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A bold new history of the origins and aftermath of the Texas Revolution, revealing how Indians,
Mexicans, and Americans battled for survival in one of the continent’s most diverse regions The
Texas Revolution has long been cast as an epic episode in the origins of the American West. As
the story goes, larger-than-life figures like Sam Houston, David Crockett, and William Barret
Travis fought to free Texas from repressive Mexican rule. In Unsettled Land, historian Sam
Haynes reveals the reality beneath this powerful creation myth. He shows how the lives of
ordinary people—white Americans, Mexicans, Native Americans, and those of African descent—
were upended by extraordinary events over twenty-five years. After the battle of San
Jacinto, racial lines snapped taut as a new nation, the Lone Star republic, sought to expel
Indians, marginalize Mexicans, and tighten its grip on the enslaved. This is a revelatory and
essential new narrative of a major turning point in the history of North America. 

About the AuthorSam W. Haynes is a professor in the department of history and the director of
the Center for Greater Southwestern Studies at the University of Texas at Arlington. He lives in
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circa early 1850sMexican Texas, 1821–1835INTRODUCTIONIT WAS CLEAR FROM THE
BEGINNING THAT THE BEALES COLONISTS were out of their depth. They were not weather-
beaten, hardscrabble frontierspeople. Some had never wielded an axe or plowed a field in their
lives. But in the spring of 1834 they found themselves on the banks of Las Moras Creek, a few
miles above the Rio Grande, lured to this remote spot by the promise of free land. Numbering
about sixty men, women, and children, they had been recruited in New York City by an English
land agent, John Charles Beales, authorized by the Mexican government to settle an area on the
upper Rio Grande, about three hundred miles from the Gulf Coast. A handful were Americans,
but most hailed from the British Isles, France, and Central Europe. They included Eduard
Ludecus, a well-educated twenty-six-year-old native of Weimar, Germany, whose résumé
included a job as a clerk in a dry goods store. Another settler, John Horn, owned a shop in
London before setting out for America with his wife, Sarah, and their two boys. Even Beales, a
doctor by training, was himself a stranger to Texas, with no experience in the business of settling
a raw and untamed wilderness.1As the immigrants surveyed the land on which they would make
their new homes, they were overcome by feelings of despair. Stretched out before them lay an
unending vista of thornscrub and mesquite. They may not have been seasoned farmers, but they
needed only to look at the hard, sunbaked soil, where rattlesnakes and scorpions seemed to lie
under every rock, to know that little could grow there, at least not without costly irrigation. And
even if they could bring in a decent crop, there were no markets for their produce. The closest
Mexican town was a two days’ ride away, and the Rio Grande, they had just learned, was not
navigable this far upriver. Ludecus was dumbfounded. Back in New York, he had read glowing
reports about the thriving American colony established by another land agent, Stephen F. Austin,
apparently unaware that it lay far to the east in the fertile savannas of the Brazos River valley.
“There were no tall green trees and no luxuriant vegetation,” a miserable Ludecus wrote of the
South Texas chaparral in one of his letters home. “Nature seemed to have died
there.”2Incredibly, no one had told Ludecus about the Comanches, either. From their
encampments on the Low Plains far to the north, raiding parties on horseback regularly passed
through the area on their way to plunder the ranches below the Rio Grande—an important piece



of information Beales neglected to share with the colonists until they arrived. To protect the
group, the land agent hired a few dozen armed men from the Mexican towns along the river.
Some were longtime veterans of the northern frontier’s many years of conflict with the tribe, but
others seemed as frightened of the Comanches as the Europeans were. The immigrants could
at least be thankful for the presence of a band of Shawnees, who happened to be on a hunting
expedition in the area. They, too, were far from home, having drifted onto the prairies of
northeast Texas some years earlier, one of many American tribes that migrated into Mexico after
the turn of the century. Bitter enemies of the Comanches, the Shawnees had befriended the
greenhorns, providing the little colony with a steady supply of wild turkeys from the woods along
the creek.3Whatever their misgivings, the immigrants were here now, and they tried to make the
best of it. They spent several days clearing away the underbrush for what they hoped would one
day be a town plaza, and erected huts with the only materials available to them: mesquite poles
daubed with mud for the walls, clumps of prairie grass as thatch for the roofs. In late March they
held an elaborate ceremony—or as elaborate as the primitive conditions would allow—
christening Mexico’s newest town the Villa de Dolores, after Beales’s wife. Laying a cornerstone
where they intended to build a church, the members of the little community then swore loyalty
oaths to the Mexican republic and held elections for municipal offices. Their business
concluded, the settlers ended the day with a “concert and a ball,” as Ludecus wryly put it.That
night, under a star-studded, obsidian sky, the residents of Dolores—Europeans, Americans,
Mexicans, and Indians—gathered around a large, blazing fire. For such a special occasion the
colonists donned their most formal attire, better suited to a New York City promenade than a
rugged wilderness, the men in round felt hats, frock coats, and stiff-collared white shirts, the
women in their finest embroidered dresses. Some members of the audience lounged on
deerskins; others sat on the newly cut trunks of mesquite trees.The entertainment began with a
war dance performed by the Shawnees. Daubed in war paint and wearing a horse mane
headdress, the leader of the band moved deliberately around the fire, brandishing a tomahawk,
moving left, then right, as his men beat time with sticks. Suddenly he stopped, his body taut,
letting loose with a guttural war cry that startled and delighted the immigrants. It was “as if hell
itself is threatening to erupt and release its captive spirits,” Ludecus wrote. Next, the Mexicans
performed a fandango. Ludecus was not impressed by the dance, and still less by the vocal
accompaniment, the songs delivered by one of the men in a trembling falsetto. The European
immigrants followed with renditions of traditional songs from their native lands, their voices
ringing out in the enveloping darkness. Presumably the Americans offered their own musical
contribution, though Ludecus did not find it worthy of mention. It was, nonetheless, an
extraordinary transcultural moment in which peoples from vastly different worlds came together
in a spirit of fellowship and goodwill. For a few precious hours, the colonists could forget that
Beales had brought them to a godforsaken place in the middle of nowhere.4The colony was
doomed, of course—thanks to its location and Beales’s gross mismanagement. But a storm was
brewing on Mexico’s northern frontier that would hasten its demise. In the well-established



