
AMERICAN SETTLERS MOVE TO TEXAS 
In the early 1800s, the region we now know as the American Southwest was part of Mexico, which in turn was 
part of the vast Spanish empire in the Americas. Mexico struggled against Spanish rule. A revolt led by Father 
Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla in 1810 failed, but the rebellion he started grew. In 1821 Mexico became 
independent. In order to establish control of Texas, the new Mexican republic hired agents known as 
empresarios to bring settlers there. One of these, Stephen F. Austin, selected a site on the lower Colorado River 
and settled 300 families, mostly from the southern states. These settlers often ignored Mexican laws, including 
Mexico’s law forbidding slavery. 

Tension grew between Mexico’s central government and the American settlers. Colonists were angry when 
Antonio López de Santa Anna came to power in 1830 and suspended Mexico’s constitution. Austin was 
imprisoned for a year and a half. When he returned to Texas, he began urging Texans to rebel against Mexico. 
TEXANS REVOLT AGAINST MEXICO 

Hostilities began with a battle at Gonzalez in 1835. Santa Anna inflicted two brutal defeats on the Texans at the 
Alamo and Goliad. Within a month, however, Texas forces under Sam Houston had won a decisive victory over 
Santa Anna at the Battle of San Jacinto. Santa Anna signed a treaty giving Texas its independence.  
Most people in the new Republic of Texas hoped that Texas would join the United States. However, U.S. 
President Andrew Jackson was concerned about two factors. He was worried that admitting Texas as a slave 
state would upset the fragile balance between free and slave states in the Union. Also, Jackson feared that 
annexing Texas might lead to a war with Mexico. As the annexation of Texas was delayed, more American 
settlers came from nearby southern states, often bringing slaves with them to work the land and to grow cotton. 
Tensions between Mexico and Texas remained high. After a few unsettled years, Texas President Sam Houston 
signed a peace treaty with Mexico in 1844.  

MANIFEST DESTINY The idea of manifest destiny loomed large in the election of 1844. The new president, 
James K. Polk, promised to annex both Texas and Oregon. In 1846 Britain and the United States signed a treaty 
that gave the United States all Oregon land south of the 49th parallel. This treaty drew the present-day border 
between the United States and Canada. In 1845 the congresses of both the Republic of Texas and the United 
States approved annexation of Texas. Since the early 1700s scattered settlements of Spanish colonists in the 
present-day Southwest had been engaged in farming and ranching, often using Native American labor. In 
California many of these settlers, known as Californios, profited immensely when Mexico won independence 
from Spain. American settlers began coming to California and calling for independence from Mexico. 

MEXICAN-AMERICAN WAR Since the Texas Revolution the border between Mexico and Texas had been in 
dispute. Mexico claimed the border lay along the Nueces River while the United States claimed the Rio Grande 
as the border. In 1845 President Polk sent troops to the Rio Grande. When Mexican soldiers attacked them, 
Congress declared war on Mexico. Although many Americans thought the war was unjustified, dangerous, and 
avoidable, U.S. troops pushed into Mexico, going from victory to victory until they finally captured Mexico 
City. A successful revolt against the Californios near Sonoma, known as the Bear Flag Revolt, proclaimed the 
independent Republic of California.  
AMERICAN SETTLEMENT IN THE MEXICAN CESSION The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which ended 
the Mexican War in 1848, increased the land area of the United States by almost 25 percent. A few years later, 
in 1853, the Gadsden Purchase fixed the continental boundaries of the United States. As American settlers 
flooded the Southwest, cultural encounters often led to conflict and violence. New settlers usually ignored 
Mexican legal ideas, such as community property or community water rights. However, traditional knowledge 
and customs gradually shaped local economies, and new and mutually beneficial trade patterns began to 
emerge. 

  



 


