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A Reconsideration of the Origins
of the Mexican-American War

BY WARD MCAFEE

In the last generation, historical scholarship has tended to
conclude that President James K. Polk aggressively maneuvered
Mexico into war, Supposedly, his motive was to acquire quickly
the Mexican province of Alta California. Various interpretations
have been presented in support of this thesis. One of these has
claimed that in the Spring of 1845, Polk secretly directed Com-
modore Robert Stockton ta manufacture a war along Texas’s
frontier with Mexico.' The speculation that pathfinder John Fré-
mont received secret instructions from Polk to foment California’s
Bear Flag Revolution supports the same theme.” Both of these
charges are only suspicions.’ Still others have offered a more
widely accepted hypothesis, namely that Polk designed the Slidell
mission as a high risk operation to provide an excuse for a war of
conquest.

According to historian Charles Sellers, the Slidell mission was
created in the following manner: In the Fall of 1845, the Polk Ad-
ministration decided to send a Minister Plenipotentiary to Mexico.
This act implied a reopening of full diplomatic relations, which
had been broken earlier in the year over the annexation of Texas.
Had Mexico immediately renewed full diplomatic relations, its
bargaining position on the Texas issue would have been seriously
undermined. Normally, peaceful intercourse would have been
restored only after the cause of the disruption had first been
resolved, Slidell was sent anyway, despite reports both from
knowledgeable Americans and the Mexican government that only
a Commissioner, a negotiator of much lower status, would be ac-
cepted to discuss the Texas issue alone. In short, Mexico was will-
ing to engage in an ad-hoc negotiation on Texas; Slidell was not
welcome as a Minister Plenipotentiary, and Polk created the Slidell
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Historical Society of Southern California

mission with full awareness of its possibilities for creating a diplo-
matic rejection which could be used as an excuse for war.

Sellers concludes:

All of this indicates that while Polk preferred peaceful coercion, he
did not shrink from war to accomplish his purposes. If the Mexican
government were weak enough and desperate enough to resume
regular diplomatic relations—thereby surrendering the annexation
issue even as a diplomatic counter—then the chances of negotiating
the desired territorial acquisitions would be good. If, on the other
hand, Mexico resisted at this point, it would be clear that sterney
measures were required—and in the meantime the administration
would have made a show of exhausting all peaceful alternatives.*

Historian David Pletcher is slightly more reserved in his inter-
pretation of this episode. While relying on some of the same evi- .
dence as Sellers, Pletcher does not emphasize that Mexican offi-
cials clearly stipulated that only an ad-hoc negotiator would be
acceptable. Indeed, he admits that at the time of Mexico’s agree--
ment to receive an American negotiator, Manuel de la Pena y
Pefia, the Mexican Foreign Minister, “seemed to attach more
importance to the identity of the American diplomat than to his
title.” Nevertheless, Pletcher arrives essentially at the same inter-
pretation of the Slidell mission as does Sellers. He writes: “Plau-
sible evidence indicates that as early as the beginning of October
he [Polk] understood Mexican intentions for the mission—an ad-
hoc envoy to discuss an offer of indemnity to Mexico for the loss
of Texas—and that he was prepared to take a firm stand.™

On January 12, 1846, Polk was informed of Mexico’s likely
rejection of Slidell, and on the following day he ordered General
Zachary Taylor to move his army to the Rio Grande. If Polk knew
from the beginning of the Slidell mission that its failure was
probable, he truly manipulated Mexico into giving him an excuse
for war. On the other hand, if Sellers’ and Pletcher’s account is
faulty, other interpretations of Polk’s behavior become plausible.
This essay proposes that Polk designed the Slidell mission with
high expectations for its success and that he reacted to its failure
with disappointment and understandable anger in ordering Gen-
eral Taylor to the Rio Grande. No student of the era would deny
that Polk’s style was aggressive. He patterned himself after his

[50]

This content downloaded from
132.174.249.27 on Sun, 25 Aug 2024 22:53:17 UTC
All use subject to https://about jstor.org/terms



