:y is co\'ercd with a growth of grass and muskcct.
When we were about five miles from the tanque. our aucntion wt~s attract(•d b) a long line of dw.t to our left and front. i'\ot kno,,ing what it
could be, we consulted the guide, who informed us that it must be caused
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by Indians. We were obliged to rest satisfied with this information, but
were undeceived when we arrived at the tanque. There we met some volunteers who were engaged in repairing a wagon. They informed us that
General Wool's division had passed there that day on their march to Parras, and that they were encamped about fifteen miles farther on the road
to our left. Following their directions, we reached the General's camp
about 8 o'clock in the evening. Had it not been for the fortunate accident
of the breaking down of this wagon, we would probably have gone on to
Monclova, as the road was so dusty that every trace of the march of the
army was effaced almost as soon as it was made.
It would be almost impossible to march an army from San Felipe to
Saltillo by the route through Anelo and Mesillas, on account of the
roughness of the road through the mountains north of San Diego. With
this exception the road is very good, and the supplies both of forage and
water are abundant. The whole distance from Salti llo to the estanque of
San Felipe is seventy miles.
Respectfully submitted:
W_ B. FRANKLIN,
Breuel First Lieutenant Topographical EnginPers.
To Major C. W. ll UCI-lES,
Topographical Engineers, United Stales army.

On the 17th of December. 1946. General Wool received intelligence
from General Worth, which led him to believe that the presence of his division of the army would be highly necessary in the \-icinity of Saltillo.
On the same day the whole division was put en route, though they had
but two hours' notice. The force under the command of General Wool
consisted of the following troops: one company of field artillery, four companies of dragoons, and three companies of infantry-all regulars. or volunteers, there were one regiment of cavalry, two regiments of infantry,
and one independent company of infantry incorporated in the battalion
of the three companies of regular infantry. The whole amounted to about
three thousand men.
There arc two wagon roads from P~u..-as to Saltillo. The more direct of
these is good for fifteen miles from Parras, where it crosses a line of mountains called Los lnfiernos. The road is so rough and dangerous in these
mountains, that \\~thout Yery thorough repairs, made with the expenditure
of much time and labor, it is impassable for a train. This consideration induced the general to take the more circuitous route, which passes through
Cienega Grande, making the distance about fifteen miles longer. This
route joins the other road near CastaJiuela, about thirty miles from Parras.
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With the single exception of the passage through Los lnfiernos mentioned above, the route from Saltillo to Parras is excellent, and by the
road that General Wool marched there is not a single obstruction. It runs
through a valley from beginning to end, so that it is nearly level; is intersected by numerous small streams flowing towards the north, so that
there is no scarcity of water, and the few haciendas scattered along afford
plellly of forage-the only supply needed by General Wool's division.
One company of the regular infantry was left as Parras as a guard of the
sick, and one squadron of the volunteer cavalry was absent with Captain
Hughes, topographical engineers, on an expedition towards Durango. The
remainder of the division, with the exception of three companies of volunteer infantry which had been left at Monclova, was put en route on the 17th
of Decem bet~ 1846. On the afternoon of that day of dragoons and artillery
encamped about ten miles from Parras, in a gorge of the mountains, and
the infantry and volunteer cavalry about three miles from Parras.
On the 18th the artillery and dragoons encamped at a rancho near
Castanuela, and the infantry at a small rancho called Mistena, fifteen
miles behind.
On the 19th both columns marched to Patos, a large hacienda, the
residence of the Sanchez family.
On the 20th the division reached Sanjuan de Ia Vaqueria, and on the
21st encamped at Agua Nueva, a rancho about seventeen miles south of
Saltillo.
The original intention of the general had been to encamp at La Encentada, seven or eight miles nearer Saltillo, but on arriving there he
changed his mind, and marched back to Agua Nueva.
The distance from Parras to Agua Nueva, by the r-o ute marched by
General Wool, was a little more than one hundred miles, so that in the
space of four days of division had marched that distance, being on an average more than twenty-five miles a day.
This is probably the best march that was made during the war; and it is
to be remembered, too, that the men were in excellent health and spirits
after its completion.
W. B. FRANKLIN,
B1·evet 1st Lieutenant U. S. Topogmphicat Engineers.

SAN ANTONIO DE BEXAR, September 9, 1846.
SIR: I have been assigned, by orders from the Topographical Bureau of
the 6th August, 1946, as chief of the topographical staff of the army under
the command of Brigadier General Wool, and, by the same orders, the following officers have been designated as my assistants, viz: lst Lieutenant L.
Sitgreaves, 2d Lieutenant W. B. Franklin, 2d Lieutenant F. T. Bryan.
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And J now have the honor to report that I am p•·epared to execute any
chny to which I may be assigned by the commanding general.
Lieutcnruu Sitgreaves i-. pn.'S{·nt with me, Lieutenants Franklin and
J3q·an having been left at La Vara to make astronomical observations for
the determination of latitude and longitude. They have a lso been dir<'Cted to reconnoiu·e the Gonzales road to this place. The road by the
way of Goliad has been carefully examined by Lieutenant Sitgreaves on
our way up.
I would respectfull) suggest that, as soon as it suits the convenience of
the general-in-chief, a strong body of mounted men should be thrown
forward to the Rio Grande for the purpose of affOJ-ding protection to the
topographical parties. Such force would probabl)' be better and more
cheaply subsisted near San Fernando than here. I propose to accompanr
the advance guard of the army, with the view of reconnoitring the country between the Rio Grande and the city of Chihuahua, through the
mountains, as I am persuaded of the existence of a road in the direction;
but whethe•· practicable for artillery and wagon trains, I have no means of
ascertaining. According to Captain (afterwards General) Z. M. Pike, "M.
St. Croix. afterwards viceroy of Per u, took this road (that is, over the
mountains) in 1778 on his way from Chihuahua, Coquilla, Aliases, and
Texas. •· With a regiment at Presidio de Rio Grande. or at San Fernando,
a'> a point d 'appui, I will undertake, with two companies of mounted
men, to penetrate through the mountains.
It has also been suggested that a route practicable for artillery may be
f(nmd through the highlands on the east of the Rio Grande, intersecting
t(l the Puerco river about seventy-five miles above its mouth, and crossing
the Rio Grande at the con flu e nce of the Conchos. If it should meet with
the approbation of the general, I also propose to examine the country in
that direction; it will at least contribute to our geographical information
of a portion of our terri tory but imperfectly known.*
In the mean time I propose to examine the coumry in the vicinity of
San Antonio, and to correct the map of Texas by information to be obtained from the various commands which have entered the State in different directions, concentrating on this point. Lieutenant Brrnt, of Captain Washington's company. has taken copious notes of their line of
march, of which I shall, with his permission, avail myself.
It is also my desire, as soon as a corps of topographical rangers can be
organi1ed, (under the authority of a recent regulation of the War Department,} to at once enter upon a reconnaissance of the counu·y between

fm

rhi' i~ the rou1e recenth cx;~m•m·d '" Colonel Havs. and pronouncNI to be praclicable
"agon~. It will open a clirecJ conununkation between our f><"t in It''"" and those in
~lc,.,ico.
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this plac(' and the :\'ueces, with the object of being able to designate the
most convenient positions for the encampments of the different corps on
their march, (a duty devolved on the topographical staff by paragraph
880, general regulations of the army.) for \Vhich I propose leaving at least
one officer of my command at headquarters with the main body of the
army. I laving referred to the extended and exposed nature of our duties,
it seems to me that the topographical rangers should consist of at least
two companies, who would constitute generally a portion of the advanced
guard of the army en route, and would be occupied at other times in detachments for the protection of the reconnoitring parties.
Veq respectfully, sir, your obedient sen"ant,
GEORGE W. Il lJGIJ ES,

Captain Topographical Engineers.
Lieutenant]. McDowEt.L,
A. A. Adjt. General of the army of Chihuahua.
The topographical party is provided with the necessary instruments for
the determination of geographical positions by latitude and longitude.

s,,:-; AYTO:'\tO. Dect>mber 13, 1948.
StR: h may be of interest and importance to yourself, and the department you direct, to receive some additional information to that which
you doubtless already possess of the country lying between this place and
the State of Chihuahua, in Mexico. The citizens of San Antonio have for
many years been anxious to establish a trade with that portion of Mexico
by opening a direct communication with it; but numerous difficulties and
obstacles prevented the accomplishmem of this object. In August last the
cititens of San Antonio fitted out an expedition to explore a route practicable for wagons to Presidio del Norte, and Paso del one, which I had
the honor to conduct. Y../e set out on the 27th August, and returned the
12th December, ha,·ing succeeded in discovering a way perfectly practicable for wagons at all seasons of the year. The road will run from this place
east of north to the head of either the San Saba or Conchos rivers, both
tributaries of the Colorado, and which rise within a few miles of each
other, distant abut one hundred and fifty miles; from thence, in an almost
southwest direction, to the Rio Pecos or Puercos, fifty miles; thence up
the Puercos about fifty, and from thence, in a southwest course, to Presidio del Norte, one hundred and fifty or one hundred and sixty miles;
making in all a distance of about four hundred miles, either by the way of
Presidio del Norte, ascending the Rio Grande, or by going fifty miles
higher on the Rio Pecos than the Presidio road will go, and then passing
over to the Rio Grande and ascending it. \Ve did not examine the whole
distance to the Paso del Norte, but ha,·e learned from information upon
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which we fully rely, that there will be no difficulty whatever in going from
one town to the other. The distance from Presidio del Norte to Paso del
Norte is about one hundred and fifty miles. For seventy-five miles of the
way from this place (San Antonio) to the head of the San Saba there is a
good wagon road now is use, and from that point the country is generally
level, with but few hills, and they are small. From the San Saba to the
Pecos the country is almost perfectly level, covered with muskeet trees,
and bearing an abundance of grass and but little water. 1 have little doubt,
however, that at most seasons of the year water can be found al intervals
of ten to twelve miles. We were four days in passing this plain, and found
water at every encampment. A further examination of this country will no
doubt show more water. At the point where the road will strike the Pecos
the hills begin to recede from the river, and the valley, in a few miles,
open into a wide plain, which continues nearly the whole length of the
river. There is abundance of grass and fuel on this plain, but no trees; the
wood used for burning, and almost the only growth, is the small muskect
From the Pecos to the Rio Grande the country is for more than half the
distance level; the remainder of it is down a valley, where the points of
some hills arc necessary to be crossed, but offering at no place any considerable obstruction. Fifteen miles aboYe the Presidio del 1orte, on the
Rio Grande, there is large timber in abundance, and the distance to Paso
del Norte is generally level. The average distance from the Rio Pecos to
the Rio Grande is, from about forty miles above their junction, nearly one
hundred and twenty-five miles. Ten or fifteen miles below Presidio del
Norte, high broken hills, set in close to the river, so as to render approach
to it difficult, or even almost impossible, except at a few points. These
hills continue below the mouth of the Pecos about forty or fifty miles.
From t11e mouth of the Pecos up to within a few miles of where the road
will probably cross it, the same character of hills, rugged and broken, renders travelling very near the river next to impossible. About seventy-five
miles southeast of Presidio del Norte, we passed through a country giving
every indication of great mineral wealth; and we were informed by the
residents of a rancho below Presidio, that a silver mine in that neighborhood had formerly been worked b}' the Mexicans, which was reported to
have been very rich, but the working of it to any great extent was prevented by the Indians. Rich specimens of gold and silver were shown us
from mines in the vicinity.
From Matagorda bay to Presidio del one will not much exceed five
hundred and forty miles, or seven hundred miles to Paso del Norte; and
nearly the whole distance is level, with an abundance of grass, fuel, and
water. The Rio Pecos may not be found fordable at all times; but it is a
narrow stream, and easy ordinarily to cross. If I might venture to suggest
the most favorable time for the movement of troops from this part of the
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countq• to Paso del Norte, I would say the latter part of March, at which
season of the year the grass is good and abundant, and the weather is
mild and pleasant. In the winter months, soldiers would suffer considerably on the plains from the cold north winds.
Respectfully,
JOliN C. HAYS.
Hon. W. L. MARCY,
Secrelttry of Wm:

