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Los soldados mexicanos enfrentan la carga del capitán May, du-
rante la batalla de Resaca de la Palma, lo que obligó la evacuación
de la villa de Matamoros y allanó el avance de las tropas de Taylor
hacia Nuevo León.



eneral Zachary Taylor’s military cam-
paign in Northern Mexico has been a sub-
ject covered in much detail by many au-
thors, usually in a chronological format
without much attention given to strategic

considerations. This article will take a somewhat differ-
ent tact by examining the strategic aspects of Gen.
Taylor’s campaign to subjugate Northern Mexico: those
plans which failed, and those which succeeded. Simi-
larly, the strategies of the Mexican military to oppose
Taylor’s Army shall be reviewed. An overall view of the
campaign for Northern Mexico should make it possible
for the reader to better interpret this important chapter in
the history of our two great countries.

Let us return to May, 1846; the Battles of Palo Alto and
Resaca de la Palma had resulted in American victories
in present day Texas, and this date found Gen. Taylor
and his forces occupying Matamoros, which had been
surrendered without further resistance.  President James
K. Polk, in this month, had declared war against the Re-
public of Mexico, ordering Gen. Taylor to invade and
occupy Northern Mexico. President Polk has instituted
this action against Mexico with the hope that such a limi-
ted objective might convince the Mexican government of
the sincere desire of the United States to prosecute the
war, yet not injure Mexican national pride, and as a result
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perhaps force the Mexican government to the negotia-
ting table.

A look at the geography of northern Mexico is sufficient
to dictate the objectives of the American Army in that re-
gion. The Sierra Madre Mountain Range enters
Mexico just below the Big Bend in the Rio Grande,
and from there curves gently eastward, becom-
ing the Sierra Madre Oriental when it reaches
the Gulf of Mexico south of Victoria, Tamps.

The mountains in this range are rugged, and
effectively seal off Northeastern Mexico from
the remainder of the Republic. At the time of
the Mexican-American War, only three passes
through the mountains were known and in use,
Tula Pass, Santa Rosa Canyon, and Rinconada
Pass.  Tula Pass, south of Victoria, is a steep,
narrow, and dangerous trail through the mountains,
connecting Victoria to the San Luis Potosi road.

Santa Rosa Canyon is a magnificant opening through
the Sierras leading from Linares through the mountains
to Labradores, present day Galeana. The Pass through
Santa Rosa Canyon was also steep, narrow and danger-
ous. The latter day road through this canyon enables the
tourist to enjoy a marvelous wonder of natural beauty, one
of the many beautiful sites to be seen in the State of Nuevo
Leon.  I traveled through this remarkably beautiful pass
last summer along roads that had been blasted from the
sheer sides of mountains and tried to envision how any-
one could have traversed this canyon at the time of the
Mexican American War.

The third route through the Sierra Madre Oriental,
Rinconada Pass, was a relatively broad and gradual pass
connecting Monterrey to Saltillo used by virtually all trad-

ers and travelers as a route between Northern
Mexico to the main body of the Republic.

The City of Monterrey sits astride this ancient trade
route and it is an elementary conclusion that he who con-
trols Monterrey controls all of Northern Mexico. With these
considerations in mind the capture of Monterrey became
the first objective of Taylor’s Army.

If capitol city of Nuevo Leon was to be the objective,
then how should an invading army proceed to that objec-
tive? Texas Ranger scouts which had shadowed the re-
treating Mexican army of Gen. Mariano Arista overland
from Matamoros to Linares reported that the waterholes
along this route were dry, and very little forage either for
animals or humans could be found along this route, cer-
tainly not the vast amounts needed for an army. The di-
rect overland path to Monterrey simply was not feasible,
so the route selected by the American Army was to paral-
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Quien controlara Monterrey, controlaba todo el noreste de México,
con esta consideración en mente, el principal objetivo de Taylor
fue su captura. Para lograrlo, era fundamental atravesar el cañón
de Santa Rosa, uno de los tres únicos accesos en la Sierra Madre
Oriental.