Origins of the Mexican-American War

mentor Andrew Jackson, who rightly has been characterized as
the symbolic embodiment of heroic action for Americans of that
age. In addition, Polk largely kept his own counsel, a fact that
led his political enemies to portray him as a secretive, deceitful
manipulator of people and events. This characterization as a
Machiavellian schemer serves as the foundation of the view that
Polk-designed the Slidell mission to fail. Nevertheless, it is difficult
for a reader of his diary to believe that Polk himself did not regard
the mission as an honest attempt at negotiation. Also, the very
length -of Slidel’s secret instructions possibly suggest that the
mission was created with honest intentions.

It is instructive to review the materials which led Polk to believe
that Mexico was willing and ready to renew full diplomatic rela-
tions. The American president was fairly explicit in identifying
these sources. His September 16, 1845, diary entry refers to the
recent dispatches of Dr. William S. Parrott (confidential agent of
the United States in Mexico), along with letters authored by
John Black and Francis Dimond (U.S. consuls in Mexico City and
Veracruz, respectively).” Of the recent communications from
Dr. Parrott which Polk had in his possession on September 16,
one addressed to Secretary of State James Buchanan, dated Au-
gust 26, 1845, was the most &xplicit, This letter said that Mexico
was willing to receive a negotiator from the United States and
referred to this hypothetical man as a “commissioner” on one
occasion and an “envoy” in three other places. In one of the latter
references, Parrott wrote: “I have good reasons to believe that
an envoy from the United States would not only be well received,
but that his arrival would be hailed with joy.™

Consul Black’s letter of August 23, which Polk interpreted as
supporting Parrott’s communications, referred to rumors in Mex-
ico that the United States would send a “commissioner.” And
Dimond’s letter simply referred to the weakness of the Mexican
government which was also noted by both Parrott and Black.”
Altogether, these letters portrayed Mexico as willing to negotiate
and in full retreat from its earlier position of hostility to the
United ‘States over the Texas issue. Polk incorrectly surmised that
this meant that the Mexican government was now willing to re-
new full diplomatic relations before specific negotiations on the
Texas issue. Had he blindly proceeded with plans to send John
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Slidell to reopen full diplomatic relations based on this informa-
tion alone, he indeed would have been remiss, and the Seller-
Pletcher interpretation of the origins of the Slidell mission would
then appear more valid. However, this was not the case, as he
had his Secretary of State instruct Consul Black to check whether
the Mexican government was in fact willing immediately to
restore the diplomatic relations which it had severed earlier in
the year. The language used by Secretary of State James Bucha-
nan in relaying the administration’s intention was sufficiently
clear:

Information recently received at this department both from your-
self and others renders it probable that the Mexican government
may now be willing to restore the diplomatic relations between the
two countries. . . . The President has directed me to instruct you
in the absence of any diplomatic agent in Mexico to ascertain
from the Mexican government whether they would receive an en-
voy from the United States entrusted with full power to adjust all
questions in dispute between the two governments. Should the an-

swer be in the affirmative, such an envoy will be immediately
dispatched to Mexico."

Upon receipt of these orders, Consul Black arranged a meeting
with Manuel de la Pefia y Peiia, the Mexican Minister of Foreign
Affairs, in which he read aloud from Buchanan’s letter and de-
scribed the question which his government wanted answered.
Treating the matter cautiously, but with polite correctness, Pefia
requested that Black communicate the American proposition in
writing, which Black did several days later. Unfortunately, as
events would later demonstrate, Black’s written request lacked
the clarity of Buchanan’s letter. Quoting extensively from Bucha-
nan’s instructions, Black omitted the all-important reference to
restoring diplomatic relations.'” Whether he had referred to this
key aspect of his administration’s intentions in his earlier con-
versation with Pefia is not known. Given subsequent events, it
is most unlikely. The omission was most certainly innocently
made, but it would result in a colossal misunderstanding, which
as much as any other single event brought on the Mexican-Amer-
ican War.