Recapitulation oflatitudes observPd in Texas and 1\-fexico, 1846-'47.
LaVaca, Texas ...................... . ....... .
Victoria,
.............................. .
One mile north of San Antonio, Texas .......... .
Left bank Medina river, near Castroville, Texas ... .
Right bank Seco river, Texas ................ .. .
Little Sabinos, Texas ............... .
Rio Frio, Texas .................... .
Leona, Texas ..................... .
Left bank r\ueces, Texas ..................... .
Reynoso creek, Texas ..................... . .. .
Las Cuevas, Texas . ................ . ......... .
Left bank Rio Grande, Texas .................. .
Four miles from Presidio del Rio Grande, Mexico ..
ear Nava, Mexico .......................... .
Five miles from San Fernando de Rosa, Mexico .. .
At Santa Rita river, Mexico .................... .
Rio Alamos, Mexico ......................... .
J V2 mile ESE. of Santa Rosa, Mexico ............ .
Arroyo del Ahura, (right bank,) ~t exico ...... . .. .
4 miles north of Monclova, Mexico ............. .
v~ mile NE. of Monclova. Mexico .............. .
Castana, Mexico* ........................... .
Bajan, Mexico* ............................. .
Lajoya, Mexico* ............................ .
Ncar hacienda Venadito, Mexico ............. . .
Three miles from hacienda Sauceda, Mexico .... .
San Anwnio, (dejarral,) ~texico .............. .
Pastora. Mexico ........................ .. ... .
Cienega Grande, Mexico ....... . ............. .
Ob\t'I\Cd bv :\lr.J. Cregg.

28° 37' 00"
north.
28 46 57
29 26 53.4
29 20 15.3
29 20 56.95
29 IS 52.7
29 17 32
29 08 00
28 59 13.8
28 39 38.9
28 30 53.7
28 22 43.4
28 20 48.5
28 24 43
28 24 39.5
28 16 52.3
27 58 20.5
27 52 02.7
27 33 20.0
26 57 46
26 54 44.26
26 47 00
26 34 30
26 23 15
26 02 II
25 45 J 7.4
25 33 55.7
25 38 46.3
25 33 10.7
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I:Y, mile north of Parras, Mexico ................ 25 26 48
Parra:., Mexico . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 25 25 00
I lacienda Casanuela, Mexico, (probably) ........ 25 25 24
north.
I Iacienda Los Muchachos, Mexico . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 25 17 58.5
Saltillo, Mexico .............................. 25 26 22
Hacienda Patos, Mexico ...... . ................ 25 22 31
Agua ' ueva, Mexico .......................... 25 I J 43.6
Monterey, Mexico ............................ 25 40 13
The above latitudes were determined by observations with the sextant
upon the north star, (Polaris.)
Corpu:. Christi, (according to Captain Cram,)
Texas .................................... 27° 47' 17".87 north.
t\:orth end of Padre island, Texas ............... 27 37 00
Brasos Santiago, Texas ........................ 26 06 00
Baca del Rio Grande, Texas .................... 25 58 00
RecajJit-ulation oflongitudes observed and calrulated.
In arc.

Timt'.

San Antonio, Texas. . . . . . . . . 98° 52' 30"
6h. 42m. 4.8s.
Presidio del Rio Grande..... 100 31 12
Right bank Sabinos ri\'Cr.... 10 1 33 00
(Observed byj. Gregg.)
6h. 46m. 37.2s.
Monclova. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . I0 I 39 18
Saltillo................... 101 01 45
6h. 44m. 7:..
Monterey . ................ 100 25 36
6h. 41m. 42s.
Corpus Christi, (according
west of Greenwich, accordto Captain Cram,) . . . . . . .
97 27 02.5
ing to Captain Cram.
Brasos Santiago. . . . . . . . . . . . 97 I 2 00
These longitudes were all determined by observations on the ccupses
ofJupiter's satellites, except that of Saltillo, which was determined by the
method of lunar distances.
[The abo\'e determinations arc the result of 350 obsen~ations, besides
the independent ones by Mr. Gregg, of which he kindly permitted us to
avail ourselves, and arc filed in the Topographical Bureau for future
use.-GEO. W. Ht'GIIES.]
NoTE.-The river San Antonio flows into the Guadalupe not far from
the dcbouche of the latter on the bay ofEsperitu Santo, and both are represented as being navigable for steamboats, the San Antonio to Goliad,
(and in the rainy season for a much greater distance,) and the Guadalupe
~ome twenty miles above Victoria. A shon railroad has been projected
from Indian Point, at the mouth of LaVaca river, in ~latagorda bay, to the
mouth of the San Antonio. \Yhen this work is completed it will open an

APPENDIX A

303

excellent communication through San Antonio do Bexar for the Chihuahua and Santa Fe trade, taking the route recently discovered by
Colonel Hays to the mouth of the Conchos river, an affluent of the Rio
Grande, from which point there are excellent roads lO Chihuahua and to
Paso del Norte. The u·ade to the upper and interior p01-tion of Coahuila
would also naturally take this direction to San Antonio, which would thus
become an imponant commercial entrepot.

APPENDIXB

Report of the Survey of the
Valley of Mexico
WASHI:-:GTOl\, Novembf>r 30,

1848.

