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MANIFEST DESTINY

The belief that the United States
_ was destined to expand across
the North American continent.
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“The events of this war changed the destiny of two nations and shaped the future of a continent.” % % *

The Mexican-American War

Manifest Destiny, Continental Expansion, and the Road to
the Civil War

By Curtis Jerry Smothers

Introduction

The Mexican-American War (1846—-1848) was one of the most
consequential—and controversial—wars in American history. Fought in the
name of national honor, border security, and the popular belief in Manifest
Destiny, it transformed the map of North America. By the war's end, the
United States had acquired an immense expanse of territory stretching



from Texas to the Pacific Ocean, while Mexico lost nearly half of its national
domain.

Although overshadowed today by the Civil War, the conflict profoundly
influenced both nations. It completed America's continental expansion,
produced many of the officers who would later command Union and
Confederate armies, and reopened the bitter debate over slavery in the
newly acquired western territories. This article examines the causes of the
war, follows the American campaign from Texas to Mexico City, and
explores the treaty and political consequences that reshaped North
America.

The Causes

The Texas Revolution
February 23 — March 6, 1836

The Battle of the Alamo

Texan defenders, including William B. Travis, James Bowie, and Davy
Crockett, fought to the death against Mexican forces commanded by
General Antonio Lépez de Santa Anna. Although the Alamo fell, the
defenders' sacrifice inspired the rallying cry, "Remember the Alamo!",
helping fuel the Texas Revolution.

March 2, 1836
Texas Declares Independence

Texas proclaimed itself an independent republic after breaking away from
Mexico. The Republic claimed the Rio Grande as its southern boundary,
while Mexico insisted the border remained the Nueces River, creating a

territorial dispute that lingered for nearly ten years.



Manifest Destiny

By the 1840s many Americans embraced the doctrine of Manifest
Destiny—the belief that the United States was destined to extend its
institutions and settlements across the North American continent from the
Atlantic to the Pacific. President James K. Polk became the movement's
strongest political champion, seeking not only to annex Texas but also to
acquire California and New Mexico.

To many Americans, westward expansion represented opportunity, security,
and national greatness. To Mexico, it appeared to be naked territorial
aggression.

December 29, 1845

Texas Is Annexed

The United States admitted Texas as its twenty-eighth state. Mexico
refused to recognize the annexation and continued to regard Texas as a
rebellious province.

April 25, 1846
The Thornton Affair

Mexican cavalry attacked an American patrol commanded by Captain Seth
Thornton in the disputed territory between the Nueces River and the Rio
Grande. President Polk declared that "American blood had been shed on
American soil" and requested a declaration of war.

May 13, 1846

War Declared

Congress approved Polk's request, and the United States formally declared
war on Mexico.



The American Campaign

California Falls

1846

American settlers launched the Bear Flag Revolt, while U.S. naval and
military forces quickly occupied California, bringing the province under
American control.

Victory in Northern Mexico
February 22-23, 1847
Battle of Buena Vista

General Zachary Taylor defeated Santa Anna's much larger army in
northern Mexico, ending major operations in that theater and enhancing
Taylor's national reputation.

The March to Mexico City
March 9, 1847
Landing at Veracruz

General Winfield Scott conducted America's first major amphibious
assault, capturing the fortified port of Veracruz and opening the road to
Mexico City.

April 18, 1847
Battle of Cerro Gordo

Scott brilliantly outflanked Santa Anna's army and won another decisive
victory, clearing the route toward the Mexican capital.



September 13, 1847
Battle of Chapultepec

American troops stormed Chapultepec Castle, the military academy
guarding Mexico City. The victory opened the final approach to the Mexican
capital.

The Mexican Defeat

September 13-14, 1847

Fall of Mexico City

Following the capture of Chapultepec, American forces entered and
occupied Mexico City. Organized Mexican resistance collapsed, forcing
Mexico to negotiate peace.

The Aftermath and Outcome

February 2, 1848

Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo
The treaty officially ended the war.

Mexico recognized the Rio Grande as the southern boundary of Texas and
ceded nearly half of its national territory to the United States in exchange
for $15 million and the assumption of certain American claims against
Mexico.

The United States acquired what are now:

e California
e Nevada
e Utah



Most of Arizona

New Mexico

Large portions of Colorado

Wyoming

Small portions of Kansas and Oklahoma

The acquisition increased the size of the United States by nearly one-third
and fulfilled much of America's vision of Manifest Destiny.

December 30, 1853
The Gadsden Purchase

The United States purchased additional land in southern Arizona and New
Mexico for $10 million, completing the continental boundary of the modern
United States and providing a practical southern route for a future
transcontinental railroad.

Why Historians Still Debate the War

Few American wars remain as controversial as the Mexican-American War.

Supporters regarded it as the successful fulfillment of Manifest Destiny,
opening the Pacific Coast to settlement, commerce, and the California Gold
Rush. They believed the conflict secured the nation's future as a
continental power.

Critics argued that President Polk deliberately provoked Mexico into war to
seize territory. Congressman Abraham Lincoln questioned Polk's claim
that Mexico had shed "American blood on American soil." Henry David
Thoreauprotested the conflict by refusing to pay his poll tax, an act that
inspired his famous essay Civil Disobedience. Former President John
Quincy Adams denounced the conflict as a war of conquest that would
expand slavery.

Whether viewed as the fulfillment of America's destiny or as an
unnecessary war of expansion, the Mexican-American War remains one of
the most debated conflicts in American history.



The Civil War's Future Leaders

One of the war's most enduring legacies was the remarkable number of
young officers who later commanded armies during the American Civil War.
The Mexican campaign became a proving ground where they learned
strategy, engineering, logistics, reconnaissance, and leadership.

Future Union Leaders

Ulysses S. Grant
George B. McClellan
George G. Meade
George H. Thomas
Winfield Scott Hancock
Ambrose E. Burnside
Joseph Hooker

John Sedgwick

Don Carlos Buell

Future Confederate Leaders

Robert E. Lee

Thomas "Stonewall" Jackson
James Longstreet

Joseph E. Johnston

P. G. T. Beauregard

Braxton Bragg

John Bell Hood

Jubal A. Early

Perhaps the greatest irony of the Mexican-American War is that officers
who marched together beneath the same American flag would scarcely
fifteen years later command opposing armies during the bloodiest conflict
ever fought on American soil. The friendships forged between Veracruz and
Mexico City would later dissolve on battlefields such as Antietam,
Chancellorsville, Gettysburg, and Appomattox.



Historical Significance

The Mexican-American War fundamentally altered the course of North
American history. It completed America's expansion to the Pacific Ocean,
opened vast new territories to settlement, and confirmed the United States
as the dominant power on the continent.

Yet the victory also carried unintended consequences. The enormous
territorial gains immediately reignited the national debate over the
expansion of slavery. That controversy deepened sectional divisions and
became one of the principal causes of the American Civil War barely a
dozen years later.

For Mexico, the conflict was a national catastrophe. The country lost nearly
half of its territory and suffered a humiliation that continues to shape its
historical memory. For the United States, the war represented both triumph
and paradox: it fulfilled the dream of Manifest Destiny while helping sow the
political divisions that would soon plunge the nation into civil war.

Nearly two centuries later, the Mexican-American War remains a watershed
event in the history of both nations. It changed the map of North America,
launched the careers of America's greatest Civil War generals, and left a
legacy that continues to influence relations between the United States and
Mexico today.
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