Several days later, Pefia replied to Black in writing, stating
that “my government is disposed to receive the commissioner of
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Origins of the Mexican-American War

the United States who may come to this capital with full powers
from his government to settle the present dispute.”* Black there-
upon communicated “a favorable result” to Buchanan and re-
ferred to the negotiator whom the United States government
would now send to Mexico as a “commissioner,” the same language
used by Peiia in accepting Black’s offer."* Of what significance
was this? Months later, it became clear that what Pefia appar-
ently thought he had consented to was receiving an ad-hoc nego-
tiator of a status commonly referred to as “Commissioner,” a
rank well below that of a negotiator reestablishing full diplomatic
relations. Traditionally, the title of “Commissioner” was given to
a negotiator sent to settle a discrete issue, such as a boundary
dispute, or special problems relating to a treaty. On the other
hand, a title such as “Envoy Extraordinary and Minister Pleni-
potentiary,” which was that given to John Slidell, was reserved
for a diplomat representing his government on continuing issues
within the context of full diplomatic relations."

The word commissioner also has a general meaning, being
equivalent to a “negotiator.” Indeed, the Polk administration was
led to believe that it was used by Pefia and Black in this latter
sense. By Black’s own accounting, Pefia had had the American
proposal thoroughly described to him in several confidential in-
terviews, and the Mexican minister had accepted that proposition,
his only qualifications being that the negotiator to be sent should
be an acceptable individual and that the American squadron in
the waters off Veracruz be withdrawn. Also Black’s own use of
the term commissioner without further clarification indicated to
his superiors that the word was being used in a gemeral sense,
as he was aware of his government’s intent to restore diplomatic
relations and did not indicate that Mexico had rejected this
offer.’® Given this evidence, one can see that the Polk adminis-
tration had some reason to believe that the exact question that it
had posed had been answered affirmatively and that Mexico had
agreed to reopen full diplomatic relations.

Later on, Consul Black would witness his government’s angry
reaction to Slidell’s rejection. Blame for what had come to pass
had to rest somewhere, yet Black was unwilling to recognize
openly his crucial role in the affair. Accordingly, he wrote to
fellow consul Francis Dimond that their government should have
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sent a Commissioner as the Mexican government desired. Indeed,
Consul Black himself was one of the earliest proponents of the
theory that Machiavellian scheming in Washington, D.C. had
produced the confrontation. Black wrote in his letter to Dimond:

I am inclined to think with you that it would have been as well
to have sent out a commissioner, and I presume such would have
been the case had not someone pretended to know and under-
stand more about the matter than he really did, and impressed
our government with that idea, but I think that person will find
out that simple, plain sailing is the safest in the long run."

The truth is that Black’s carelessness encouraged that “someone”
to pretend to know more about the matter than he really did.

Recent scholarship has focused on policy makers in Washing-
ton, D.C., without full appreciation of the faulty information
with which they had to work. The result has been an overly nega-
tive interpretation of the Polk administration’s intentions, With
much wisdom, Sidney Hook has written: “There is a natural
tendency to associate the leader with the results achieved under
his leadership even when these achievements, good or bad, have
resulted despite his leadership rather than because of it.”'* This
tendency has been prevalent in recent portrayals of President
James K. Polk’s diplomacy before the Mexican-American War. A
close examination of the evidence suggests that President Polk
was far less the controller of events than these accounts portray.