SIR: In submitting to your consideration the map of the valley of Mexico, made on such a scale as will, I trust, delineate clearly its great natural
features as well as peculiar form, I find myself obliged, to a proper understanding of the same, to give some account of the movement of our
troops from their descent into the valley at Cordova until the capture of
the city. Not having found, among the numerous maps and charts taken
with the city, any one of the valley deserving confidence, l-am inclined to
believe that this is the first survey of it, by triangulation, ever made. Baron
Humboldt's map of the same is, perhaps, as correct as any yet published;
but it will be seen, by a comparison of the accompanying map with his,
that the southern pan of the valley is entirely changed in form. Lakes
Chalco and Xoch imilco, being given in position an d extent, arc also very
different, together with a corresponding change in the position of places
and distances between them. There arc vruious other corrections which it
may not be necessary to indicate more particularly than by the map itself.
This remarkable interior basin, as is generall>• known, is absolutely
closed on every side by a mountain barrier varying in height at different
points from two hundred to over ten thousand feet above its bottom. Its
appearance in descending into it is remarkable, presenting amoM every
variety of scenery, and that, too, of unsurpassed beauty and interest. First
to attract notice arc the six lakes-Chalco, Xochimilco, Tezcuco, San
Christobal, Xaltocan and Zumpango-stretching across the valley in an
almost continuous line from somh to north, their shores bordered by extensiYc fields spread out on a nearly perfect lc\'cl. reaching back to the
mountaim, and under the highest state of cultivation. These lakes are
fresh, or may be called so, with the exception of Te7cuco, (which, by disunction, is called the salt lake,) and arc respectiwly spread over a surface
of about 39, 29, 96, 6, 21 and 8 square miles, occupying about one-fifth of
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the valley proper. ine populous towns, independent of the city of Mexico, are located in different parts, each surrounded by neat and smiling
villages, whose inhabitants, although poor, are nevertheless temperate, laborious and industrious. Ten old, extinct volcanoes, distinctly presenting
their craters, rear their conical shapes in the southern part of the valley;
and it needs but a casual observation to impress the opinion that the entire basin was at one time in a state of the most intense ignition.
Now their sides are seen covered with luxuriant crops-the volcanoes
resembling huge artificial mounds, whose slopes are smoothed and cultivated with the utmost precision and care. In a particular instance, after
ascending to the jagged circular crest of one whose top had fallen in, on
looking down into it you perceive, some one hundred feet below, two
beautiful fields of twelve or fifteen acres each, and separated by a low wall
of lava, the existence of which could not have been suspected. Glancing
over the range of mountains which limit the valley, to the south is seen
Ajusco, its scarred and blackened peak elevated more than 11,000 feet
above the sea, speaking plainly to every beholder of the internal heat to
which it was once a vent; to the east and southeast are seen Iztaccihuatl
and Popocatepetl, the latter even now silently emitting a column of
smoke, both with a perpetual covering of snow, towering in impressive
grandeur far above the plains below, glittering in the rays of the sun, Lheir
outlines and inequalities so distinctly and sharply defined as to make
them seem almost within reach, yet looking so cold, while everything else
seems scorching under that tropical sun, that one turns towards them involuntarily, again and again, to see if he is not laboring under some optical illusion. The basin is of a general circular form, the diameter of the
edge or crust of the rim being about fifty miles.
The quantit)' of arable land in tl1e valley may be estimated at about
830 square miles, and most of this is under a very high state of cultivation.
The principal productions are corn. barley, and wheat, although almost
any known vegetable is grown there. The soi l is unusually rich, and where
the inhabitants can resort to artificial irrigation, extremely productive.
Horses, cattle, and sheep are numerous.
The lakes of the valley seem to have remained very nearly of the same
extent as at the time of the conquest, with the exception of Tezcuco,
which has receded some two miles; the land formerly covered gradually
becoming fertile , under the freshening influences of rains.
The recession is doubtless due to two causes, first, that one of the
largest rivers of the valley, the Guatitlan, has been turned from its course,
and made to flow along an artificial cut through the mountains bordering the basin to the northwest, into the Tula river, which empties into the
Gulf of Tampico; secondly, to the actual decrease of the various streams
emptying into it, caused by the clearing up of the mountain sides.
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Chalco is the deepest of these lakes, averaging from four to five feet;
Tezcuco, the hu·gest and lowest, is extremely shallow, in no place being
more than from six to eight feet deep, and generally not more than one
or two. This lake would probably yearly disappear were it not that Jake
Chalco, by means of the Royal canal connecting them, is emptying into it
more than 130 cubic feet of water per second.
But the object of greatest interest and attraction is the city of Mexico itself, whose origin is so remarkable, and whose singular beauty and wealth
have been so much spoken of. Originally surrounded by Lake Tezcuco,
the lands have now become somewhat dry, so that seen from a distance it
has the appearance of standing in the midst of a beautiful and fertile
plain, easy of access from any quarter. This is by no means the case; the
ground, low on all sides, is intersected in every direction by ditches both
wide and deep, which, fmm the superior elevation of lakes Chalco and
Xochimilco, are always filled with water, and the city now stands as dependent upon its causeways for communication with the surrounding counu·y, and as strong by position as when the Spaniards first arrived there.
It was on the 11th of August, 1847, that General Scott descended into
this basin from Cordova, and in the following order: General Twiggs, with
his division, led and encamped at AyotJa; next followed General Quitman, and took up a position a short distance in his area; General Worth
came third, occupying the town of Chalco, and last came General Pillow,
bringing up the rear, and encamped near General Worth. From this position of the army there are four routes leading to the capital, either in
themselves practicable for the movement of troops, but differing in distance, and in their capabi li ties for defence. The shortest and most direct
is the main road which passes Pinon Viego, and enters the city by the San
Lazera garita. General Santa Anna, with a large part of his force, had
taken up a position on this road, the formidable character of which will
probably be understood from what follows. On leaving Ayotla, the road
bends around the base of an o ld volcano for five miles, then leads over a
causeway built across an arm ofTezcuco for two miles more, passes Pi non
Viego, and is causewayed for seven miles more on to the city. At the termination of this first causeway rises Pinon, a mount of an oblong shape,
shooting up abruptly four hundred and fifty feet above the level of the
lake, its summit accessible from the sides of Ayotla only at one point, and
is surrounded on all sides by water, except that nearest the city. To render
this naturally strong position still stronger, there were three lines of works
t11rown up, the first at the base, the next at the brow, the third at the extreme summit of the hill. The works at the base rrun entirely round Pinon,
and consisted of a ditch fifteen feet wide, four and a half feet deep, and of
a parapet fifteen feet thick, the superior slope of it being about eight and
a half feet above the bottom of the ditch. The causeway was also cut, and
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defended by a battery of two guns. The various works of this position
mounted about sixty pieces of artillery, nearly one half of which could be
brought to bear upon this narrow causeway, sweeping its entire length.
The second and third lines consisted of strong breastworks only. Here the
Mexican leader made his first stand after the battle of Cerro Gordo, and
the position was undoubtedly well selected.
The next most direct route is by Mexicalzingo, which, leaving tl1e lake
and Pinon on the right, was unobstructed until witl1in range of the batteries at the town just mentioned. This route, just before reaching Mexicalzingo, also leads over a causeway three-quarters of a mile long, bordered on one side by an extensive marsh formed by Lake Xochimilco, and
on the other by very low grounds partially flooded, and intersected in
every direction by ditches filled witl1 water, and impassable from their
width and depth. Extensive field works also guarded this approach to the
city, rendering it about as formidable to an attacking force as the one first
described. The third route which presents itself is by the populous town of
Tezcuco, and leads through t11e richest part of the valley. Branching off
the right from the main road, just below tile hacienda Buena Vista, its general direction is north, running nearly midway between lake Tezcuco and
me mountains, until it has passed the town of Tezcuco, when turning to
the west it crosses the celebrated stone dike of San Christobal, tl1en skirts
the back of Guadaloupe, and enters tile capital by the beautiful causeway
connecting this last town witl1 the city. The road is remarkably fine the entire distance, the country on either hand thickly populated, level and
under tl1e finest state of cultivation, and mere are no obstacles to be encountered either natural or artificial, until within two miles of
Guadaloupe. At the time General Scott entered t11e basin, General Valencia, witl1 the troops afterwards conquered at Contreras, occupied t11e town
of Tezcuco, fulfilling tl1e lt;ple object of a corps of observation, a decoy to
induce pursuit by the Ame1ican army, until entangled among the works defending the city from tl1at side, or in case of defeat before Pinon or Mexicalzingo, to come in the rear of our tt·oops and intercept tlleir retreat. It is
evident from an examination of the Mexican works, that failing to take eitller of the two first mentioned routes, General Scott was confidently expected to approach Mexico by tllis. The formidable works thrown up at
Santiago Sacualco, guarding the entire space between the lake and the
mountains, as well as tile road which rurns it to tile nor th, also the works
thrown up on the Queretaro road, at the mountain pass, north of
Tenepantlas, and tile su·ong line of defence near the city, demonstrate the
determined resistance they expected to make there. The fourtll route is to
the south of Lake Chalco, and winding along the base of the mountains
which bound tile valley to the south, strikes the main road leading south
from Mexico into tile terra caliente at San Augustine. The presence of the
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enemy on the three first mentioned approaches only showed the fourth to
be unguarded, and although in itself the least favorable for the passage of
u·oops and u·ains, and most easily defended, proved to be the one most favorable under existing circumstances. It has been supposed by many, and
stated by some, that the Mexican commander, considering this last route
wholly impracticable, had failed in taking measures for its defence. This
does not clearly seem to have been the case.
From an examination of the accompanying map, it will be seen, that
when an enemy is in front of Pinon the communication between it and
u·oops on the other routes is only by way of the city of Mexico itself; in other
words, our troops being at Ayotla, General Santa Anna's forces at Pinon
were one day's march distant from those at Mexicalzingo, three from those
under General Valencia, and would have been about four days' march distant from troops thrown forward on the Chalco route. Fords on these different routes were by no means within supporting distances of each other.
Holding the position that General Scott did then, it would have required, of
an equal enemy, four times his own force to have opposed successfully his
further advance. The Mexican forces were not numerically equal to this,
and they were accordingly concentrated at the threatened point.
It is evident that as long as the American troops were in front of Pinon,
the enemy necessal'ily held to their position. In moving off, the former
could gain one day the start. This brought the only difficult parts of the
Chalco route actually nearer General Scott than the Mexican chief. If to this
we add the delay necessary in moving heavy artillery, and breaking up from
a fortified position, it would seem that instead of oversight it was rather impossible for General Santa Anna to meet our forces sooner than he did.
This view seems confirmed by observing the works thrown up at San Antonio and vicinity, which could have had reference only to the route in question.
The United States u·oops being situated, as before mentioned, at the
point commanding the four approaches to the capital, reconnaissances
made during the 12th, 13th and 14th of August determined, first, that
Penon was too strong to be attacked, unless absolutely necessary; next,
that the route around the lakes was practicable for our trains and artillery,
and preferable to attacking by Mexicalzingo. This movement was finally
determined upon and commenced the 15th of August, the order of march
being the reverse of that by which the army had entered the valley, with
this exception. General Worth's division passing that of General Pillow was
in the advance, General Twiggs's division now bringing up the rear. The
movement was completed, comparatively speaking, without opposition, as
the few Mexican troops that showed themselves upon our flanks near
Santa Cruz fled at the first approach of our light troops and the third day,
after breaking up from before Pinon, the advance of the army entered San
Augustine, and the next day the rear division came up. The army was not
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on Lhe great southern road, leading to Cuernavaca, and if the enemy were
taken by surprise, they could advance along it unmolested towards the city,
as far at least as where the Mexicalzingo road unites with it.
A strong party sent forward to ascertain what was in front, at a sudden
turn of Lhe road, were met by a discharge of grape, which killed Captain
Thornton of the dragoons, and caused Lhe reconnoitring officers to recoil in
surprise from before the strong position of San Antonio and the line of works
which stretch off to the left into the marshy ground of Lake Xochimilco.
From these works, it would seem that the enemy had anticipated the
possibility of this movement of the army. Certain it is, they were prepared,
as before, to resist a nearer approach to the capital. The entire Mexican
force had left the positions first occupied, the eastern approach being no
longer threatened, and were ready to make that obstinate defence that
shortly ensued. The army having reached this poim, it was for the commander-in-chief now to decide whether, after having avoided Pinon to
spare life, he would rush his forces against San Antonio, or, threading his
way across the Pcdrigal to the San Angel road, avoid this strong position,
and, at the same time, gain the high grounds, where his movements
would for a time be unimpeded by marshes and ditches.
The latter cour~e was decided upon, and, on the 19th, General Pillow's division advanced to open the road. As the mo\'ement commenced,
it was ascertained that General Valencia, with the troops which had been
at Tezcuco, was in front, ready to dispute the possession of the San Angel
road. After advancing about three miles the progress of the division was
arrested, it having come within reach of Valencia's guns.
The only route across the Pedrigal is a rocky path, considered practicable for mules and persons on foot only, although a horseman can pick
his way along it. It was at the point where this path struck the road, just referred to, that General Valencia had chosen his position, fortified it with
breastworks, within which there were above 20 pieces of arti ller y sweeping tht: path and main road. Avoiding the enemy's artillery, by deviating
from this path to the right, our light troops succeeded in making the way
over the field of rock without much loss, and gained the road in question
at a point between Valencia's position and that of Santa Anna, at San
Angel. The successful attack on the rear of the entrenched camp by our
troops, under General Persifor F. Smith, and the brilliant victory of
Padierna or Contreras, on the 20th, are well known.
Immediately after this success, and during the same morning, General
Worth, whose po ition had been in front of San Antonio, succeeded in
turning this su·ong work, and at the same time that General Pillow's and
T'\~ggs's divisions were pursuing the Mexicans through San Angel and onward, he was pressing their retreat along the San Antonio road towards the
city, capturing men and artillery. T his double pursuit brought the three di-
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visions about the same time to the river Churubusco, and, verr unexpectedly to all, upon the formidable works defending its passage.
These works consisted, first, of a church and adjoining building, \vith a
high stone wall enclosure, all strongly fortified, defended by about 2,000
men, and mounting 7 guns; second, of a tete dupont, mounting three heavy
pieces, and swarming with troops, as well as the river banks to the right
and left; also, the road to the rear leading to the city. It will be seen from
the accompanying map, that the fortified church naturally fell tO General
1\viggs's and Pillow's divisions to take, commanding the road leading fi·om
San Angel to this point, by which they were advancing, and that the tete du
pont effectually arrested the progress of General Worth until carried. Almost simultaneously with the attack on these two works, carried after a
prolonged and most obstinate defence, a movement was ordered under
General Shields to turn the enemy's right flank. This command found Lhe
enemy in overpowering force: the number of wounded and slain, however,
attest the bravery and determination with which they struggled on to accomplish the object; but it was notunt.iJ General Worth, having carried the
tete clu pont, came dashing along the road, that the Mexican force was
driven from its position, and precipitated headlong towards the city.
After gaining Lhe battle of Churubusco, General Scott was in possession of every thing except the last line of works encircling the city; and
for the first time since his entrance into Lhe basin, could, in reality, select
his point of attack, and fight on something like an equality.
The armistice following immediately after tllis battle, the army, during
its continuance, occupied the towns of San Augustine, San Angel, Coyacan, Miscoac and Tacubaya.
From this disposition of the forces, they threatened at once both the
southern and western approaches to the city, and could, with almost
equal facility, attack along either. In lookjng at the capability for defence
of the roads leading from these two directions, it can scarcely be doubted
but that tJ1e army entered the city from its su·ongest side. This fact affords
but another proof of the foresight and skill of the general commanding,
who could so deceive his enemy in reference to the real point of danger,
as to make him dismantJe his works on the side at last attacked, and leave
them in a measure defenceless.
After the armistice was broken, the battJe of Molino del Rey, the storming of Chapultepec, and taking the city followed in rapid succession. Of
these I shall only remark in reference to the battJe of Molino deL Rey.
Il has been frequently asserted that this battJe was fought unnecessarily,
that the Ame1ican loss was great without any corresponding advantages, and
that it had linJe or no bearing upon the subsequent capture of Chapultepec.
That our loss was greater than it would have been could the force and
position of the enemy have been more accurately known, is doubtJess
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true. True also that greater advantages than those rcsulti ng from that battle were gained in the course of the war, and with far less loss; but this by
no means shows that the results of tlw battle of Molino were not of the
greatest importance in the after successes. The Molino del Rey, or Mill of thP
King. from its position stands in the relation of a very scrong outwork to
the castle of Chapultepec, which is -;ituated on a small rocky isolated
mount 150 feet high, and a half mile nearer the city. As the mill is commanded and defended by the caslle, so it reciprocally commands and defends the only good approach to the latter.
The consequences of the battle to the enemy were, that in addition to
the loss of an important outwork and the weakening the main work necessarily resulting from it, also, the usual results in killed, wounded, dispersed, and taking prisoners, they were dri,·en from a commanding position into the low grounds at the base of Chapultepec, these grounds
being completely commanded from the Molino, and were powerless in
preventing the siege pieces from taking up the most favorable position
for battering the castle. Jn the final attack upon the castle, one of the two
assaulting columns (General Pillow's) started from this very mill, and
from what has been remarked should have been the successful one, as
was the case, for it started from within the enemy's work and found itself
on an equality with him up to the very moment of scaling his walls at the
crest of the mount, whereas the other assaulting column (General Quitman's) taking the only remaining approach to the castle, a causewayed
road leading from Tacubaya, was successfully held at bay by the outworks
defending this road at the base of the hill, unt.il after the castle was taken;
and the opposing force was taken in rear by troops passing through and
around Chapultepec.
The \'ictory of Molino also had, as it could not well fail to have, the effect of completely demoralizing the enerny, destroying his confidence to
hold any position.
In glancing over the operations in the valley, one cannot but be astonished at the uninterrupted success which attended every movement; neither can one fail to admire the unshaken resolution and steady confidence in himself and troops exhibited b}' the commandcr-in-<:hief, under
circumstances when one reverse would probably have !been followed by
utter annihilation.
h would have been fortunate, in view of the number of lives lost, had
the force led into the valley been greater. Could General Scott, at the time
of moving around Lake Chalco, have left a strong force at Ayotla, Mexico
would have fallen, comparatively speaking. an easy prey; for had Valencia
left his position and gone to defend the southern part of the city, the northern would have been left defenceless. Had General Santa Anna left his position at the Penon and Mexicalzingo for those of Churubusco and San An-