colonies closer to the Gulf Coast, Anglo settlers from the American South had once exhibited a
similar readiness to reach across racial and ethnic lines, forging constructive and mutually
beneficial alliances with area Hispanos, and sometimes with local Indian tribes, in their effort to
build a new community. But as their numbers swelled they chafed under Mexican rule. They
became increasingly determined to recreate the world they had known in the United States, a
rigid, color-coded world of masters and slaves that bore little resemblance to Mexico’s
multiracial society. Anglo colonists clashed with Mexican troops in the fall of 1835, plunging the
region into chaos.The impact of the upheaval that would come to be known as the Texas
Revolution would soon be felt on Las Moras Creek. Some settlers had already decamped—one
South Texas summer was enough for Ludecus and the Germans. The rest scattered,
abandoning the Villa de Dolores when they learned that a large Mexican army was crossing the
Rio Grande a few miles away to put down the revolt. The Horn family joined a party bound for the
Gulf Coast, intending to make their way back to England. They managed to avoid Mexican
troops, who torched the town, but not the Comanches. A raiding party slaughtered the group on
the banks of the Nueces River, sparing only Sarah, her two sons, and another Englishwoman.
Separated from the boys, who became adopted members of the tribe, Sarah lived as a captive
until American merchants bought her from the Comanches eighteen months later in New
Mexico. Traumatized by the ordeal, she would never see her sons or England again, dying a
short time later.The reverberations of the Texas war for independence would be felt in the Las
Moras Creek area for many years afterward. Mexico refused to accept the loss of its northern
province, waging an on-again, off-again border war with the newly created Lone Star Republic.
Claimed by both countries, the area between the Rio Grande and the Nueces River became a
contested space, a bloody no-man’s-land where armed gangs of Anglos and Mexicans stole
cattle, killed civilians, and skirmished with Comanches. Elsewhere, land-hungry whites turned
on Native Americans who occupied some of the republic’s most valuable territory. When the
Shawnees, whose war dance had so thrilled the colonists on Las Moras Creek, returned to their
homes below the Red River, they became embroiled in a turf war with Anglo-American settlers,
and in 1839 they were driven beyond the borders of Texas as part of President Mirabeau
Lamar’s ethnic cleansing policy. In short, the revolution ignited a doom loop of primordial
violence that would not begin to subside until Texas became a state in 1845.ON THE EVE OF
THE REBELLION, TEXAS WAS A REGION OF EXTRAORDINARY ethnic diversity, having been
a place of convergence for the peoples of North America for more than a century. In the 1700s,
its indigenous population saw the influx of the Comanches and Apaches, nomadic tribes
following the buffalo herds that came down off the High Plains. At the same time, the Spanish
Crown began to make a tentative effort to colonize the region, establishing a string of missions,
military outposts, and civil settlements from the Rio Grande to the Sabine River. The flow of
migrants increased sharply in the early nineteenth century, with the arrival of Cherokees,
Shawnees, and other refugee Indian tribes from the United States. They were followed in turn by
white Americans, some of whom brought enslaved men and women of African descent.



European immigrants, like those of the Beales colony, were also beginning to make their way to
Texas. Together they created a patchwork of overlapping borderlands and ethnic enclaves on
Mexico’s northern frontier, each group trying to navigate and make sense of the turbulent world
in which they found themselves.The region’s unique multiracial character is not, of course, what
first comes to mind when one thinks of Texas during this period. The traditional narrative of the
revolution is a gripping saga in which outsized figures, all white males, crowd the stage,
elbowing aside everyone and everything else. It is a story of men like Sam Houston, David
Crockett, William Barret Travis, and James Bowie, who led a ragtag band of “Texians” in a life-or-
death contest against Santa Anna’s armies. Emphasizing the epic drama of the Alamo siege, the
Goliad Massacre, and the Battle of San Jacinto, this hyper-masculine version of events emerged
in the early twentieth century as a symbol of an American “manifest destiny” to hold sway over
the continent. With its tales of martial heroism and lessons of patriotic sacrifice, the struggle for
independence continues to occupy a prominent place in the national historical imagination, a
creation story Americans have been happy to call their own.So powerful is this mythology that
scholars in recent years have largely ceded the field to popular writers, who have been content
to revisit, again and again, the same thrilling acts of valor. Some, in a quest to find something
new to say, have delved into its more arcane mysteries. Did Davy Crockett surrender at the
Alamo? Did William Barret Travis draw a line in the sand? To be sure, some newer works have
challenged this celebratory narrative, often pointing to the economic motives of the slaveholders
who led the revolution. But even a critique of the familiar Texas story cannot fundamentally alter
the way we look at these events; we are still hostage to a narrative dominated by Anglo-
American actors. Thus, much has been written about the settlement of Texas by white colonists
in the decade prior to independence, but little about the migration of large numbers of Native
Americans from the United States during the same period. Much has been written, too, about
the revolution from the viewpoint of the Texas rebels, but little about how Mexico City saw the
crisis on its northern frontier. While the role of Tejanos has garnered more scrutiny in recent
years, scholars have tended to draw attention to the few Mexican Texans who supported the
Anglo cause, rather than the many who did not. Even our geographical orientation reflects this
racial bias, with vast swaths of the state viewed as marginal, peripheral spaces not worthy of
mention—until they are populated by large numbers of Anglos. In the end, the basic contours of
the narrative we know so well remain more or less intact, with a small group of white males in
tight focus.5Above all, the revolution is still defined as a war to free Texas from Mexican rule, a
war that ended with Sam Houston’s decisive victory at San Jacinto. But Anglo-Americans were
not the only inhabitants of Texas to experience the upheaval of revolution. For a large segment of
the population, independence from Mexico meant the loss of freedom, a fact that only became
evident in the years that followed, as the Lone Star Republic moved aggressively to expel
Indians, marginalize Mexicans, and tighten its grip on the enslaved. Thus the revolution was far
from over in 1836. The work of creating a new society, radically different from anything Texas had
known under Mexico, had only just begun.6When a wider lens is used to see the Texas