Both Sellers and Pletcher rely heavily upon statements by for-
mer American agents that the Polk administration had prior
knowledge that Mexico was not prepared immediately to renew
full diplomatic relations.”” These men were Benjamin E. Green, a
recent United States official in Mexico, and Joel Poinsett, a former
American minister to Mexico. Benjamin Green’s claim that he had
made the Polk administration fully aware of the Mexican gov-
ernment’s intention to receive only American negotiators of Com-
missioner rank was not made until 44 years after the supposed
event. This is sufficient to cast some doubt on his account. It is
also noteworthy that Green did not charge that Machiavellian
scheming characterized Polk’s ignoring the alleged advice:*

Joel Poinsett’s testimony was given within a year after the
event and therefore is more reliable. But unlike Green, Poinsett
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did not claim that his warning was given before Slidell was sent
on his mission. In fact, if Poinsett contacted the administration
after Slidell's departure, his views would have been of little or no
value in shaping Polk’s policy. The ambiguous nature of Poinsett’s
evidence reduces its significance. Interestingly, Poinsett also did
not claim that Polk’s decision was based on duplicitous motives
but rather charged it to the administration’s “extraordinary de-
gree of ignorance and presumption in relation to Mexico.”™' Given
the tenuous nature of this evidence, the charge that Polk know-
ingly arranged a possible diplomatic confrontation by sending
Slidell to Mexico with an unwanted and exalted status is essen-
tially unsubstantiated. :

In years past, Polk’s historical supporters have noted that on
the eve of Mexico’s initial rejection of Slidell, the Polk adminis-
tration modified Slidell’s instructions so as not to offend Mexican
sensibilities. This was probably done in response to the first clear
indication that Slidell would meet with failure. On December 7,
1845, Washington received a note from Foreign Minister Pefia
ostensibly complaining of the entrance of an American warship
into the Mexican port of Manzanillo on the Pacific coast—an event
which Consul Black later denied happening. The significant part
of this letter was contained in its introduction, which read: “Al-
though this is not to be understood, in any way, as an intimation
of the reopening of the friendly relations at present interrupted
between Mexico and the United States, I find myself compelled,
by an occurrence which has recently taken place on our coast of
the Pacific, to address myself to you.”** Assuming that Polk gen-
tinely thought that the Mexican government had consented to
reopening diplomatic relations, this curious note must have caused
a stir in administration circles. It broadly hinted that the Mexican
government was not then prepared to restore diplomatic relations.
Five days later, Secretary of the Navy Bancroft wrote that the
Slidell mission might yet succeed, but pessimistically noted: “But
this may be too much to hope.”™
. In this atmosphere, Buchanan penned Slidell additional secret
orders on December 17. In cryptic language unintelligible to one
not in possession of Slidell's original instructions, the Secretary of
State wrote that the settlement of a west Texas boundary was of
higher priority than negotiating the purchase of California. Clear-
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ly, Polk was deemphasizing California, which had been prominent
in Slidell's original instructions of a month before. “Instead of
desiring to precipitate a war for the sake of obtaining California,”
Justin Smith wrote early in this century, “Polk was ready to
let California go—or at least wait—for the sake of maintaining
peace.””* If Slidell were received, an event which must have begun
to appear as doubtful after December 7, California’s purchase
could occur after a successful settlement of the Texas boundary.

In short, a prima facie case exists that Polk was striving to save
Slidell’s mission, not sabotage it.”

On January 13, 1846, immediately after receiving word of Mex-
ico’s probable rejection of Slidell, Polk was faced with an unwel-
come choice. He could have sent Slidell revised instructions, re-
ducing his status to that of a Commissioner, which the Mexican
government now clearly explained it was willing to receive. Or he
could pressure Mexico, by a demonstration of military might, to
accept his original understanding of the agreement reached by
Black and Pefa the previous October. He chose the latter course,
and on that date General Zachary Taylor was sent explicit orders
to occupy the administration’s” territorial claim up to the Rio
Grande. To have adopted the first option would have constituted
a humiliating retreat for the proud American president, as Mexico
was willing to negotiate onl]y about the Texas issue, thereby

ignoring the long-standing pecuniary claims of American citizens
against the Mexican government.