312

TOPOGRAPHICAL ENGINEERS IN THE MEXICAN WAR

tonio, the eastern approach to the city would have been unprotected, or he
would have been taken in rear by the Mexicalzingo road; or had both generals remained as at first, the troops moving round the lakes would have
met with no opposition in entering Mexico by the south; again, had their
o·oops been so distributed as to guard every approach, their line of defence
would have been weak at all points from its great extent.
For more particular information respecting the route around Lake
Chalco, and the connected movement of the troops thereon, I have the
honor to refer the colonel of the corps to the accompanying memoir of
Lieutenant (now brevet Captain) Hardcastle.
I remark, in conclusion, that all the main points on the map are determined by triangulation, the remainder being filled in from compass surveys.
That part of the map south of the city is taken from surveys made
under Lieutenant Colonel Turnbull of the corps.
Having no instruments with me of sufficient delicacy and accuracy to
determine the longitude and latitude as well even as they had previously
been determined, no observations for that purpose were attempted. Having met in the national college with the instrument for determining the
declination of the needle, used by Baron Humboldt in 1804, and afterwards presented to that institution by him, l take occasion to state that
the declination recorded on the map was determined by it.
To Lieutenant (now brevet Captain) Hardcastle of the corps is due a
full proportion of whatever merit the map may possess, having been with
me from the commencement of the work to its completion.
I have the honor to be, with great respect, your obedient servant,
M. L. SMITH,

Lieutenant Topographical Engineers.

To ColoneiJJ. ABERT,
Colonel Colps Topographical Engineers,

Washington City.

WASHtNCTON, D.

C.,Janum-y 15, 1849.

SiR: I have the honor to submit r.he following memoir, as an accompaniment to the map of the valley of Mexico, explanatory of the route of
the United States army marked upon it. It may be proper to remark that
the substance of tl1is memoir is taken fi·om my journal of the march of
the army, written out from day to day, as tl1e events occurred.
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The advance of the United States army, known as "the army of the
south," under the command of Major General Winfield Scott, made its
descent into the valley of Mexico on the afternoon of the lOth of August,
1847. This advance corps, composed of the second division of regulars,
commanded by Brigadier General Twiggs, and the cavah·y brigade, under
Colonel Harney, was accompanied by the general-in-chief. For the night,
position was taken at the Venta de Cordova, the Vema Nueva, and the hacienda of Buena Vista.
On moving from Puebla, the American army was divided into four divisions, which followed each other on successive days. The advance
moved slowly and with ease, never exceeding twelve or fifteen miles in a
day's march, so that none of these divisions were at any time separated by
a greater distance from each other.
On the morning of the 11th, (August,) being within twenty miles of
the enemy's capital, and having on the day previous discovered in our
from a large body of their cavalry, both of which indicated our proximity
to the enemy in large force, the forward movement of this advance corps
was delayed until the next division, under Major General Quitman, was
close at hand. By eleven o'clock, this command was seen coming down
the mountain slope, and the advance moved forward to the town of Ayotla. The division composed of artillery and infantry occupied the town,
and the brigade of cavalry advanced a mile and a half beyond, and took
possession of the hacienda of San Isidro.
The town of Ayotla, situate upon the northern border of Lake Chalco,
is, by the most direct route, fifteen miles distant from the city of Mexico.
This place was selected by the general-in-chief as the point where he
should await the arrival of the rear divisions of the army, and from which
he could reconnoiu·e the enemy, and best deceive him as to the route by
which he could approach the Mexican capital; for, by reference to the
map, it will be seen that from near this point four different roads commence, by which the city of Mexico may be reached.
The first day (August 12) at this position was occupied in making examinations upon the national road, which was the most direct one leading
to the city. Seven miles beyond Ayotla, at the Penon, the enemy were
found to be strongly fortified and in large force. (At this point, already described, the road passes by the base of a high solitary hill, overlooking the
plain for several miles in every direction. Entirely surrounded by water or
impassable marshes, it was approachable only by the long narrow causeway of the high road. A position strong by nature, it was bristling with fifty
pieces of cannon, arranged in batteries, well placed so as to sweep down
the columns of an approaching foe. A long and double line of breastworks
for infantry surrounded the base of the hill; and, in fact, ,every contrivance
that art could lend to make this position impregnable seemed to have
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been bestowed upon it. The auxiliary means of fortification were so complete that this was evidently the stronghold of our enemy, and the spot
where they were best prepared and most anxious to receive us.) On this
day the first division of regulars, under the command of Brevet Major
General Worth, came up, and took position at the town of Chalco.
During the second day (August 13) the examination of the route passing through Mexicalzingo was made; here, also, the enemy were found to
be well fortified. (The approach to the town was a straight, narrow causeway, with a wet marsh on each side of it. One battery across the road and
enfilading it, as well as a long line of works towards the north, completed
the fortifications at this point. Between Mexicalzingo and Penon there
extended a continuous mar!)h, intersected by deep ditches filled with
nowing water, which rendered it impassable. The works at this point
served, therefore, as a continuation of the same line at Penon.) During
this day, the rear division, composed of the new regimen ts, under Major
General Pillow, arrived, and took position near the town of Chalco.
August 14th-Our entire force, numbering about ten thousand rank
and file, was now assembled in the valley of Mexico, and there remained to
be examined two of the four routes leading to the capitol. It was known to
us that General Valencia, with a large Mexican force at Te1cuco, was prepared to dispute our passage over the northern route. Of the southern
route, along the margins of lakes Chalco and Xochimilco, very unsatisfacwry reports had been brought back by the Mexican guides that had been
secretly despatched to explore it. But on this day ir was examined as far as
Tuliagualco, a distance of 12 miles beyond Chalco, and found to be practicable for our operations. From information gathered from the unoffending and much frightened population, it was believed there were neither
fortifications nor natural obstacles sufficient to prevent our passage over
this route. The road was narrow, passing between the base of the mountains and the edge of the lakes, and, to all appearances, had never before
been travelled by wheel carriages; but it was firm and practicable, and
-;eemed to possess the great advantage over all the others that l11e enemy
had not anticipated, and therefore not prepared for our approach by this
route. The road being one seldom travelled, it was little known, and generally believed to be subject to ovcrnow from the adjacent lakes.
On the 15th of August i1 was made known to the American army that
the approach upon the Mexican capital would be by this route, along the
southern border of the lakes. To this effect the or:ders of the general-inchief were announced, and immediately carried in to execution by the advance of Worth's di\·ision upon this line. The mo\'ement had now commenced by which the plan of operations of the American general was
d<•,·eloped to the enem}, for up to this time they had been completely de-
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ceived by lhe demonstration made upon the national road by occupying
the town of Ayotla.
It was on the afternoon of the 17th of August that the advance under
General Worth arrived at the town ofTiaJpan, or San Augustin, where lhe
lake route first intersects the great southern road, leading from the city of
Mexico to Cuernavaca and Acapulco. The time occupied in accomplishing tl1is distance might be considered great, as celerity in our movements
was now of the first importance, without a strict examination of tl1e operating causes. The route being untravelled and rough, was of itself difficult
to pass over, and for a greater portion of the way contracted, on the one
side by mountains, and on lhe other by the lakes; it was a long and narrow defile, where resistance might be expected at any point. To be prepared to resist an attack, either upon lhe centre, the front, or the rear,
and to afford protection to the baggage train of our army, it was necessary to move with circumspection, and to keep our forces close togelher.
From the town of San Gregorio, the enemy's light troops were continually
in our front, harassing and retarding the advance by cutting ditches
across the road, and rolling down rocks from the a~jacen.t mountains,
which, in many places, completely blocked up the way. All these things
combined, necessarily delayed lhe passage over this route beyond the ordinary time for accomplishing such distance. But if a little more time
were consumed by adopting due precaution, the wisdom and prudence
of such a course is best illustrated by the fact of the successful accomplishment of the movement, for, with the loss of, perhaps, only a single
man, lhe American army was now upon one of the high roads to the Mexican capitol, and but nine miles distant from it.
On the morning of the 18th, (August,} the division jn advance moved
up lhe main road and took position in front of the hacienda of San Antonio, where the enemy had thrown up fortifications. While the examination of lhis position was going on and tile rear divisions were concentrating upon San Augustin, a reconnaissance was being made to the west of
this town, to ascertain the practicability of reaching another road to the
capital passing through lhe town of San Angel, and nearly parallel to the
one we had already reached. For this road lhrough San Angel was believed not to be so well prepared for defence as the great southern highway, along which the enemy would be likely to expect an invasive foe coming to besiege lheir capital.
On the 19th, (August,) the examination of lhe en emy's position at
San Antonio was continued, and the reconnaissance towards the San
Angel road, which yesterday had been interrupted by the presence of the
enemy, was resumed. For the purpose of ensuring the latter, first Pillow's
and afterwards Twiggs's division, were sent out in this direction. These
were intended to force a passage, and, at the same time, to afford protec-
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tion to the working partie!> in the construction of a road over the rugged
and broken countrr that was here presented. After proceeding about
three (3) miles in this westerly direction, the enemy's light troops were
met, and a skirmish commenced about noon, which, before night, became a general action. Thus began the batlle of Contreras, which terminated so gloriously for American arms on the following morning. The
general route of our troops in turning the enemy's position at Padierna,
by passing through the village of Sanjeronimo, (improperly called Cont1~
rms,) is marked in red upon the map.
The Mexican forces, routed from their entrenched position at Padicrna, early on the morning of August 20, were pursued by our ,;ctorious
troops along the road through San Angel and Coracan. While this pursuit
was going on, a movement was made upon San Antonio, causing the
enemy to abandon that position , and this secon d retreating force was
hotly pursued by Worth's division down the road to Churubusco. At this
point the American troops pursuing from Padierno and those from San
Antonio met near about the same time; the former were arrested by the
fortifications thrown up around a large convent, the latter by the tete du
J>ont defending the bridge across the Churubusco dver. The concentration
of our forces under such circumstances, at this point, brought on the battle of Churubusco, which terminated late in the day to our complete success, adding another victory to the deeds of American arms on this day.
After the battles of August 20th, and as an immediate consequence of
them, the armistice was entered into, by which active and hostile operations on our part ceased for a lime. During this pea·iod our army was distributed at the towns ofTacubaya, Mixcoac, Coyacan, San Angel, and San
Augustin, and each corps was quietly occupied in maintaining the discipline and providing for the comfort of its soldiers, besides giving attention to a large proportion of sick and wounded.
ft was at 12 o'clock, meridian, on the 17th of September, that the
armistice was mutually dissolved by the commanders of the two antagonistic armies. Reconnoissanceli of the enemy's lines were immediately
commenced, and to the credit of the American general be it said, that he
positively forbid any observations of this sort being made by our engineers during the armistice.
Early on the morning of September 8th was fought the battle of Molino
del Rey, where tl1e enemy were completely routed, and the preparations he
had made for casting cannon, & c., at the Molino, were destroyed.
Strict examinations of the entire line of works from Chapultepec to the
gate of San Antonio were carried on from day to day, until the point of attack was decided upon, by the general-in-<:hief, on the 11th of September.
A large proportion of our forces had been concentrated at Piedad and the
hacienda of Nalverte, and while, on the morning of September 12th, our
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batteries opened a fire upon the castle of Chapultepec, (which was the
real poim of attack,) an acLive demonstration was made upon the enemy's
line, near the gate of San Antonio. To carry out this plan successfully,
troops were silently moved from Piedad to Tacubaya on the night of
September 12th, and on the next morning the castle of Chapultepec was
stormed. After the fall of this commanding work, our u·oops, under tl1e
command of Generals Worth and Quiunan, advanced by the two roads
leading from this point to the city; the former general approaching by t11c
longer route through the gate of San Cosme; the latter by the shoner one,
through the gate of Belen. Upon the map is marked the advance of these
two corps, up to the time of the capitulation of the city of Mexico, on the
night of September 13th, after the Mexican army had fled.
I am, sir, very respectfully, yom obedient servant,
ED. L. F. HARDCASTLE,
Brevet Captain U. S. TojJOf£1nphical Engineers.