Revolution, the alpha male heroics and moral clarity of the familiar narrative dissolve, and a new,
more chaotic picture emerges. More than a contest between the Mexican army and Anglo
rebels, the struggle for independence is also the story of ordinary people in an extraordinary
time, of lives upended by the seismic shift from a multiracial society to white rule. If the birth of
early modern Texas is a story of triumph, it is also in equal measure one of tragedy, which saw
the coming together, then pulling apart, of people in an unsettled land.ONEWHAT MUST BE
DONE WITH US POOR INDIANS?AS DAWN BROKE OVER THE CLOUD-CAPPED BLUE
RIDGE Mountains on a cold day in mid-January 1810, the village of Little Hiwassee was a hive
of activity. A tiny settlement on the edge of North Carolina’s western border with Tennessee, the
community consisted of about a dozen families, who lived in cabins clustered near the banks of
the Hiwassee River. The villagers had decided to relocate to lands west of the Mississippi, a
journey of five hundred miles. If all went according to plan, they would reach their destination just
in time for the spring planting season. As the pioneers loaded their belongings onto a flat boat
and several canoes, herds of restless oxen, cattle, and horses grazed nearby. A team of drovers
would guide the animals along the river bank as the party made its way west. At last, when the
bundles of clothing, farm implements, spinning wheels, and cotton looms had all been fastened
securely, the villagers clambered into the canoes, pushing off into the mist that hung over the
silent waters of the Hiwassee River.Heading the expedition was a vigorous, athletic man in his
fifties. While most of the villagers knew little of their final destination, he had made hunting trips
to the region several times before. For many years he had been the undisputed leader of this
small community, but he was well-known far beyond it, a familiar figure to the people throughout
the North Carolina–Tennessee backcountry. “His eyes were gray, his hair was of a dirty sandy
color,” someone who met him many years later recalled, “but he did not speak the English
language.”1His people knew him as Duwali—Bold Hunter. But in the years ahead, whites would
come to know him simply as Chief Bowls. Though half-white himself—his father was a Scottish
trader who lived with the tribe for several years—Bowls had spent the better part of his adult life
fighting whites living on the western edge of the Blue Ridge Mountains. During the American
Revolution, his village joined a militant splinter group, the Chickamaugas, allying with the British
against backcountry settlements, in open defiance of tribal elders who wanted to make peace
with the Americans. As a lieutenant of the famed war chief Dragging Canoe, Bowls with his men
ranged across the American Southeast. The War for Independence ended in 1783; Bowls’s war
did not. Aided by the British, and later the Spanish, the Chickamauga villages continued to fight
against white encroachment well into the 1790s.2By the time peace returned to the Tennessee
River Valley around the turn of the century, the Cherokees were a people in transition. Many
Cherokee men, at the urging of US Indian agents, took up farming and stock raising,
occupations once performed exclusively by women. Cherokee women, with a long tradition of
basket weaving, learned to spin clothing from wool and cotton. Little Hiwassee had made some
concessions to these changes in recent years; Bowls’s wives and daughters, for example, had
become accomplished weavers. But the men of the village preferred to cling to traditional



folkways. Theirs was a world in which manhood was still defined by warfare and the hunt.3The
US government’s Indian resettlement policy aggravated these tensions in Cherokee society.
Pressuring the tribe to cede its land in the Tennessee River Valley, the War Department created
an Indian reserve in the west, offering gunpowder, lead, and farming supplies to all who chose to
go. Well-to-do Cherokees wanted no part of the proposal, but Bowls disagreed. Painful as it was
to abandon the forested highlands of his birth, he knew that his way of life was already in full
retreat, and he saw little reason to stay. The deer and black bear, once so plentiful in the area,
were slowly disappearing, decimated by overhunting. Reluctantly, the people of Little Hiwassee
decided to abandon their homes and accept the government’s offer.A quarter of a century later,
the Indians who stayed in their villages on the Hiwassee River would be forcibly removed by the
federal government in the Trail of Tears. Though voluntary, this first wave of the Cherokee exodus
from the southeastern United States would also be marred by misfortune and tragedy. But Bowls
and his people left Little Hiwassee with feelings of hope, tinged with regret, believing a life of
peaceful abundance awaited them in the vast open country just west of the Mississippi River. In
1810, Bowls had never heard of Texas, then a province of New Spain’s far northern frontier. On
that cold day in January, the Cherokees embarked on a decade-long journey that would lead
them there.4THE WESTERN CHEROKEES, AS THEY WOULD NOW BECOME known, would
make their home between the St. Francis and Mississippi rivers in the Missouri Territory. Finding
game plentiful, they did not regret their decision—at least not at first. But within a year the War
Department closed a nearby trading post, requiring the Cherokees to rely on unscrupulous
whites, who sold farm implements at exorbitant prices and offered liquor in trade for Indian
peltries. At the same time, resentful tribal leaders back East refused to share the subsidies that
they received from the federal government, insisting that the Western Cherokees were no longer
a part of the tribe.5Then disaster struck. On the night of December 14, 1811, one of the
strongest earthquakes ever experienced on the North American continent hit the midsection of
the Mississippi River Valley. The ground rolled in waves. Whole forests were uprooted. Rivers
flowed backward. Destroying the nearby town of New Madrid, the temblor ripped enormous
seams in the earth, sending clouds of sulfur gas, dust, and water vapor into the air, blocking the
sun and turning day into night. The earthquake would be felt along the Atlantic seaboard, ringing
church bells as far away as Boston. Two more quakes of similar intensity and hundreds of
aftershocks followed over the next twelve weeks. For local whites the seismic events presaged
the Day of Judgment; the Cherokees attributed the disaster to the writhing of a great serpent
beneath the earth. But in the Stygian darkness that enveloped southeastern Missouri, both
came to the same conclusion: the end times had arrived.6With their homes and farms washed
away, the Cherokees had no choice but to abandon the land allocated to them by the federal
government. So they fled west, across present-day Arkansas into the foothills of the Ozarks, a
region long claimed by the Osage, one of the dominant peoples of the Low Plains. Regarding the
Cherokees as invaders, the Osage fiercely defended their hunting grounds. Hapless Indian
agents struggled to keep the peace, but the two tribes were soon locked in an unending cycle of