One wonders why neither side suggested an obvious compro-
mise—that the United States send a negotiator of Commissioner
rank to discuss a number of concerns important to each nation.
Apparently each government thought that such a revision of the
divergently perceived original understanding would merely serve
to encourage the acquisitiveness of the other. At the heart of Mex-
ico’s reluctance to negotiate with the United States was the belief
that a policy of compromise would simply serve to encourage
further American expansion into Mexican territories. That Ameri-
can policy makers were also fearful of the consequences of ap-
peasement was indicated in a letter sent from John Slidell to
Secretary of State Buchanan immediately after the American
envoy’s first rejection by the Mexican government:
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Should any concession be made by our government . . . , he [the
American “Commissioner”] will come on a bootless errand. The de-
sire of our government to secure peace will be mistaken for timid-
ity; the most extravagant pretentions will be made and insisted
upon, until the Mexican people shall be convinced by hostile
demonstrations that our differences must be settled promptly,
either by negotiation or the sword.”

Would war have been avoided had Black and Peiia originally
negotiated to have Mexico receive a Commissioner to discuss a
variety of issues? One can doubt whether either man possessed
the necessary diplomatic skills to arrive at this compromise posi-
tion. Like Black, Pefia apparently lacked needed precision in the
use of language, an unfortunate weakness which he displayed in
his October communications with the American Consul. While it
is true that Pefia consistently used the word “commissioner” in
his October references to the prospective negotiator, he did not
then explain that his government was only willing to discuss the
Texas issue. Black had asked whether Mexico was prepared to
“receive an envoy from the United States entrusted with full
powers to adjust all the questions in dispute between the two gov-
ernments.”” Pefia had replied that his government was “disposed
to receive the commissioner of the United States who may come
to this capital with full powers from his government to settle the
present dispute in a peaceful, reasonable, and honorable man-
ner.”** Why Peiia did not then clarify that Mexico was only willing
to discuss the issue of Texas, which was the meaning of his use
of the singular tense (“the present dispute”), is not known. The
most likely explanation is that he was negligent in this crucial
matter. Indeed, this was implied by the Mexican Council of Gov-
ernment which later criticized Pefia’s handling of the affair.”

Pefia’s mistakes did not end here. Informed by Black of the
American intention to send a negotiator immediately to Mexico,
Peiia far too slowly carried out the program of political education
he knew would be necessary to win even the acceptance of an
American “Commissioner” on Mexican soil. Pefia’s strategy was
first to seek the opinions of the Mexican Ministers of Finance
and War concerning Mexico’s resources to wage real war with the
United States. Expecting their reports to show that Mexico was
in no condition to support this alternative, Pefia next planned to
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contact the various departments comprising the Mexican republic
about their resources for war. The answers he expected here were
also predictable. Any reasonable man, when presented with these
direct questions, would have to reply that Mexico was incapable
of waging victorious war against the United States. Apparently,
Pefia reasoned that the Mexican government would then be psy-
chologically conditioned to negotiate its differences with the
United States.™

Pefia’s time-consuming plan rested on several faulty assump-
tions. First, he presumed that the United States would not send
a negotiator until after the first of the new year, when the Ameri-
can Senate would have had sufficient opportunity to confirm the
anticipated Commissioner’s appointment, Article II, section 2, of
the United States constitution required that ambassadors and
other public ministers and consuls could not be appointed with-
out the Senate’s consent. As the Senate would not be in session
until December, Pefia felt confident in his legalistic presump-
tion.” One can argue that he had no basis for this belief. Consul
Black’s letter to him of October 13 had clearly stated that if the
Mexican answer was affirmative an envoy would “be immediately
dispatched to Mexico.”* Also, norteamericanos were rather well-
known for their uncivilized haste in conducting business. In short,
Pefia should have known that the Polk Administration would dis-
patch a negotiator and wait for confirmation of his appointment
in season. Apparently the Mexican Foreign Secretary did not
foresee this contingency. Slidell arrived at Veracruz on November
20. By December 6, he was in Mexico City. Pefia’s necessary
groundwork had barely begun, as the Mexican Foreign Secretary’s
strategy came crumbling down amid charges that he was cow-
ardly scheming to sell Mexico’s birthright.