Lieut. M. L. S:-trrll,
U. S. TojJographical Engineers.
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Report of the Chief,
Topographical Engineers, 1848

BUREAU OF TOPOCRAPI UCAL ENGINEERS.

Washington, Novembfr J7, 1848.

SIR: In conformity with established usage, I have the honor to submit
the following annual report of the operations of the corps since the last
report, and an estimate for the duties for the ensuing year.
The peace with Mexico returned to the United States the large proportion of the officers of the corps which had been employed with the
army in that country. The greater pan of these were maimed with
wounds, or sick from the fatigues and exposures which their duties required. Of their services in Mexico it is not necessary thatl should speak.
The reports of commanding officers pay frequent and brilliant compliments to their services, and the brevets which have been bestowed attest
an accordance of the judgment of the Executive with these compliments.
But, in addition to their regular corps duties, several of the corps occupied and exercised important military commands. Captain]. E. johnston.
of the corps, now brevet colonel in the army, in the exercise of his corps
duties, until after the battle of Cerro Gordo, where he was severely
'"ounded while reconnoitering the enemy's position, was afterwards
made lieutenant colonel of the regiment ofvoltigeurs, and in that capacity acquired great reputation for the skill he displayed in the drill and discipline of the regiment, and for his gallantry in command on several important occasions. On the peace, he returned to his corps as a captain
under a law of the last session and with the brevet of a colonel.
Captain G. W. Hughes, after important services in the duties of his
corps with the army in North Mexico, and afterwards at Vera Cruz and
Cerro Gordo, returned to the States emaciated and broken down by the
climate. his fatigues and exposures. But rapidly recovering his health. he
was placed at the head of a regiment of volunteers, and immediately went
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back with his command to Mexico. II is march from Vera Cruz to Jalapa is
spoken of as one of great merit and severe trial, in which he on several occasions encountered and beat the enemy. He was then made military and
civil governor of the department ofJalapa and Perote, and by his highly
judicious, energetic, prompt, and well judged measures, was mainly instrumental in keeping that extensive district quiet as well as the whole
road from thence to Vera Cruz. I le continued in this command until termination of the war, when he returned to the United States, and has since
resumed his duties in his corps, with the brevet of major.
First Lieutenant W. H. Emory. This officer accompanied General
Kearny throughout his important and perilous march from the Missouri
to the Pacific, as the chief of his engineer staff, executing also, towards
the close of those operations, the duty of adjutant general to General
Kearny's command. After the fighting in California had ceased, he was
ordered back to the United States with despatches for the War Department. He was soon afterwards appointed the lieutenant colonel of
Colonel Hughes's regiment of volunteers, (the Maryland and District of
Columbia volumeers) and immediately joined him at jalapa, with a part
of that regiment which had not previously marched. He continued with
Colonel Hughes until the end of the war, rendering important military
services, after which he returned to the United States, and resumed duties in his corps, with brevets which gave him the rank of major.
First Lieutenant Wm. H. Warner. This officer was placed in charge of
the orclm\ncc u·ain of General K<'arny's command. He has also executed
similar duties under Colonel Mason, in California, where he is at present,
exercising the proper duties of his corps with the brevet rank of captain.
He was severely wounded in the conflicts under General Kearny.
I have named these four officers because they were so fortunate as to
obtain positions and exercise commands independent of and separate
from their proper corps' functions, exhibiting the versatility of talent in
the corps, and its ability to fulfil any militaq• duties which it rna}' be found
necessary or proper to assign to it.
But there are other duties of the corps of less eclat, but not of less usefulness and importance, which shall now be reported.
All the interesting observations and reconnoitring made by the corps
while operating with the armies in Mexico, are now being compiled in a
map, under resolutions of the Senate, and will soon be completed, and
be submitted to Congress. Of these examinations there has been already
laid before Congress, Major Emory's report and map of General Kearny's
march from the Missouri to the Pacific, and plans of th e several engagements in which that command was involved; also Lieutenant Abert's map
of New Mexico, and the report of his examinations of that country. These
two reports add much to our geographical knowledge of that region of
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the world, and furnish great facilities to any future operations in that
quarter, whether civil, military, or commercial.
Accurate geographical and topographical knowledge of a country arc
particularly essential to military operations. They a•·e the eyes of the commanding general. \'\lith these he can see the counLr)', and can know how
to direct and combine all his movements or marches, whether offensive
or defensive, and without them he is literall)' groping in the dark, incapable of devising plans for his own operations, or of anticipating those of
an enemy. With this knowledge, war becomes a science, in which intellect
will ever prcdomidate over numbers; without it, war becomes the mere
exhibition of physical force: s low, expensive, and often disastrous, as
numbers and courage can alone be relied upon. Unless a knowledge of
the country through which an army has to move is possessed, the army
can act only on the defensive, and if this knowledge has to be obtained in
the presence of an enemy, it is always at great loss of time, necessarily imperfect, and at great hazard of the services and lives of invaluable officers.
Some of the most important movements and operations of the late war
were governed by previous reconnaissances, made generally in ad,~ance
of the army, and in the presence of the enemy, who might by his vigilance
have interrupted or defeated them. We see, therefore, in these, as well as
in hundreds of other instances which could be cited, the importance of
geographical and topographical knowledge in army operations. Now this
knowledge, a duty of the corps of wgraphical engineers to collect, can be
well obtained only in time of peace. Peace is, therefore, the period which
best enables a people to acquire the information necessary for the defence of their own soil, or to attack that of an enemy. From these general
and important considerations it is no doubt owing. that in General Order
49, of the 31st of last August, by ''the President of the United States," that
this bureau is required to furnish officers of the corps of the commands
of Oregon, California, New Mexico, and Texas. These arc frontier commands, but lately the seat of war, exposed and even now threatened with
hostile depredations from numerous bands of warlike and discontemed
Indians, long accustomed to domineer O\'er those pans of Mexico and
Oregon, now the possession of the United States, and whose tastes for
plunder have been lately so often gratified without adequate chastisement, even nearer to us than the limits lately acquired.
These commands will probably require about twenty-five officers of
the corps, and these officers can be of but little usc, or can render comparatively but unimportant and unsatisfactory sen-ices unless means of
making the surveys which may be considered necessary are allowed. T he
army can furnish escorts and safeguards, but it cannot furnish the means
necessary for making surveys. Even in addition to its escorts, if it were
able, which it is not, also to detach the numbers required for surveys, in
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the various capacities of mechanics, chain-men, axe-men, boatmen,
guides, and laborers, which these duties require, it could not furnish the
requisite instruments, boats, tools, pack-horses, wagons, & c., &c.; and the
men which might be detached arc rarely of the kind qualified for such
duties, while such detachments arc destructive of discipline and of usefulness in their proper corps. Economy of cost, and the well-being of these
duties, do therefore most eminent ly call for some arrangement by which
such duties can be performed, independent of calls upon the army, except for escorts and safeguard!>. In my long experience as an officer in the
field, as well as at the head of this bureau, in which first capacity J have
operated with men detached from the army, but two modes have suggested themseh·es as adequate to meet the difliculty.
One is that which the government has now for so many years adopted,
namely, the making of small annual appropriations to meet the contingencies of a survey. The second is that of en listing men specially adapted to
these duties. Although this la~t is the practice of other countries, it has
never been adopted by us. It is without doubt the better course, admitting,
as it docs, of the most economical, the most prompt, and the most intelligent execution of the duty, reducing the contingencies of a survey to those
smaller items, independent of tl1e pay and support of the class of mechanic and others as before enumerated, which have now to be employed temporarily, and at far greater cost, and whose experience and tl1e facility and
knowledge acquired in ilie duties are continually lost by frequent changes,
which the temporary nature of their present employment involves.
But inasmuch as this latter course has not been adopted by the government, I can submit no estimate in reference to it, and shall o n that account submit estimates in conformity with established usage.
As before remarked, the commands of Oregon, California, New Mexico, and Texas, have to be supplied with officers of the corps, ancl surveys
have to be made in those commands.
I therefore respectfully submit for considerations-For military sur veys in Oregon ........................... . $10,000
For military surveys in California ......................... . 10,000
For military surveys in New Mexico ........... .... ........ . 10,000
For military surveys in Texas, and from the navigable waters of
the Red River to the Rio Grande ..... ... ... ......... .. . . 15,000
Our knowledge of the Red River above Nachitochez is more general
than precise, but there is every reason to believe that its capacity for boat
na\~galion extends far into the interior of Texas, even as high as old Fort
Washita, to which point, and above it, it is represented that two feet of
water can be carried throughout much of the year. These facts make that
river a line of great military importance in reference to the defence of
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that frontier, and if correct, will enable the government to establish a series of military posts upon that river, and to be supplied from it in the
very heart of the Camanche country. And if from the head navigable waters of this river a good military road can be traced to the Rio Grande, its
facilities in the defence of that frontier will be invaluable, as well as in
whatever relates to the defence of 'ew Mexico by ready and easy access to
that quarter, and b}' such meam of more fully developing its agricultural
and mineral resources.
These distant military posts and military roads arc the pioneers of civilization and of wealth, by the protection they afford to remote settlements, the value they give to public lands, the encouragement to cultivation by the consumption of produce, and by the intelligence and good
habits diffused by such a nucleus of well-informed and orderly persons of
both sexes as generall}' constitute the population of our garrisions.
The usual surveys in 1·efercncc to the military defences of the frontier,
inland and Atlantic, have to be attended to. These are generally of positions to be fortified and of their appwaches, upon a scale sufficiently
large to plan the works required, and embracing all those details collected by no other surveys, necessary to determine upon the u-ue position and probable cost of the contemplated work. For these objects a
small amount of ten thousand dollars is only required, as there is an unexpended balance of a former appropriation.
The survey of the lakes has been pushed forwa·rd as rapidly as circumstances would admit. The large proportion of the corps required for the
armies in Mexico, obliged a rather resuicted employment upon this survey
during the last season, but the whole of that intricate navigation at the western end of Lake Erie, between a line from Sandusky to Point Pelee, and
thence west to the mouth of Detroit river, with its several islands and shoals,
has been thoroughly surveyed, and the maps and charts are now being made.
The collection oflake surveys has become so numerous, under the various appropriations which have been made, that the office is now ready to
issue an atlas of charts which would be of great aid to tJ1e commerce of the
lakes. The cost of engraving a suitable edition would not exceed five thousand dollars, for which an estimate is respect:fullr submitted. The advantage
of such a publication would be invaluable, and would give to the great and
increasing commerce of the lakes those guides of which it now stands so
much in need. No additional estimate for the survey of the lakes is submitted. The late period of the last session of Congress at which tl1e existing appropriation was made and the restricted operations as before described,
ha\·e left a sufficient baJance for the operations of the next season, which, together with the desire of avoiding all demands which the well being of public service shall not make extremely necessary, ha\'e induced me to omit any
additional estimate on this account for tJ1c ensuing season. It is contem-
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plated, in the course of the ensuing season, to make a geographical conn exion between the survey of the lakes and the Atlantic coast, by means of the
magnetic telegraph, which now extends to Buffalo, Detroit and Chicago.
A law of the 3d March, 1847, assigned to this office the construction
of several light-houses.
In the annual report of November 22, 1847, these are all referred to
in so much detail, that it leaves but little now to be said in this report.