Las rutas de penetración de las fuerzas
norteamericanas sobre territorio mexicano. Para
Taylor, la pequeña villa de Camargo fue el trampolín

de su incursión hacia el noreste.



lel the Rio Grande from the mouth of that river to Camargo,
then turn west to follow the well watered Rio San Juan
River Valley to Monterrey where some provisions could
be purchased from ranchers and farmers along the way.
The little village of Camargo was thus chosen to be the
jumping off place for the American Army into Mexico.
Camargo became a vast supply depot for the army dur-
ing the upcoming hostilities. Supplies and men were to
be brought to Camargo by the high tech transportation
marvel of the mid-nineteenth century: high pressure shal-
low draft stern wheel river steamers. From Camargo the
army would travel overland using wagons and trains of
burros to transport supplies. There was only one pro-
blem with this plan: there were no river boats on the Rio
Grande. Taylor’s Quartermasters then began a frantic
search of the Mississippi River Valley, buying and charte-
ring the shallow draft river steamers found there. Many of
these boats would remain on the Rio Grande past the
conclusion of the war and form the basis for a transporta-
tion system that would make many Brownsville merchants
wealthy.

The American army remained inactive near Matamoros
during the summer of 1846, much to the chagrin of the
Polk Administration who sat in Washington, D. C., wring-
ing their hands in despair over Gen. Taylor’s lack of ac-
tion. But the sinews of war had to be in place before offen-
sive actions could be initiated. The thin ranks of the regu-
lar army had to be supplemented by volunteer forces from
the several states, hastily assembled and trained. Sup-
plies of food, ammunition, wagons, and the thousands of
items needed for an army had to be in place. But by Au-
gust 1846 Taylor had overcome his supply problems,
moving his headquarters to Camargo, and shortly there-
after, launching the army on the overland leg of the jour-
ney: the march to Monterrey. By 19 September 1846 the
American Army was encamped outside Monterrey, poised
for the attack.

Taylor’s Army consisted of about 7,000 men, while
about 11,000 Mexican soldados, under the command of
Gen. Pedro de Ampudia, defended the city. Monterrey
bristled with defenses carefully prepared by well trained
Mexican military engineers.

The road from Marin to Monterrey, the most probable
point of attack by the Americans, had been placed in a
deadly crossfire by the newly constructed earthen forts,
Tenería, and El Rincón del Diablo. The capture of the
city would be no simple matter. The American plan of
attack was fraught with peril: Taylor would split his al-
ready outnumbered force of attackers into two divisions,
attacking the eastern and western sides of Monterrey si-
multaneously in a classic double envelopment movement.
Many historians refer to the struggle as the Siege of
Monterrey, but in point of fact Taylor’s small force was

inadequate to surround the city, and many points of in-
gress and egress to Monterrey remained open through-
out the battle.

After a three day struggle which climaxed with Ameri-
can forces fighting in the streets of the city, negotiations
for a cessation of hostilities began on 25 September,
much to the relief of an exhausted American Army.

Three days of fighting without adequate provisions or
reserves, a large casualty list, and a supply of ammuni-
tion that was almost depleted had caused Taylor’s offen-
sive actions to lose a grind to a halt.  A more aggressive
Mexican command might have taken advantage of the
changing tenor of the battle and broken out of Monterrey
at any of the several open roads leading into the city.  Once
out of the city Mexican forces could have defeated the
American forces piecemeal, which were spread paper
thin around the city.  But such was not to be.

The battle was not an overwhelming American victory,
as many have supposed over the years. The most con-
vincing evidence on how close Taylor’s forces came to
being defeated is found in the agreed upon terms of sur-
render.

The Mexican army was allowed to march out of
Monterrey in a body, retaining all personal arms and
horses for their cavalry and one battery of their artillery,
with both sides agreeing to an eight week armistice. In far
away Washington, the arm chair generals of the Polk
Adminstration were outraged at the liberal terms of the
surrender, claiming that Taylor had “committed a great
error,” that the enemy had been “in his power,” that Taylor
should have made them all prisoners and stripped them
of their arms. Polk ordered Gen. Taylor to cancel the
eight week armistice and continue offensive military ac-
tions. Gen. Taylor was quite angry at the critical response
from Washington, so far from the realities of the battle,
and dispatched Gen. Wm. J. Worth through Rinconada
Pass to capture Saltillo, which surrendered without a
struggle.