violence, of raids and counterraids. Much of the trouble stemmed from the Cherokee tradition of
blood revenge. While it was customary among Osage families to accept gifts as compensation
for the death of a warrior, only blood could atone for the killing of a Cherokee man by members
of another tribe. As Bowls explained the warrior credo at a tribal council some years later, “Men
shall not fall unrevenged.”7Grievances on both sides mounted over the next few years. The
Cherokees claimed to be innocent victims of Osage depredations, though both sides were
equally to blame. Bowls and other Cherokee headmen, fired by the desire to avenge murdered
kinsmen, appealed repeatedly and unsuccessfully to federal authorities for permission to inflict a
decisive blow against their enemies. Finally, in the summer of 1817, they decided they had
waited long enough. Following the deaths of two Cherokee men killed at the hands of Osage
raiders, the chiefs held a council to discuss their plans, then penned a letter to the territorial
governor. Uncharacteristically blunt, the communiqué made it clear that the time for further
negotiation had passed, stating simply, “we are going to do mischief.”8It was not an empty
threat. In fact, the “mischief” the Cherokees had in mind had probably been in the planning
stages for several months. Organized by Bowls and three other head chiefs, the campaign
against the Osage would not be fought only by Cherokee warriors in Indian Territory. During the
late summer and early fall, squads of Cherokee men from villages back in Tennessee arrived
along the Arkansas River to take part in the fighting. Warriors from other tribes with grievances
against the Osage also joined the campaign.In mid-October, a time when most Osage warriors,
as well as many women, would be away on their annual buffalo hunt, a flotilla of pirogues and
flatboats carried a force of five hundred Cherokees and their allies up the Arkansas to the
Verdigris River. They landed near one of the Osage’s main villages, nestled at the foot of a
limestone hill known as Claremore Mound, a few miles north of present-day Tulsa,
Oklahoma.9Camping for the night a short distance away, the Cherokees prepared for battle by
performing a series of elaborate rituals. Casting aside the Western influences that had seeped
into their way of life, they took off their homespun cotton and woolen clothing and put on leather
breechclouts. Removing the distinctive colorful turbans that had been a staple of their daily attire
for more than a generation, they cut their hair close to the scalp and donned feather
headdresses. Their faces painted with vermillion, Bowls and the other war chiefs led their
followers in traditional war songs and dances. That night, the Cherokees returned to the world of
their warrior ancestors.10To make sure that they would encounter little resistance, Bowls sent a
runner to the Osage village the next morning to request a parley, offering to negotiate a peace
with the tribe. The runner soon returned to the camp with an old man, who told them that the
tribe’s principal leaders were gone. Hearing this, Bowls felled him with a single blow.The
Cherokees and their allies entered the town, finding it occupied by old men, women, and
children. They began killing indiscriminately, the inhabitants scattering in all directions. Some of
the Osage fled into lodges, which the Cherokees set alight. Others tried to escape by hiding in
the wooded mound behind the town. Still others were pursued to the Verdigris River, several
drowning as they tried to reach the west bank. By the time the blood-letting frenzy had run its



course, the Cherokees had killed more than eighty Osages, taking the scalps of many and
emasculating some of the teenage boys. After destroying the Osage vegetable gardens and
food stores, they plundered the town, driving out herds of stolen horses laden with furs and
skins, tools and cookware. Leaving Claremore in flames, the attackers made off with more than
one hundred captives, most of them children, who would later be sold to cover the costs of the
campaign.111. Chief Bowls (Duwali), Western Cherokee leader (ca. 1756–1839). Bowls crossed
the Red River into Spanish Texas at the head of a band of Cherokees in 1819. Thousands more
Native American refugees from the United States would make their way into the province in the
decade that followed. Courtesy of Texas State Library and Archives Commission.The primal
ferocity of the Claremore Mound Massacre forced the US government to act. In a belated effort
to quell the violence and prevent the outbreak of a full-scale Indian war, the War Department
hurriedly sent troops to build a post on the Arkansas River, Fort Smith. Siding with the victors,
the government ordered the Osage to abandon their claim to land along the Verdigris River,
pushing the tribe farther west.The Western Cherokees would have little time to savor their
victory. Within two years the federal government created the Arkansas Territory, opening up land
along the Arkansas River to thousands of Anglo-American settlers. At the same time, as
Washington became increasingly committed to an Indian resettlement program, it sought new
and even larger land cessions from Eastern Cherokee chiefs. A treaty signed in 1817 prompted
a new wave of migrations, and by the following year the number of Cherokees living along the
Arkansas River doubled to around six thousand.12Western Cherokees like Bowls resented the
new migrants, and not just because their presence contributed to overhunting and put a strain
on available resources. Ever since Bowls and his followers left the Tennessee River Valley, there
had been bad blood between two groups over the distribution of the federal government’s
annual payments to the tribe. The rift between the Cherokees’ two main branches had grown
wider in recent years, as the Eastern Cherokees began to adopt the cultural practices of their
white neighbors. In Tennessee, Presbyterian and Moravian missionaries enjoyed some success
in converting the Indians to Christianity. Some members of the tribe embraced American ideas
of private property, and a few had become wealthy farmers and slave owners.Richard Fields in
many ways typified the second wave of Cherokees who made the trek west in 1817. One-eighth
Cherokee, he owned a large farm and several slaves on the Chickamauga River. He was fluent
in English, though he could read and write it only with great difficulty, and for several years
worked as a translator for US Indian agents and Moravian missionaries. The missionaries got to
know him well and found to be him a likeable companion as they traveled from one Cherokee
village to another, spreading the gospel in the Tennessee River Valley (one noting ruefully there
was no sign that Fields himself “has been moved by the word of Jesus’ suffering”).13Leaving
behind three wives and several children, Fields—he does not seem to have been known by an
Indian name—was in his early forties when he decided to take advantage of the government’s
resettlement program. For a time he prospered in US Indian Territory, acquiring six hundred
acres on the St. Francis River, where he raised cattle and horses. Dressing according to his