Light-house on the Whale's Back rock, Portsmouth, New HampshiTe.
In the report of last year, the light-house on this position is minutely described, the plan of construction, and the defects in the plan. It is there
stated that the repairs of this work would involve a cost about equal to that of
a new iron pile structure, and would in the end be a patched structure, and
would probably fail in meeting just expectations. It is also stated in the same
report that as fears of "immediate danger to the present structure are not
entertained, no work has been commenced." Other reasons induced a delay
in the work at this place; these were to await the experience of erecting an
iron pile light upon a much more exposed position, Minot's Rock, Boston
harbor. Having now overcome the chief difficulties in tl1e work on Minot's
Rock, another careful examination of the V\'hale's Back Rock Light will be
made in tl1e ensuing spring, when it will be decided whether the "rebuilding" directed should be farther postponed or be immediately commenced.

Light-house on Minot 's Rock, Boston harbm:
This has been a work of extreme difficulty, and of no little danger, and
the results are a singular exhibition of the triumphs of perseverance and
mechanical ingenuity. The rock is exposed to the whole burst of the Atlantic wave. A small portion of it, involving a circular area, rarely exceeding
25 feet in diameter, is bare at low water and during very calm weather. But
no pan of this area is more than three feet above extreme low water, and
during slight winds the sea breaks over the whole with great violence.
Upon this small and extremely exposed position, a footing had to be obtained, and holes had to be drilled in the rock, in which were ro be insetted the iron piles to sustain the su·ucture. This short desaiption will sufficiently apprise all those who have any knowledge of a sea shore of the
serious and continued difficulties of working on such a place. It gives me
great pleasure to add that no lives have yet been lost in the work, although
there have been several accidents, and additional pleasure to say that all
the piles to sustain the work have been established, as well as the skeleton
iron frame of the top, intended to connect the piles and to sustain the
keeper's house and lantern. All serious difficulties are therefore overcome.
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The work has been under the superintendence of Captain Swift of the
corps, and the resident agent and contractor was M1·. Benjamin Pomeroy, a
person of the most extraordinary perseverance and inexhaustible ingenuity, and well acquainted with working in such positions. The report of Captain Swift is hereto added as an appendix. A small appropriation of 4,500
dollars is now required to procure and complete the illuminating apparatus for this lighthouse, which I believe will be found to be one of the most
useful on that coast.
Bmndywinl' Shoal light.

This structure is on a sand bar in the mouth of Delaware Bay. The
lower tier of piles are all in place braced and comlected, so that in reference to this ,,·ork, it may also be said that its chief difficulties are overcome. The work will be left in this condition before the supersu·ucture is
put up, in order to sec the effect of winter storms an d of floating ice upon
it. As the report and estimate of the superintending engineer, Major H .
Bache, has not yet been received, I am necessarily obliged to delay any
further notice of the work, or additional estimate to a future time.
Carys fort rl'l'j light-housl'.

This is also an extremely difficult position upon the Florida keys, and
is to be made upon iron piles sunk into the rocky soil of the reef. The reef
has been carefully examined, the structure is being prepared, and it is
contemplated that during the month of December the materials and
frame will be u·ansportcd to the reef. and the erection of the building be
commenced.
Sand

Kry light-house.

It was so late a period during the last session that the difficulty in the
law in reference to this work was removed, but little more has been done
than to sun·e)' the position. Moreover, it is extremely desirable to profit in
the erection of this light-house by the experience which will be acquired
in the erection of the one on Carys Fon reef.
Wangosltance Shoal light-house, straits of Michigan.

We have succeeded in establishing the pier work, essential to the protection and construction of th is work, and also the concrete foundation
within the piers, upon which the keeper's dwelling and light-house are to
be erected.

325

APPENDIX C

All these structures are works of extreme difficulty, in much exposed
positions, requiring great care, great energy, untiring perseverance, and
more than common mechanical resources in the superintending engineer. The success which has attended our efforts, as ah·eady described, is
proof that these qualifications have not been wanting, is the best compliment upon the plans which have been pursued, and justifies the anticipation that the whole of these works will in good time be completed, and
will be permanently established.
The construction of tl1e light-house at Monroe, Michigan, an assignment to this bureau, at the request of the Treasury Department, is nearly
completed. The superintending engineer reports that it will be finished
during the ensuing month of December.