By the last months of 1846, the Polk Administration re-
alized that harsher actions would be required to bring
Mexico to the negotiating table, and ordered Gen.
Winfield Scott to draw up plans for the invasion of Central
Mexico at Veracruz and a march inland to capture the
pride of Mexico, its’ proud capitol city.

American efforts would now be concentrated else-
where.  Gen. Taylor was now ordered to cease any fur-
ther offensive actions in the north, and “stand on the de-
fensive.”  Taylor received orders from Washington to ad-
vance no further into Mexico than Monterrey, an order
which he fortunately disobeyed. February 1847 found the
advance guard of Taylor’s forces camped south of Saltillo
at the little village of Agua Nueva. Taylor now became
concerned about being able to hold northern Mexico
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against any possible Mexican counterattacks originating
from Central Mexico northward through the mountains.

By December 1846 Taylor led a force to scout the north-
ern side of the Sierra Madre Oriental, moving eastward
from Monterrey to Victoria in an expedition that would
culminate in the capture of that city. The resulting scout
convinced the Americans that no other passes through
the mountains into Northern Mexico existed of a size suf-
ficient to allow the passage of an army. Taylor accompa-
nied his forces on this trip, as he did not know Mexican
intentions with regard to the City of Victoria. Would they
surrender the city without a struggle, as with Saltillo, or
would they resist, as the defenders of Monterrey had done?

Since Washington decided that Taylor was to stand on
the defensive, and Gen. Scott needed a large body of
regular veterans to accomplish his mission in Central
Mexico, it was decided that Taylor ’s Army would be
stripped of his regular troops, save only a token few bat-
teries of artillery.  Gen. Scott knew that this decision would
fall on Taylor like a bombshell, so he opted for a personal
meeting with “Old Rough and Ready” to break the news
to him in person. Scott sent a letter to Taylor requesting a
personal meeting in Camargo for 3 January 1847. Scott
proceeded up the Rio Grande on the river steamer Cor-
vette, arriving there on time, but as Taylor was far away in
Victoria, which had been surrendered to American forces
without a struggle, the meeting never took place. Scott
dashed off a letter to Taylor, which in part read:

“...my dear general, I shall be obliged to take from
you most of the gallant officers and men (regulars
and volunteers) whom you have so long and nobly
commanded...”

The letter, accompanied by orders, was sent by ex-
press courier from Camargo to Monterrey, where the gar-
rison commander opened them and read the secret con-
tents aloud in a crowded room, offering his own com-
ments on the subject. The packet was then resealed and
turned over to young Lieut. John Richey with orders to
deliver them to Taylor in Victoria by express. Richey gal-
loped eastward out of Monterrey with an escort of only
two dragoons, but misfortune was soon to overtake him.

Outside of the little village of Villa Gran, Richey sent his
escort to make a camp, while he rode into the village to
purchase some supplies. In the town he was lariated from
his horse by Mexican guerrillas who cut his throat. When
Scott’s orders were found in Richey’s dispatch case, guer-
rillas rushed them forward to Gen. Antonio López de Santa
Anna, commanding the Mexican Army at San Luis Potosi.
Santa Anna had chosen San Luis Potosi as his head-
quarters, as it was centrally located to resist American
incursions from either Saltillo by Gen. Taylor’s forces or

from Gen. Scott’s forces at Veracruz.
Santa Anna’s actions to enter Mexico makes an inter-

esting study. The initiation of the Mexican-American War
found Santa Anna living in exile in Havana, Cuba. Com-
munication of a decidedly treasonous tone was begun
between President James K. Polk and the one-legged
ex-dictator of Mexico. Santa Anna advised Polk that
Tampico was the best route for the invasion of Central
Mexico by Americans, and offered Polk advice on how to
successively conduct the war against Mexico. The wily
Mexican General, angling to re-enter Mexico, confessed
to President Polk that if he could return to Mexico he
would regain power and the Republic of Mexico, under
his leadership, would sue for peace. But the eastern Mexi-
can coast at this time was tightly sealed with a naval block-
ade by the U. S. Home Fleet of Commodore David Conner.
President Polk did not trust Santa Anna’s good intentions
but thinking that his return to Mexico would destabilize
the current shaky Mexican government, ordered Com-
modore Conner to permit Santa Anna to enter Mexico.
President Polk had miscalculated the popularity of Santa
Anna among the Mexican people, and rather than cause
chaos in Mexico, the returned general was perceived as
a hero who would be a savior of Mexico. Santa Anna’s
reappearance in Mexico united its’ people against the
Americans.