station in Cherokee society, he favored buckskin clothing lined with coral beads, and sported an
exquisitely crafted long rifle with ornate silver mountings and inlays. As part of a bustling
commercial network that connected whites and Indians on the North American frontier, he was
an engaging, self-confident man, who lived at the intersection of two worlds and seemed
comfortable in both.14The new migrants’ attachment to Anglo-American values brought about
significant changes in the tribe’s relationship with its indigenous neighbors on the Low Plains.
Less attached to the old ways, the newcomers disapproved of the warrior ethos that had fueled
the Western Cherokees’ ongoing conflict with the Osage. For Bowls, matters came to a head
when an Osage raid resulted in the death of three men of his village. As he had done so often in
the past, the chief called for swift retribution. This time, a tribal council that included several
Eastern Cherokee chiefs sided with local authorities and denied his request. Bowls angrily
packed up and left, separating from the Western Cherokees entirely. During the winter of 1819–
1820 he would lead sixty warriors and their families south across the Red River into Spanish
Texas.15SPAIN’S NORTH AMERICAN COLONIAL EMPIRE WAS IN ITS DEATH throes when
the Cherokees crossed the Red River. For almost a decade, Mexico had been wracked by a
bloody war for independence that was now grinding toward a conclusion. Home to no more than
three thousand Hispanos, Texas had never occupied a significant place in Spain’s imperial
project. Nonetheless, it was not spared the wrenching upheaval of revolution, and in recent
years the area had devolved into virtual anarchy. So feeble was Spain’s hold over the northern
frontier that Texas had begun to attract the attention of American adventurers, who launched a
number of filibustering expeditions into the province. At first, such enterprises were undertaken
in cooperation with Mexican revolutionists. But as the War of Independence dragged on,
American soldiers of fortune began to pursue an agenda all their own, with the goal of
establishing an independent Texas that could one day be annexed by the United
States.16Despite the political chaos, Texas remained, for all intents and purposes, a Native
American world, inhabited by a constellation of peoples as culturally distinct as the region was
vast. Bowls’s Cherokees were not the first refugee Indians from the United States to find a home
in East Texas. For several years, this remote corner of New Spain had become a destination of
choice for Native Americans displaced by white encroachment. A few Western Cherokees
received permission from Spanish officials to reside in East Texas as early as 1807. About the
same time, small groups of Alabama, Coushatta, and Biloxi Indians from the Lower South
crossed the Sabine River into Texas, to settle in the bayou country between the Trinity and
Neches rivers. Still others, the Shawnees, Delawares, and Kickapoos, Algonquin-speaking
peoples from the Ohio River Valley, drifted into East Texas after Tecumseh’s efforts to establish a
pan-Indian alliance ended in failure during the War of 1812.17The Indian refugees who came to
Texas from the United States would find an even more diverse collection of Native peoples
already living there. Before the arrival of the Spanish, East Texas was one of the densest
population centers in North America, home to a flourishing confederacy that extended into
northern Louisiana and Arkansas. Known collectively as Caddos, the woodland tribes had been



decimated by European diseases, but one or two thousand still remained, living in small villages
between the Sabine and Trinity rivers. Seminomadic Wichitas, driven off the Low Plains by the
Osage several decades earlier, occupied the prairies of northeast Texas, while some drifted
farther south, into the central part of the province, establishing fortified towns along the Brazos
and Navasota rivers. Nomadic tribes, the Comanches and Apaches, vied for control of buffalo
grazing lands, having displaced Tonkawa bands that now roamed the post oak savannahs closer
to the coast. Along the Gulf Coast, several hundred Karankawas fished and hunted in area bays
and waterways, rarely venturing more than a few miles inland.18For Bowls’s Cherokees, the first
couple of years would be difficult ones, as they sought to find land not already claimed by Native
peoples. After crossing the Red River, they made their way south, to the headwaters of the
Trinity near present-day Dallas. There they clashed with the Taovaya Wichitas, who jealously
guarded the area’s creeks and streams, heavily timbered with the bois d’arc tree, essential for
making bows. Within a year one-third of Bowls’s warriors had been killed in clashes with the
tribe.19On the move again, the Cherokees followed well-worn Caddo trails into the forests of
East Texas. An immense wedge of timberland comprising roughly one-third of the province, the
area was part of a great pine belt that spanned much of the American South, a humid region of
slow-moving rivers, languid creeks, and stagnant bayous. Its gently undulating landscape
flattened out as it stretched southward, the pine barrens giving way to the wetlands of the Gulf
Coast. The Cherokees settled between the Neches and Angelina rivers, about a day’s ride north
of the small Spanish town of Nacogdoches. The Caddo Indians resented the newcomers, but
unlike the Osage and Wichitas lacked the numbers to expel them. A recent smallpox pandemic
had wiped out more than half the indigenous population, leaving the survivors severely scarred
from the effects of the disease. Here, under a canopy of loblolly, longleaf, and shortleaf pines,
the Cherokees built villages of log cabins where Caddo brush tipis once stood, and returned
long-abandoned, weed-choked fields and pastureland to productivity. The forests teemed with
black bear, wild turkeys, peccary, and white-tailed deer. No less important, with Natchitoches,
Louisiana, one hundred miles to the east, the Cherokees had a ready market for their skins and
furs. Having spent the last decade wandering across the Mississippi Valley, Bowls and his
people had at last found a home.20Or so they thought.No sooner had the Cherokees arrived in
East Texas than they received news that caused them to question their decision to migrate to
Texas. In the summer of 1821, a party of government officials rode into Nacogdoches to escort a
twenty-seven-year-old American land agent, Stephen F. Austin, to San Antonio. One year earlier,
Austin’s father, Moses, had received permission from the provincial governor to establish a
colony of three hundred Anglo-American settlers in Texas. When Moses died of pneumonia, his
son decided, after some initial hesitation, to move forward with the project, and had come to
Texas to scout out a suitable location for the colony. News of Austin’s plans created considerable
buzz in Louisiana, prompting some families to move across the Sabine River. For the
Cherokees, reports of Anglo-American migration were a troubling development, given the failure
of federal and state officials to protect them from white encroachment in the United States.