Sea wall for the protection ofFairweather island,
nea1· Black Rock, Connecticut.
A part of tile small balance of the appropriation of 1847 was expended
in the construction of this wall early in last December, when it was inspected and received, and tile rest of this small balance was expended in
May, 1848, in repairing an old wall formerly put up at this place by the
Treasury Department, for the protection of the light keeper's house.
The late period at which the appropriation of 1848 was made, necessarily run the work late in the season. 700 perches of the wall had been
laid by the lst of November, leaving about 1,200 more perches yet to be
put down. Of these about 600 perches will probably be finished during
the presem month; the balance of the work will have to be suspended
until after the ensuing spring.
In addition to these duties, an officer of the corps, Lieutenant
Colonel Turnbull, on application from the Treasury Department, has
been assigned to superintend the building of the custom-house at New
Orleans. And, on application from the same department, this bureau
has been authorized to superintend the construction of a marine hospital at Chicago, one at Paducah, and one at Natchez. The additional estimates which these works require will be submitted to the consideration
of the Treasury Department, as the work, altllough now a duty of this bureau, is, from the wording of the law, unde1· the superintendence of that
department.
An officer of the corps, Major J. D. Graham, is occupied, under the
State Department, in efforts to restore the maps of the northeastern
boundary, which were desu·oyed by fire. He has three assistants from the
corps temporarily assigned to him .
On an application from General Brooke, two offi.cers of the corps
were assigned to him for the purposes of making a military reconnois-
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sance of the upper Mississippi, with a view of establi:-.hing certain frotHier
posts, and to make the surveys of the localities which should be selected.
The duty will be completed dul'ing the present mo!llh.
There was a resolution of the H ouse of Representatives, dated August
8, 1848, directing the Secretary of'War to have a "survey and examination
made of that part of the Potomac river between the Long bridge and
Georgetown, with a \'iew to ascertain the cause of the formation of land
on the flats along the banks of the river, and that he cause also an estimate to be made of the cost of r<'pairing the Long bridge; and also of
constructing a bridge across the Potomac at the aqueduct of the canal at
Georgetown, and also an estimate of the probable cost of keeping up a
slCamboat ferry in the place of the Potomac bridge, and that the report
be made at a" early a period in the next session as pnlcticable."
The execution of this resolution will of necessity be very imperfect
without making the survey as directed, and this survey, in order properly
to elucidate the questions involved in the resolution, should extend as far
below the bridge· as Alexandria. But there is no appropriation out of which
the expenses of the survey, directed to be made, can be met; and it docs
not appear to have been covered by any appropriation during the session
in which the resolution was passed. Under these circumstances, I am not
aware of any other course to be pursued than to submit to the consideration of the depanment an estimate for the survey directed to be made.
Since the Long bridge was erected, the river has experienced very serio us
modifications in its shoals and c hannels, immediately adjacent to the
bridge and below it, as well as above the bridge. AJI these changes should
be minutely ascertained, and carefully delineated, before an intelligent
and reliable report, under the resolution, can be made. But, inasmuch as
the expenses incident to the resolution cannot be met without an appropriation, an item for three thousand dollars on that account is submitted.

AjJpropriations for various streets and avenues of the city.
As it was on!)' those streets, or parts of streets, directed to be paved,
which were placed under the War Department, it will be only of these
upon which any report will be made from this offtcc. lt was late in the
season when these appropriations were passed, and, in addition, it was
directed that the work should be done by contract, after thirty days' n otice to bidders in the cities of Washington, Baltimore, Philadelphia, and
:--lew York. This change in the sptcm involved many serious and injurious delays: in the time necessary to prepare the advertisements, in the
notice of thirty days required to be given, in the examination of the bids
and the making of the contracts, and in the preparations for work, as no
bidder could make the requisite preparations until after he was assured
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that he would obtain the contract. These causes of delay absorbed so
much time as to render it comparatively impossible to complete the
work this season, as, from these causes, it could not be commenced before the 9th day of October. Without these delays, more than half of the
work would have been completed by the day. when, owing to these delays, the work had to be commenced.
The system heretofore has not been to do such wOI-k by contract, except for materials and particular parts in which the con tract system could
be adopted to advantage, and I venture, without fear of error, to say tJ1at,
in reference lO economy of cost, energy of execution, and quality of both
work and materials, that the paving heretofore done will compare advantageously with that of any part of the country.
The appropriation for completing the centre strip of the avenue is
inadequate to the work, as it does not cover the low bid at which the
contract is made. A small item, to meet this deficiency, and to cover
charges for overseers and superintendents, is submiued, amounting to
$1,200.
There is also additional work to that contemplated in the approp,;ation for fifteenth street, which will cost about $1,500, and also a sewer
or drain under fifteenth su·eet, which will cost about $2,160. This street
is the drain of large bodies of water, requiring an underground sewer or
drain sufficient capacity. To pave the street before constructing this
drain would be an extravagant mode of proceeding, as much of the
pavement will have to be taken up, and the ground re-excavated, in
order to make the drain at any future period, at an increased expense,
which will nearly double the cost at which tJ1e work can now be done;
and, as I fear we will not be able to do the paving of fifteenth su·eet this
winter, an estimate for this drain, of $2,160, is respectfully submitted to
your consideration.
In doing the pavement that has been ordered, the side walks are of
necessity taken up to some extent, and seriously deranged in their slope. I
allude now particularly to ilie side walks on the streets in front of the executive buildings. These side walks, badly bedded when first laid, are also
much worn and broken. It is respectfully suggested that these should be
relaid. The cost will be about $6,000.
Seventeenth street, the su·eet west of the war office, is so intimately
connected wiili the work now being done, under the laws of the last session, that the work will necessarily be imperfect and liable to serious
changes hereafter, unless seventeenth street be included in the operation. This su·eet, like fifteenth street, is the drain of vast bodies of water,
and will require a large culvert, and the whole surface of the street to be
modified to a different grade. The work should extend to the south of
the present Navy Department lot, and will cost about $13,000.
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An estimate, in accordance with the expositions of this
submitted to )Our consideration.
Respectfully, sir, your obedient servant,

repor~

will be

J.J. ABERT,
Colonel wrps Topographical Engineers.
lion. W. L.

MARCY,

Secretary of War.
P.S. The csrjmate was made in conformity with this report, but was afterwards modified by direction of superior authority.

WASHINGTON,

November 4, 1848.

SIR: I have the honor to make the following report upon the several
works enumerated below, which, by the orders of the bureau, are entrusted to my ~uperintendcnce:

1. Light-lu:mse on

Whale~

Bark, harbor of Portsmouth, .V. H.

The report which was made on the 2d April, 1847, contains the rcasons which induced me to recommend that no steps might be taken towards the rebuilding of the light-house at the Whale's Back until the light
at Minot's rock, in Boston harbor, should be in a state of forwardness.
I represented, in the rC'port above referred to, that the old light was in
no immediate danger; and I doubt not now that it may answer all the purposes of a new structure for some years to come; still, it would be proper
to have another careful inspection of the building made in the ensuing
spring, when it could be determined whether the rebuilding should be
further postponed or not.

2. Minot's Rock light-lumse, Boston lwri:Jor, Mass.
At the date of the last annual report (October 15, 1847) the condition
of the work at the Minots was stated, and some of the difficulties which attended the operations of that season were specified. As the frame or main
structure may now be considered completed, a brief description of the
work and some details connected with it during the progress of construction, may be regarded as not uninteresting.
Minot's Rocks, or, as they are generally designated, ''the Minots," lie
off the southeastern clzc;p of Boston bay, about seventeen miles from the
city, and something less than e ight miles from the Boston light.
These rocks or ledges, with others in their immediate vicinity, are
known as the "Cohasset Rocks," and have been the terror of mariners for
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a long period of years; they have been, probably, the cause of a greater
number of wrecks than any other reefs or ledges upon the coast, lying, as
they do, at the very entrance to the second city of the United States, in
point of tonnage, and, consequently, where vessels are continually passing and repassing. The Minots are sunken, and bare only at one quarter
flood, and the trend of the coast in that direction from Boston bar being
southeasterly, vessels bound in, with wind heavy at northeast, are liable, if
they fall to leeward of Boston light, to be driven upon these rocks.
As evidence of the great necessity of a light at these dangerous rocks, I
have in my possession, from a reliable source, a statement of the number
of vessels, with their names and tonnage, which have struck upon the Cohasset rocks within the last thirty years, but mostly, as my informant remarks, within the last fifteen years, to wit: ships, 10; b•igs, 14; schooners,
16; sloops, 3; total 43. Of these, 27 were a total loss. From all this, it may
be clearly inferred that it became necessary that these hidden dangers
should be pointed out to the seamen, and, instead of the fatal breaker to
give him the first warning of his approach to danger, that there should be
a friendly beacon erected upon the rock, to guide him in the storm, and
enable him to avoid the horrors of shipwreck; and these, doubtless, were
the considerations which led to the enactment of the law for building the
light-house in question.
The rock selected for the site of the light-house is called the "Outer
Minot," and lies farther seaward than others in the group known as the
Cohasset rocks. At extreme low water, an area of about thirty feet in diameter is exposed, and the highest point in the rock is about three and a
haJJ feet above the line of low water. It is very rare, however, that a surface
greater than twenty-five feet in diameter is left bare by the sea. The rock is
granite, with vertical seams of trap .-ising through it.
From observations upon the tides, made at Boston light-house by the
coast survey, from j une 7th to October 27th, 1847, the following results were
obtained; and, by the kind permission of the supelintendent, communicated
to me, together with a tracing of the coast from Boston light to Scituate light.
Rise of highest tide . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . l 4 feet 7 inches.
Mean rise and fall of tides. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9 " 4
spring tides. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10 " 8
neap
................... 8 " 3
The form of the light-house frame is an octagon, of 25 feet diameter
at base. The structure is formed of eight heavy wrought iron pi les, or
shafts, placed at equal distances from each other, with one, also, at the
centre. These piles were forged in two pieces each, and are connected together by very stout cast iron or gun metal sockets, the interior of which is
bored, and the pile ends are turned and secured to the sockets by means
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of large steel keys passing through the piles and the sockets. Above and
below the joints, or sockets, and connecting the middle pile with each
outer pile, there extends a series of wrought iron braces; and the outer
shafts are connected together to similar, extending from one to the other,
and thus the whole structure is lied together. At each of the angular
points in the octagan and at the centre a hole of t~welve inches in diameter and five feet in depth is drilled in the rock, the outer holes with the inclination or haner given to the outer piles and the middle holes vertical.
The surface of the rock being irregular in shape, and the holes in each
case five feet deep, it is evident that the piles must be of unusual lengths, the
least length in the lower series is thirty-five and a quarter feet; the greatest is
thirty-eight and three-quarters feet, and the others arc of various lengths hetween them. The piles in the upper M:ries are of uniform length, viz: twentyfive feet each, the inclination or bauer of the piles towards the cenu·e is such
as to bJing the heads of the upper piles within the periphery of a circle of
founeen feet diameter, and there, at an elevat.ion of sixty feet above the base
of the middle pile, or fifty-five feet above the highest point of the rock, the
pile heads arc secured to a heavy casting or cap, to the arms of which they
are securely kc)ed and bolted. The middle shaft is eight inches in diameter
at foot and six inches at top. and the outer shafts arc eight inches at foot and
four and a half inches at top. All of these are forged ten inches in diameter,
at the point where they leave the surface of the rock and taper uniformly
down to eigh1 inches diameter in both directions, wilhin a distance of five
feet. The lower lmtces, placed nineteen feet above the rock, are three and a
half inches in diameter; the second series, ninewcn and a half feet above
the first or thiny-eight and a half feet abo\'e the rock, are three inches diameter, and a third series, introduced eight and a quarter feet below the cast
iron cap, to form the support of the floor of the stot·c room, is made of two
and half inch square iron.
The outer piles being inclined LOwards the centre, and the piles and
the braces being inflexible. it is clear that, so long as the braces remain in
place, the pile cannot be withdrawn from the hole, for the whole structure acts as an immense "lu,·is;" either the braces must be ruptured, or
the rock itself must yield, before a pile can be displaced.
Upon the pile-heads are cast-iron sockets, furnished with arms three
feet in length, pointing outwards. These sockets m·e keyed to the head of
the piles, and are bolted to the arms of the cap or spider, flush with its
upper surface; thus gi,~ng a diameter at top of 20 feet from out to out.
The object of the arms is to afford support for a footway or gallery outside of the keeper's house, which is placed immediately on the cap, and
there secured b)' bolts and keys.
The keeper's house is octagonal in shape, and J4 feet in diameter; the
uprights or stanchions are of cast-iron, and rest upon the cap immcdi-