Santa Anna, armed with the knowledge of the Richie
despatches, sensed that now was the time to attack
Taylor’s depleted forces. A Mexican victory was desper-
ately needed at this time to improve sagging Mexican
morale. His strategy was simple: seize Taylor’s forces in
the jaws of a vise.  The main body of his army was put on
the road from San Luis Potosi to Saltillo over the desolate
high desert country. From this force he detached the Light
Cavalry Division of Gen. José Urrea, which was sent into
northern Mexico through narrow Tula Pass. Fortunately
for Taylor’s forces, the pass was too narrow and steep to
allow for the passage of field artillery. Gen. Urrea was to
advance on the Marin/Cerralvo region and interdict
Taylor’s lines of supply and communication, essentially
isolating the American Army in Northern Mexico.

The two jaws of the trap were to presently spring shut
on Taylor’s small army, creating the most strategically
important battle of the Mexican-American War: the Battle
of Angostura, known in the U. S. as the Battle of Buena
Vista.

A Mexican victory in this battle would drastically effect
how the remainder of the war would be conducted. A
defeat of Taylor’s Army, would mean its almost complete
destruction. Guerrilla forces now surrounded Taylor’s
Army, waiting for a Mexican victory to attack retreating
American forces with raids that would continue until
Taylor’s soldiers reached the Rio Grande, if in fact they
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were able to survive that far. A Mexican victory would di-
vert Gen. Scott’s forces from Veracruz back to the Rio
Grande to rescue Taylor and his men and recapture lost
ground.

Opposition to the Mexican-American War had by this
time surfaced in the New England States of the U. S., an
opposition that could grow to significant proportions in
Washington with the publication of the large casualty
losses resulting from an American loss.

If Taylor had obeyed his orders from Washington to
remain in Monterrey, the doom of the American army
would surely have been sealed. Monterrey could have
been surrounded by Santa Anna’s forces, and with the
loss of supplies resulting from Gen. Urrea’s interdiction
of his lines of support, the American Army could have
been starved into submission.

But unwittingly Taylor had positioned his Army into an
ideal defensive position south of Saltillo blocking Santa
Anna’s advance on that city. Santa Anna, never a great
provider for his soldiers, had reasoned that his Army would
live off the land, foraging and commandeering foodstuffs
from the civilians along his route of passage. But the high
desert country was very poorly populated, and even more

sparsely watered. The small bored wells were very deep,
and only small amounts of water could be drawn by
means of ropes and pulleys. The Mexican Army, always
noted for its ability to survive in an adverse environment,
was truly put to the test on this march. No wood could be
found for fires and with the low winter temperatures in the
high desert country, many Mexican soldiers died of expo-
sure in route to Saltillo. It was therefore critical that the
Mexican Army reach Saltillo to provision its starving sol-
diers, but Gen. Taylor’s small Army blocked the Mexican
Army’s line of advance to Saltillo.

With the approach of the Mexican Army, Taylor with-
drew his Army into Angostura Pass through which the road
from San Luis Potosi passed. This pass was an excellent
defensive position, about a mile and a quarter in width,
rimmed by steep canyon walls. February 23, 1847, found
the American Army of 4,600 effective soldiers backed up
in Angostura Pass, opposing a Mexican Army estimated
to be from 12 to 15,000 soldiers. The resulting Battle of
Angostura was reminiscent of the words used by the Duke
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La reaparición de Santa Anna en México unió al pueblo contra los
invasores norteamericanos. Con una popularidad en ascenso, habría
de encontrarse a un cuestionado Taylor, en la batalla de Buena
Vista, abajo, en una representación de Carl Nebel.



of Wellington to describe the famous Battle of Waterloo:
“A Near Run Thing.”