Complicating matters still further, they learned a few months later that the Spanish viceroy had
ratified the Plan of Iguala, confirming Mexico’s independence. What all this meant for the
Cherokees remained to be seen. They were no longer under the protection of Spain, and as
squatters had no legal claim to the land they were now working so hard to improve.21Richard
Fields was especially keen to have some clarity on the Cherokees’ status as residents of Mexico.
He had recently moved south into Texas, possibly a victim of the economic downturn that
gripped the United States in 1819. Joining Bowls in the Piney Woods, he quickly assumed a
position of some authority with the tribe, although the two men, separated by a generation that
had seen dramatic changes in Cherokee life and culture, had little in common. Unlike Bowls,
Fields saw land as a commodity, a perspective that gave him a clearer understanding of the
value of legal title.Early in 1822 Fields wrote to Mexican authorities, introducing himself as “a
chief of the Cherokee Nation.” The Spanish had given the immigrant Indians land grants to settle
in Texas, he explained. Did the new Mexican government intend to honor these commitments?
In fact, no such contracts existed; Spanish officials had merely given a few refugee Indian
groups informal permission to settle the area. It would not be the only time Fields would exhibit a
casual disregard for the truth in his dealings with Mexican authorities. “I wish to humbly fall at
your feet and ask you,” he inquired plaintively, “what must be done with us poor
Indians?”22Several months passed without a response. Tired of waiting, Fields decided to lead
a delegation to San Antonio to meet with the provincial governor, José Felix Trespalacios. That
fall, after the tribe held their annual Green Corn Dance, a weeklong celebration of the corn
harvest, Fields and Bowls set out on their journey with a party of twenty Cherokee men.Two
translators accompanied the Indians, one of them a twenty-three-year-old native of Jalapa, a
town in Mexico’s central highlands. José Antonio Mexía had spent much of the recent civil war in
exile with his family in Natchitoches, a haven for many Mexican expatriates, and he had probably
met Fields during one of the Indian leader’s cattle drives across the Sabine. Handsome and
ambitious, Mexía looked forward to making a new life for himself in post-revolutionary Mexico.
He had already given some thought to a military career, and with the government apparently
willing to do business with American land agents like Austin, he was equally excited by the
prospect of investing in Texas lands.23The party followed the Camino Real (Royal Road) that
stretched in a gentle north-south arc across the midsection of Texas. Little more than a footpath
marked out by the Spanish, the road took the Cherokees out of the dense pine barrens of East
Texas into the rolling hills and post oak savannahs of the Brazos River valley. At that time of year
they would have encountered large herds of buffalo and pronghorn antelope following the
grasslands down to the Gulf Coast. Beyond the Colorado River some seventy miles farther west,
the undulating prairie gave way to a chain of rugged, limestone hills, the southeastern edge of
the Edwards Plateau. Here the Camino Real traversed a web of spring-fed streams and creeks,
winding its way up hillsides dotted with thickets of mesquite and live oak, and down into ravines
where dense cedar brakes crowded upon the trail.24At length the party reached the edge of a
broad basin, where it caught the first glimpse of its destination, several miles distant. From afar,



the former capital of Spanish Texas appeared to good advantage. Founded more than a century
earlier, San Antonio de Béxar was a town of some two thousand inhabitants (Bexareños), an
oasis of whitewashed stone and adobe buildings clustered around two main plazas. The San
Fernando church in the city center dominated the landscape; five Franciscan mission complexes
built in the eighteenth century to Christianize the area’s indigenous peoples sat along a fifteen-
mile stretch of the San Antonio River south of town.A closer inspection, however, revealed a
crumbling colonial outpost that had been in a state of decay long before Spain lost control of its
New World empire. The Catholic Church had abandoned its efforts to convert the Indians
decades earlier. Now the missions lay in ruins, occupied by a handful of Indian families. The few
Hispanos that passed for well-to-do raised cattle and sheep, which they sold in the towns along
the Rio Grande. Cash poor, some were lucky enough to supplement their income as government
functionaries. But most Bexareños eked out a hardscrabble existence, living in jacales, crude
huts of mud-daubed cedar poles and thatched roofs. The town had been especially hard hit by
the ravages of civil war. Royalist troops routed republican forces on the nearby Medina River in
1813, leaving the bodies of hundreds of rebels strewn along the roadway into town. There they
lay for nine years, until Governor Trespalacios ordered the bones removed and given a proper
burial, a few weeks before Bowls and Fields arrived.25War and imperial neglect were not the
only reasons for San Antonio de Béxar’s forlorn condition. The town had been a target of the
nomadic tribes of central Texas for decades, its ranching economy devastated by Comanche,
Apache, and Tonkawa raiding parties. Things had only gotten worse in the final years of Spanish
rule. With its colonial empire in a state of collapse, the Crown could not afford the gifts that
traditionally kept the tribes at bay, and drastically cut back its military presence in the area. In
San Antonio only a skeleton crew of a few dozen soldiers remained, whose weapons were in
disrepair, and who lacked even enough horses to go in pursuit of large parties of Indian raiders.
Unable to develop the region’s rich agricultural potential for fear of attack, Bexareños lived in a
perpetual defensive crouch, reduced to growing corn and other subsistence crops on small plots
of land just outside town.26In recent years the Comanches had become nothing less than an
existential threat to the town’s survival. Known by the name given them by the Utes, meaning
“people who fight all the time,” five major Comanche bands numbering about ten thousand
people held sway over the Southern Plains. The easternmost band, the Penatekas, or “Honey
Eaters,” lived in large rancherías (encampments) along the headwaters of the Colorado River.
Riding down off the Edwards Plateau, Penateka warriors menaced not only San Antonio but the
string of half a dozen towns along the Rio Grande, the villas del norte. They seized captives
(invariably women and children), stole horses and mules, and killed cattle. With little fear of
Spanish troops, they sometimes sauntered boldly into town to demand trade goods and
supplies. The captives they incorporated into the tribe or sold back to local officials. The horses
and mules they drove north, trading them to American merchants on the Red River for guns and
ammunition.27In his meeting with Fields and Bowls, Governor Trespalacios quickly saw that the
Cherokees were nothing like the Comanches, or any of the nomadic or seminomadic tribes he