A little over a month after his October commitment to Black,
Pefia had received the Minister of Finance’s statement of Mex-
ico’s inadequate resources for war. The Minister of War had
taken two weeks longer to reply. By that time, the Herrera gov-
ernment was being showered with abuse related to Slidell’s early
arrival. Not until December 11 did Pefia send his message to the
departments querying their resources for war. On that same day,
seeking to shed the charge of treason, he recommended to the
Council of Government, a largely advisory body, that Slidell be
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rejected in his current status.” Pathetically, hope that his strategy
might yet succeed joined with his sense of political realities to
produce contradictory, simultaneous actions. One may easily sym-
pathize with Pefia. He faced a Mexican opposition looking for
the slightest excuse to overthrow the Herrera administration of
which Pefia was a part. To be sure, Herrera was soon forced from
office and replaced by General Mariano Paredes. It is quite pos-
sible that even had Pefia and Black effectively communicated in
October, their agreement to negotiate might yet have been re-
jected by Mexico’s conservatives™ While one may speculate on
what might have occurred had Peifia acted with greater speed,
the fact remains that his policy failed amid his mistaken assump-
tions, and this failure brought war even closer.

This essay has reviewed the actions of Consul John Black and
Foreign Minister Pefia to provide greater understanding of the
decisions of the Polk administration regarding its Mexican policy.
Similar insight may be gained by closely examining the official
exchanges between General Zachary Taylor and his superiors in
Washington. This latter focus is especially relevant in that both
Sellers and Pletcher have used instructions sent to Taylor at the
time of the Slidell mission’s inception to bolster their interpreta-
tions. In October of 1845, says Sellers, Taylor was strongly urged
to advance to the Rio Grande from his base at Corpus Christi.
Accordingly, Sellers writes of Polk’s decision “to step up the
pressure on Mexico” at the same time that the American presi-
dent was ostensibly intending to seek peaceful negotiations.
Here again, Sellers suggests, is evidence that Polk was really
striving to bully Mexico into a situation in which it would have
to choose between war or peaceful surrender. ** He implies that
Polk’s secret motives can be divined not only by a close look at
the Slidell mission but also by the administration’s October in-
structions to General Taylor.

During the summer immediately preceding the creation of the
Slidell mission, Taylor had been repeatedly ordered to move his
force as close to the Rio Grande consistent with the health and
safety of his troops.* At that time, he had been informed of the
likelihood of a Mexican invasion of Texas, yet had been advised
not to disturb any Mexican posts between the Rio Grande and
the Nueces River as long as peace remained.”” These communi-
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cations of the summer preceded the penning of two documents
used by Sellers to support the interpretation outlined above. One
of these documents is a letter from Zachary Taylor to the Adju-
tant General, dated October 4, 1845. In it, Taylor more or less
requested specific orders to move his force to the Rio Grande,
as he obviously felt uncomfortable under his summer instruc-
tions, which left much to his individual judgment of the situation.
He wrote:

If our government, in settling the question of boundary, makes
the line of the Rio Grande an ultimatum, I cannot doubt that the
settlement will be greatly facilitated and hastened by our taking
possession at once of one or two suitable points on or quite near
that river. Our strength and state of preparation should be dis-
played in a manner not to be mistaken.

Yet, he added, he did not feel at liberty to move to the Rio Gran-

de, given his earlier orders not to disturb Mexican posts on the
“Texan side” of the river.*

The other document used by Sellers is a letter from Secretary
of War William Marcy to Taylor, dated October 16, 1845, It stated
the following points: (1) Recent information suggested that a
full Mexican invasion of Texas was now unlikely. (2) The admin-
istration stood by its claim to the Rio Grande boundary and its
earlier orders to Taylor to move his force as close to the river as
possible. (3) Taylor would have to rely on his judgment in
selecting a specific site for his army, given his “superior knowl-
edge of localities” and his easier access to news governing the
situation.”