The Mexican Army first moved against American de-
fenses in a diversionary attack. Gen. Blanco and the Regi-
ment of Engineers advanced up the San Luis Road to
attack the heavily defended American right flank. Ameri-
can artillery positions showered the advancing Mexicans
with shell and grape shot, driving the attackers to the shel-
ter of eroded gullies that ringed the road.

As American defenders concentrated on their right flank,
two Mexican divisions led by Gens. Lombardini and
Pacheco emerged from the shelter of a deep canyon to
attack the American left flank. American volunteer regi-
ments stood to exchange a few volleys with the blue-
coated Mexican infantry, then fled from the battlefield in a
panic.

The Mexican Army now controlled the middle plateau,
and began their advance to overrun American defensive
positions blocking the road to Saltillo in reverse. The
American Army now stood in a perilous position on the
verge of defeat, but for the efforts of an obscure regional
politican from the State of Mississippi. Col. Jefferson
Davis, leading his famous Mississippi Rifles (Camisas
Colorados) advanced against the Mexican infantry, driv-
ing them off the Central Plateau and saving the day for the
Americans.

A solemn calmness settled over the battlefield in early
afternoon while the Mexican command hastily organized
their forces for a final assault on the American center.
The final attack of the day began at about five o’clock P.
M., with a force put together from the remnants of
Lombardini’s, Pacheco’s, and Ortega’s divisions, under
the command of General Francisco Pérez.

As the attackers advanced on American positions, Gen.
Taylor summoned his artillery batteries from the flanks of
his defensive line to the center. Solid shot, cannister, and
grape shot tore through the ranks of the Mexican attack-
ers, causing the majority of Mexican casualties.

This portion of the battlefield, examined after the battle,
was strewn with the torsos of Mexican dead, headless,
without arms, and without legs, as mute evidence of the
killing force of American artillery. Many famous Ameri-
cans were casualties of this last encounter: Lieutenant
Colonel Henry Clay, Jr., son of the famous American poli-
tican fell victim during this attack to Mexican muskets.

Nightfall found the American army ragged and bloody,
but still holding onto their original positions.
Mountainsides on both sides of the pass facing Ameri-
can defenders twinkled with the campfires of the large
Mexican Army. That night even Gen. Taylor was heard to
express doubts that his army could withstand another
such pounding by Mexican attackers, but fortune was on
his side. During the cover of darkness, the Mexican Army,
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after having lit their campfires, had retreated from their
positions and began the long march back to San Luis
Potosi. Why Santa Anna did not remain to renew the battle
the next day is a mystery that no one has ever been ad-
equately able to explain.

Many historians believe that Santa Anna could have
won the day by a frontal assault on all portions of the
American lines at once, simply overpowering the under-
manned American defensive positions. But his attacks
were piecemeal, allowing Gen. Taylor to move his de-
fenders around the battlefield to bolster his thin lines.

The American Army had been saved, primarily by the
high tech military weapon of the mid-nineteenth century:
horse drawn highly mobile light artillery that could be
moved around the battlefield to where it was needed. An
artillery battery could be set up in three minutes and of-
fered a variety of armament that included solid shot, shells,
cannister, and grape shot.

The Battle of Buena Vista marked the last Army-to-Army
battle to be fought in Northern Mexico. Scott had invaded
Central Mexico shortly thereafter, capturing Veracruz.
Mexican attention now focused on how to save their be-
loved capitol from invasion, and Northern Mexico now
became a sideshow in the great carnival of death that
was to become the Mexican-American War.

Gen. Taylor became the heroic and bigger than life
American hero known in the folklore of the time as “Old
Rough and Ready,” lionized by the Press and set on a
path leading to the White House. But some of those who
were with Taylor in Mexico had a more reserved opinion
of his military prowess.

Col. William Bowen Campbell, commander of the 1st
Tennessee Regiment (The Bloody First), had served
under Gen. Taylor at the Battle of Monterrey. Transferring
to Scott’s Army, he was serving near Veracruz when he
heard on 20 March 1847 of the American victory at Buena
Vista.  His diary entry for that day included this statement:

“Old Zack is the most lucky man alive.  He is brave,
kind, and good and clever, but especially he is lucky.”

This statement also serves as an accurate description
of the American Campaign to conquer northern Mexico.
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