APPENDIX C

331

ately over the pile-heads, where they are secured with bolts and keys;
these uprights are cast with double flanches, between which two-inch
plank, tongued and grooved, are to be fitted horizontally, and at right angles to these another series of plank is to be set on end or vertically, and,
together, these form the side or frame of the house; upon this frame the
roof will be placed, and, finally, upon this the lantern will be set up.
The drilling of the holes in the rock for the light-house occupied the
better part of two seasons. The erection of the iron structure in place, it
may be conceived, was comparatively a work of much less difficulty, and,
with favorable weather, an undenaking requiring not much time. That
some of the difficulties may be known of working down 9 holes of 12 inches
diameter and 5 feet in depth, in a rock of granite traversed by veins of the
most obstinate trap, in a situation exposed to the delays produced by every
breeze which had eMt in it, I will enumerate briefly, from the journal of operations kept at the rock, some of the details, for future reference.
Early in Ap1·il, 1847, I invited Mr. Benjamin Pomeroy, the contractor
who had in 1843 erected for me the Black Rock beacon, in Long Island
sound, (a su·ucture built upon the same principle tha!l the Minot Rock
light is built upon,) to accompany me to Cohasset, with the view of inducing him to undertake the drilling of the holes by contract, and also to
take the piles, braces, and cap at Messrs. Alger & Co., South Boston,
where the work was to be executed, and to erect them in place at the
Minot. After waiting eight days at Cohasset for a favorable opportunity to
examine the rock, we effected a landing, and, with the advantages of a
smooth sea and a very low tide, made sufficient measurements to determine the probable area of sound rock which might be relied upon for the
base of the proposed light-house.
The proposition made by Mr. Pomeroy, to drill the holes in the rock
for the reception of the piles for the light-house, I considered too high,
and consequently I declined it and sought elsewhere for a competent individual to undertake the work; after advertising in the newspapers, l received proposals from Mr. James Savage, and entered into an agreement
with him to drill the holes, but after some weeks' delay Mr. Savage abandoned the conu·act; I then recommended and was authorized to accept
the proposals of Mr. Pomeroy, and he undertook the work at once, but by
the failure of the first contractor the greater part of the best portion of
the season, 1847, was lost, and it was not until July 22, that the new contractor, Mr. Pomeroy, actually commenced work upon the rock.
The mode of working the holes down had for some time occupied tl1e
thoughts of the conu·actor, and he became satisfied that holes of the magnitude required in tl1at exposed situation, where the sea was so continually breaking over the rock, could be drilled by machinery only, and that
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it would be necessary to have that machinery elevated beyond the ordinary reach of the sea.
The drill used was of a peculiar form, with an edge in shape somewhat
similar to the letter 1., made of the best cast steel, and fitted to an iron
shaft some 30 feet in length, and weighing, with the drill attached, about
600 pounds.
The machine for working the drill was a wheel and axle furnished
with tooth and pinion, and a crank or windlass at each end; this was
placed on a frame of stollt oak, and it required the power of four men to
work it effectively. A cam and any wheel were auached to the axle, and at
every revolution the drill was raised about eight inches, and driven ordinarily at the rate of about fifty strokes per minute, the men being relieved
every twenty minutes.
To support this machine, it was necessary to erect upon the rock a triangle or shears of very heavy spars, secured at their feet by means of pinties, and chained down to Lewis bolts inserted in the rock; upon the triangle was placed a platform, and upon this the machine was worked, the
drill being kept at the proper degree of inclination for the hole by means
of guides, through which the shaft moved up and down; the whole arrangement answered the purpose admirably well, and the holes were cut
as truly and as perfectly as an auger hole could be cut in a piece of wood.
The triangle and drilling machine were swept from the rock twice by
the sea during tl1e first season's operations, and the men were frequently
washed from the rock, but happily no Jives have been lost. The work was
suspended at the rock on the 25th October, 1847, and by reference to the
journal of operations, noted carefully day by day, it will be seen how short
a space of time can be reckoned upon for work in a situation so exposed.
In the report of the contractor of the 8th November, 1847, accompanying the journal of operations for that season, is the following remark:
"It will be seen by my journal, that from the 22d july to the 25th October, I was able to land on the rock, to do work, only 25 days, viz: 5 days in
July, 13 in August, 7 in September and none in October. The whole number of hours we did actually work on the rock was only I 20 hours, of which
53 were from the triangle when we could not stand on the rock to work."
The total number of men employed in 1847 by the contractor was 34,
the average number about 21; in addition, a schooner of about 80 tons
burthen was chartered by the contractor for himself and his hands to Jive
on board of, and the vessel was kept moored near the rock at all times
when she could lie there in safety, or when the weather would admit of it;
by this arrangement every hour of time, in which work could be done at
the rock, was rendered available.
All the necessary preparations for the work oft he present season were
made early in Lhe spring; a new triangle was provided of heavy spars,
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some forty-five feet in length, and strengthened by a number of very stout
iron braces, and with bars of iron on each spar, exten~ding over all that
part of the triangle which was exposed to the shock of the sea; a vessel
and hands were employed by the contractor, but no work upon the rock
was effected until the 18th, 19th, and 20th May, and from that period
until the 3d and 5th of june nothing was done, the weather and sea preventing even a landing. Between the 14th and 29th of june the sea generally was smoother, still there were several of the intervening days on
which little or nothing could be done; from 29th June to 19th July, but
three landings were made, and at these times the sea ran so high there
was but little work accomplished.
On the 21st july, this remark is found in the journal: "To day and yesterday worth more for work on rock than last four weeks."
The holes were all finished on the 16th August; that is to say, 9 holes
of l 2 inches diameter, 5 feet deep each.
Some delay was produced in this stage of the work, by an alteration
which I had decided some time earlier in the season to make, to wit: to increase both the size and the length of the lower series of piles, and this increase in dimensions produced some delay in the forging at the machine
shop. The difference in size between piles of hammered iron 25 feet long
and 8 inches diameter, as originally designed, and piles 35 feet long and
increased to 10 inches diameter, the size ultimately adopted, involved
some difficulties, and required a little more time in the fabrication than I
had reckoned upon, so that it was not until the 2d September that 6 piles
of the lower series were forged.
On the 4th and 5th September, these 6 piles were erected in place,
and, by the 21st, the three remaining lower piles had been placed, and
three of the braces belonging to that series placed also.
From the 21st September until the 7th October, no landing could beeffected upon tl1e rock. On that day the middle pile of the upper series was
placed in its position; on the lOtil October two more were put up; on tile
12th five more, and on the 16til the last pile of the upper series was set in its
place. On the 26tll October, the cap, or spider, a casting to rest upon the
heads of the piles to receive the dwelling house of the keeper and the
lantern, consisting of eight arms and weighing some five tons, was hoisted
partially towards its place, and on the 30th October this difficult undertaking was successfully completed, and the spider fixed in its proper position
and secured there, at an elevation of fifty-five feet above the top of the rock.
The Boston light being a revolving light, and the Minot being tile
next in order upon the coast, should be a fixed light; accordingly the apparatus ordered is of that character, and is composed of fifteen brass
lamps, with reflectors of 21 inches diameter in the clear, with very heavy
plating of silver, and the best description of work.
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The framing of the lantern is of wrought iron; and is a polygon of sixteen faces, diameter at the angles eleven feet six inch es, height six feet six
inches, furnished with cast-iron ventilator, the glass, French plate, fortyfour inches b}' twenty-four inches, and three-eighths of an inch thick; the
extent of the illumination will be two hundred and ten degees.
Thus it will be seen that the entire height of the structure from the
surface of the rock to the top of the lantern will be about seventy feet,
and upwards of fifty feet above the line <>f highei>t water.
The weight of iron work in the shafts, braces, couplings, collars, spider, or cap, and columns for keeper's house is nearly seventy tons; of
this upwardl> of fonr tons is wrought iron, and the residue of cast iron;
the average weight of each complete shaft is about 8,200 pounds; that
cast iron couplings for connecting the upper shafts with the lower are
three feet long, and weigh nearly 800 pounds each; they are made of
the best gun metal. The weight of the lantern and illuminating apparallls will be about four and a half tons. The lantern, lamps, reflectors,
and other fixtures for the light-house will cost four thousand fiw hundred dollars, as will appear by the detailed estimates of same, rendered
on the 24th ultimo.
Below the keeper's house, and enclosed within the pile heads, a species of cellar, or store room, of the site of the house, is to be built, to contain oil, fuel, provisi<>ns, &c. l had hoped last season that all this might
have been accomplished before the boisterous weather of the present
year came on, and the light brought into use this winter; but this has not
been practicable, as the journals of operations will dearly prove.
On the other hand, it may be considered not unwise to allow the
skeleton structure to stand through one winter exposed to the fury of the
sea, before the light-house is fiued up with its illuminating apparatus, and
before it i!> occupied by a keeper.
3. &a-wall for the protection ofFair Weather island, near Black Rock, Connecticut.

The balance of the appropriation of 1847, except $108, was expended
in the construction of the sea-wall before the I st December last, and it
was inspected and accepted by me on the 7th of that month, the work
having been faithfully executed, according to contract, under the superintendence of Seth Perry, esq., the agent. In May, 1848, $105, remaining
of the appropriation of 1847, was expended in repairing the wall heretofore built, under the direction of the Treasury Department, for the protection of the light keeper's house.
The late period at which the appropriation was made lor the completion of thi!t work, (12th August, 1848,) will prevent all the stone work, for
the protection of the island, from being laid before the dose of season.
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On the lst November instant, seven hundred perches had been laid,
and there remains to be laid about I ,200 more; of this, perhaps one-half,
or six hundred perches, will be finished during the month of November,
and the residue must be suspended until the ensuing spring.
Very respectfull)', sir, your obedient servant.
.\1. I I. S\\1FT,

Captain, ToJJograJJitical Engineers.
Colonelj.J. AlnRr,

Chief, TofJOI-,11"0/Jhical Engineer:5.
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