Sellers assumes that Marcy’s letter was not a reply to Taylor’s
communication of October 4. Indeed, in his narrative, Sellers
treats Marcy’s letter first, followed by a description of Taylor’s
letter. This assumption is crucial as it portrays Marcy’s letter as
an administration effort to encourage Taylor to move to the Rio
Grande on the eve of Slidell's departure to Mexico. In fact, the
matter is not open to much doubt. Taylor’s letter was received in
Washington the day before Marcy sent his reply.** Knowing this,
the reader of Marcy’s letter sees it in its proper context: Taylor
first requested explicitly to be ordered to the Rio Grande; Marcy
thereupon responded by telling him that while his earlier orders
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to uphold the Rio Grande boundary claim remained, Taylor had
to rely on his own judgment of the situation. In short, Washing-
ton would not send specific orders and inject an unnecessary
inflexibility into a most delicate diplomatic situation.

Unlike Sellers, Pletcher avoids treating Taylor’s October 4 let-
ter and Marcy’s October 16 letter together. Nevertheless, his
account implies, as does Sellers, that Marcy’s letter was not in
response to aggressive suggestions made by Taylor. Indeed,
Pletcher portrays Marcy’s October instructions to Taylor as re-
acting to a letter sent to Secretary of State Buchanan by Consul
Thomas O. Larkin from Monterey, California. Larkin’s letter,
which was received five days before Marcy wrote Taylor’s up-
dated orders, spoke ominously of British imperialistic intentions
toward California, then a part of Mexico which was closely eyed
by American expansionists." While Pletcher does not explain
how or why Taylor’s orders of October 16, reflected the adminis-
tration’s concern for the fate of California, his implication is ap-
parent: In mid-October, at the time when the Slidell mission was
being formed, anxiety-producing information from California mo-
tivated an expansion-minded Polk administration to increase its
pressure on Mexico."

Pletcher’s and Sellers’ generally balanced and thorough presen-
tations have won the respect of scholars of the period. Indeed,
it is this high reputation which makes their description of Polk’s
motives and actions during the weeks immediately preceding the
creation of the Slidell Mission so damaging. Both historians largely
acquit Polk of the charges that Commodore Stockton’s behavior
in Texas in the Spring of 1845 and John Frémont’s subsequent
activities in California reflected a presidential master plan to
manipulate Mexico into war.”’ Yet they see the same general
intention reflected in the evidence on the origins of the Slidell
mission and substantiated by Taylor's orders of October 16.
Hence, their readers come to roughly the same conclusion as
held by Polk’s more aggressive historical critics: that being that
Polk was primarily responsible for the war between the United
States and Mexico.

While one cannot deny the important roles played by both
social forces and the decisions of President Polk, the actions of
others must also be given due weight, for they did much to
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fashion the diplomatic impasse that made war difficult to avoid.
American Consul Black and Mexican Foreign Minister Pefia failed
to negotiate clear conditions by which the confrontation between
the two nations might have been defused. Pefia also failed to
pursue with sufficient energy the necessary task of persuading
his countrymen that negotiation was preferable to war. In addi-
tion, a close reading and reasonable construction of Taylor’s Octo-
ber orders, given at the time of the Slidell mission’s creation, do
not suggest that the administration was trying to manipulate Mex-
ico into a war in which California could be conquered. To the
contrary, this evidence indirectly reflected Polk’s willingness to
adjust matters of difference with Mexico, albeit without weak-
ening the American negotiating position. While Polk’s decision
to send General Taylor to the Rio Grande has received much
emphasis, this event should not be abstracted from its historical
context—a context that was partly forced upon Polk by the failings
of others. Ultimately, when Polk was faced with the prospect of
having to retreat in humiliation from his well-publicized attempt
to negotiate, explicit orders were finally sent to Taylor to advance
to the Rio Grande. Yet Polk had not deliberately sought this
result, which we can now clearly see led directly to the outbreak
of the Mexican-American War.
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