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Eyes Right

San Antonio, TX – The Alamo is often described by visitors as “over-hyped” or “disappointing,” or “not worth it.”   I would disagree, especially with the last charge, if only due to the fact that there is no charge to enter.  
I suppose that some of the disappointment is that it is situated in the middle of downtown San Antonio with the usual assortment of gift shops directly across the street.  It does not have the “Disneyland” appearance, but is simply a square block of historical buildings now rather unceremoniously amidst tall high-rise modern buildings.

I found it to be a fascinating and immensely interesting experience.  If one takes the time to view each of the exhibits and learn what actually took place on these grounds, it is possible to understand quite a bit of our American history.
But for the arrogance and ineptitude of Antonio de Padua Maria Severino López de Santa Anna y Pérez de Lebrón, Texas may never have become part of the United States.   You may have heard of the fellow just mentioned as “Santa Anna.”  No matter what you call him, he was the President of Mexico, and General of its army, in 1836 when he entered the rebellious Mexican province of Tejas (Texas) and lay siege to the Alamo, where dissident rebels were holed up.   The Alamo was nothing more than an old mission which had been established over 100 years earlier as Misión San Antonio de Valero.  It did not become known as the Alamo until the early 1800’s when a group of Mexican soldiers stationed there started calling it that name in honor of their hometown of Alamo de Parras, in the province of Coahuila.
When Santa Anna arrived outside the Alamo on February 23, he began a siege of its occupants. Inside the walls were just over 150 revolutionaries led by William Travis and Jim Bowie (Bowie had been injured in a fall and was extremely ill throughout the siege).  The argument was not over secession to the United States, but was a rebellion of Mexican citizens who were violently opposed to Santa Anna’s imposition of a strong centralized government.  Bowie himself was married to a member of upper-class Mexican society and spoke fluent Spanish.  The reason that there were so many Americans in the Alamo was that Mexico had encouraged settlers from the United States to come to Texas in order to increase the population to prevent annexation by the U.S.  At the time of the siege of the Alamo, there was no intention of the defenders to become part of the U.S.  They simply wanted independence from what they perceived to be an oppressive central government in Mexico under Santa Anna.  
The rest is, as they say, history.  Although some reinforcements did arrive to help those inside the Alamo, Santa Anna’s overwhelming numbers enabled a successful assault on the fort on the morning of March 6.  Those inside who were not killed in the battle were executed by Santa Anna as an example for the rest of Tejas who might be considering similar uprisings.  Santa Anna did allow the women and children inside to be freed;  he did not regard the soldiers who fought against him to be enemy combatants, but treasonous rebels not worthy of traditional rules of warfare of the time.  This attitude soon did not pay dividends, as the rallying cry of “Remember the Alamo” resulted in his defeat and capture just over a month later by the forces of Sam Houston at the battle of San Jacinto, when Santa Anna had foolishly gone ahead of his main army.  Once captured, Santa Anna, in his capacity as President, readily gave up all of Texas in return for his release.  Santa Anna proved to be quite the survivor.  He lived 40 more years, often in exile (even for a period on Staten Island!), but he ultimately regained the Presidency of Mexico and served in that capacity on 7 separate occasions for a total of 22 years.

Texas immediately became an independent republic and existed as such until agreeing to be annexed by the U.S. as a state in 1845.  Much of the impetus for agreeing to annexation was the fact that the U.S. agreed to assume the large debts which Texas had, and the fear that Mexico was going to attempt to retake the new republic by force.
There may be a lesson in all of this.  If a nation x allows enough citizens of another country y to settle in it, you may reach a tipping point where those folks regard themselves more as themselves y’s than x’s.  That is what happened in Tejas.  Check it out next time you are in San Antonio.

I thought you might like to know.
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