was familiar with. “They work for their living and dress in cotton cloth which they themselves
manufacture. They raise cattle and horses,” he wrote in a glowing report to his superiors in
Saltillo and Mexico City, who were as unfamiliar with the Cherokees as he was. It occurred to him
that the immigrant Indians offered a possible solution to his intractable Comanche problem.
Giving the Cherokees a parcel of land in East Texas would be a small price to pay, he reasoned,
if their warriors would help to interdict the flow of Comanche contraband across the US-Mexico
border.28The governor lacked the authority to grant Fields’s request, but he was happy to do
what he could. Drafting an eight-part agreement with the Cherokee leader, he ruled that the
Indians could stay where they were for the present, giving the tribe full rights and privileges as
“Hispano-Americans.” Since a formal land grant could only be issued by the national
government, Trespalacios gave Fields and Bowls permission to proceed to Mexico City, where a
constitutional monarchy had been established under Agustin de Iturbide. Advising them to make
their case in person to the new regime, he provided the Indian leaders with a small military
escort for the eight-hundred-mile journey. The young Mexía, aware that he could pursue his own
interests more successfully in Mexico City than anywhere else, readily signed on to serve as
translator for the group on its long trek to the capital.292. Penateka Comanches in War Dress. By
Lino Sánchez y Tapia. Courtesy of the Gilcrease Museum, Tulsa, Oklahoma.Given the
delegation’s warm reception in San Antonio, Fields must have had high hopes for the success of
his mission. Indeed, Trespalacios had been so encouraging that he may have assumed that
Mexico City’s approval of his land grant request was merely a formality. But the path toward a
permanent Cherokee homeland in Texas would be a long and tortuous one, strewn with
obstacles that Fields could not have foreseen. As the little group set out for the nation’s capital,
the Cherokees’ Texas journey had only just begun.TWOINNOCENTS ABROADEARLY IN 1823
FIELDS AND BOWLS REACHED MEXICO CITY. Built on the ruins of the Aztec metropolis of
Tenochtitlan, with a population of 150,000, it was the largest city in the Western Hemisphere.
Situated at the southern end of a broad valley anchored by a pair of snow-capped volcanoes,
the seat of Spanish power in the Americas had experienced a massive construction boom in the
second half of the eighteenth century. Draining shallow marshlands where Aztec floating
gardens once stood, colonial architects built a Baroque city that served as a testament to the
vast mineral wealth the Crown had extracted from its colonial possessions, a crowded urban
space of churches, monasteries, convents, and public buildings, each an ornamented marvel of
stucco and stone. The city could boast a major university, an academy of fine arts, and an
engineering college. What London was to England and Paris to France, Mexico City was to
Mexico—its political, economic, and cultural epicenter.Visitors to the capital were invariably
struck by its extremes of rich and poor. Impressed by the great homes of its upper classes, the
German scientist Alexander von Humboldt dubbed it “the city of palaces.” But it was also a city in
which grinding poverty was the norm for many, with a homeless population, according to some
estimates, as high as twenty thousand. While elite families took leisurely promenades along the
Alameda and other municipal parks, the city’s urban poor, composed largely of non-



Hispanicized Indians and known disparagingly as léperos, scrounged and begged for
food.1Fields and Bowls arrived to find a gaggle of Americans in residence in the capital, who
had come for much the same reason: to seek the government’s permission to settle the northern
frontier. The approval of Moses Austin’s land grant in the waning days of Spanish rule had
sparked a flurry of interest in the United States, especially among entrepreneurially minded men
with the money to invest in Texas lands. For its part, the new government recognized that its
underpopulated frontier was a problem that required urgent attention. Comanche raiding parties,
having laid waste to many of the ranchos of the lower Rio Grande valley, were beginning to
probe ever deeper into Mexico’s interior in their search for mules and horses. At the same time,
the activities of American filibusters during the War of Independence had not gone unnoticed,
alerting the government to the very real possibility that it might lose Texas altogether if it did not
act quickly to establish control over the area. A colonization program that allowed private land
agents to recruit settlers from the United States, Europe, and Mexico with the promise of cheap
land seemed a cost-effective way to populate the northern frontier in the shortest amount of
time.2Clutching maps and land grant petitions, the Americans spent their days lobbying for
various colonization schemes, roaming the dimly lit corridors of the National Palace, a sprawling
building on the central plaza that housed Iturbide’s official residence, chambers of congress,
and government offices. They whiled away their nights drinking and gambling. The high roller of
the group was Haden Edwards, a land agent from Kentucky, who bought a roulette wheel and
turned his lodgings into a gaming house.3The American contingent included Stephen F. Austin,
who had made the same journey as Fields and Bowls nine months earlier. Austin’s colony along
the Brazos River had gotten off to a promising start, but since his father’s land grant was
awarded by Spain, he had come to Mexico City to make sure that the new government would
honor the contract. In the nation’s capital, Austin displayed the qualities that would make him
Texas’s most successful empresario (land agent). Unlike the other American entrepreneurs
loitering about the city, he understood that his colonization project depended upon his ability to
navigate the terrain of a foreign culture. Try as he might, Austin never entirely escaped the
burden of his own racial prejudices. He was shocked, for example, by the squalor of the city’s
poorest classes, confiding to his brother that the léperos “want nothing but tails to be more
brutes than the apes.” Yet he applied himself diligently to a mastery of the Spanish language,
which enabled him to forge not only effective working relationships but close friendships with
Mexicans both in Texas and the nation’s capital.4From the outset, the Cherokees were at a
disadvantage, handicapped by a lack of funds. Little expecting when they left East Texas that
their trip would turn into a thousand-mile trek deep into the heart of Mexico, they were ill-
prepared for the costs of a long journey, much less an extended stay in the nation’s capital.
Fortunately, they had been able to rely on the kindness of strangers along the way. With a letter
of safe conduct from Trespalacios, they received small sums of money from Mexican officials in
the towns they passed; hacienda owners along their route provided lodging and food for the
party free of charge. Arriving penniless in the capital, the Cherokees also gained the sympathy



of Emperor Iturbide, who ordered the treasury to cover their living expenses.5The Indians soon
discovered they had another problem—a competitor for the East Texas lands they were seeking
to obtain from the Mexican government. The young translator José Antonio Mexía, his mission
on behalf of the Cherokees at an end, now appeared at the National Palace to put forward his
own land grant petition. Evidently he had been working on the proposal for some time—even
before he signed on as Fields’s translator, in fact—having already lined up American investors.
Mexía proposed to settle several hundred Louisiana farmers on a swath of land between the
Angelina and Neches rivers—the very land the Cherokees now occupied.6As it turned out,
political events would soon conspire to wreck the plans of both the Indians and their former
translator. For several months hostility toward Iturbide had been building among regional
leaders, who saw the monarchy as a threat to their own authority. One by one the provinces
began to declare their opposition to the empire, forcing Iturbide to abdicate in March. The
provisional government—a three-man executive body that would rule until a new constitution
could be drafted—promptly voided all legislation passed by his regime, throwing the entire Texas
land grant program into doubt and confusion. But it allowed Austin’s contract to stand—evidence
of the young empresario’s skill in cultivating influential friends. Austin left the capital soon
afterward, free to devote his energies to establishing the first Anglo-American colony in Texas.3.
José Antonio Mexía (1800–1839). One of the first Mexican citizens to recognize the economic
potential of Texas, Mexía would acquire title to more than a quarter of a million acres of land in
the province before he was thirty. Courtesy of the Bancroft Library, University of California,
Berkeley.The new government took a decidedly cooler attitude toward the Indian delegation,
however. A ruling on their petition would now be made by Lucas Alamán, Minister of Interior and
External Relations. A wealthy arch-conservative, Alamán felt no affection for Indians of any kind,
having watched in horror when lower-class mobs sacked Guanajuato, slaughtering the town’s
well-to-do residents, during the War of Independence. While the Cherokees’ land grant petition
still enjoyed support in Congress, he was eager to be rid of them. The government promptly
stopped the allowance they had received from Iturbide, leaving Fields no choice but to turn to
the well-heeled Haden Edwards for money. Issuing a quick decision on their petition, the minister
ruled that the agreement Fields had signed with Trespalacios could remain “provisionally in
force,” but no more Indians could be settled in Texas until passage of a new colonization law.
Grudgingly, Alamán agreed to cover the chiefs’ travel costs for the trip back to Texas, but any
future petitions would have to be submitted in writing. The dismissive tone of Alamán’s ruling
was unmistakable: the Cherokees had overstayed their welcome. For Fields and Bowls there
was nothing left to do but pack up and start the long journey home.7Mexía, for his part, took the
change of government in stride. After another unsuccessful attempt to obtain a Texas land grant,
he secured an appointment in the army and seems to have had little difficulty gaining access to
the right social circles. A few months after his arrival in the capital, the dashing young officer
married Charlotte Walker, the daughter of a prosperous British merchant. And like Austin, he
spent much of his time networking. Among the most prominent political contacts he would make



during this period was Lorenzo de Zavala, a Yucatecan delegate to congress who sat on the
colonization committee. It would prove to be the most important and enduring friendship of his
life.8Short, paunchy, with a crop of curly, thinning black hair, the thirty-five-year-old Zavala was a
rising star on the Mexican political scene. A liberal newspaper editor and physician, he had
spent three years in prison during the War of Independence, during which time he learned
English and immersed himself in the writings of the political thinkers of the Enlightenment and
the American Revolution. A great admirer of the American political experiment, he was not so
naive as to believe that the new Mexican nation could follow a path identical to its republican
neighbor to the north. At the same time, as a firm believer in popular sovereignty and a fierce
critic of the wealth and power of the Catholic Church, he saw in the United States an emerging
democracy that drew a line between church and state in civic life, a beacon that would light the
way for the fledgling republics of Latin America as they sought to free themselves from the
vestiges of Spanish colonial rule.9Despite the thirteen-year age difference between Zavala and
Mexía, theirs was not strictly a mentor-protégé relationship. Mexía had spent many years in the
United States, and Zavala would come to value his opinions on American life. Perhaps even
more important, the young Mexía possessed a well-honed business sense that the urbane
politician could not have failed to appreciate. An enthusiastic booster of Texas commercial
development, Mexía was one of only a handful of Mexicans in the 1820s who saw what
American land speculators saw: a region destined to become the new frontier of a rapidly
expanding cotton economy. There was a fortune to be made in Texas lands, and together Mexía
and Zavala were eager to take advantage of the opportunity.After the fall of Emperor Iturbide, the
fault lines that would define the Mexican political landscape became clearer. Resembling the
partisan divide that had emerged in the early days of the American republic, Mexico’s ruling
class coalesced into two broad factions that would engage in a decades-long struggle to
determine the proper balance between national and regional power. Wealthy conservatives
favored a strong, centralized form of government. As representatives of the country’s privileged
interests, such as the Church and large hacendados, they sought to preserve the colonial social
order, advocating a constitutional monarchy or some other form of central authority to contain
the widespread disruptions that the struggle for independence had unleashed. Middle class
liberals, on the other hand, saw the end of Spanish rule as an opportunity to effect sweeping
change, championing a federal republic on a Jeffersonian model that would give greater political
power to provincial elites.10In the fall of 1824, in a repudiation of the authoritarian rule of
Iturbide, liberal federalists dominated the new Constituent Congress, and with Zavala serving as
president drafted a constitution that limited the power of the national government. On the Texas
lands issue, congress took a position consistent with the shift toward federalism and regional
autonomy. Passing a new colonization law, the national government gave the nineteen states the
authority to manage and distribute their public lands. Henceforth the state legislatures, not
Mexico City, would rule on the petitions of prospective empresarios.11The news was a major
setback for Haden Edwards, who had spent more than two years in the capital. But he had come



too far to abandon the enterprise at this point. With an American companion the businessman
headed to Saltillo, the new state capital of Coahuila y Texas (no doubt taking his roulette wheel
with him). The almost five-hundred-mile journey was a dangerous one that twice required them
to fight off bandits on the road. Edwards hoped the legislature would act quickly, but again he
would be disappointed. Before it could approve any land grant petitions, the state government
would first have to draft its own colonization law. Accustomed to waiting, he now waited some
more, settling into the dusty town on Mexico’s northern frontier, where he was soon joined by a
new crowd of American speculators looking to colonize the lands north of the Rio Grande.By this
time, Richard Fields was back in East Texas, believing the Mexican government would rule
separately on the Indians’ petition. But once the Cherokees left the capital, Alamán did not give
their land grant request another thought. As for the national colonization law, it said nothing
about a provisional agreement with the tribe. Presumably, if Fields wanted to establish a formal
claim to lands in East Texas, he would have to present a petition to the state legislature like
everyone else. Mexican officials would later assert that Fields would have received a favorable
hearing from sympathetic lawmakers in Saltillo had he done so. But the Cherokee leader had
other plans. And the consequences would be felt far beyond his little corner of the Piney
Woods.Fields had been given the brush-off in Mexico City, but that is not what he told the
Cherokees when he returned to East Texas. As far as he was concerned—or so he told the tribe
—the mission had been an unparalleled success. The Mexican government, he claimed, had
given the delegation everything it asked for, and more. It had approved the tribe’s land grant
petition and entrusted him with the task of uniting the East Texas tribes under his leadership. Not
only that, but Fields seemed to have conveniently forgotten Alamán’s ban on further Indian
immigration from the United States, insisting that he had been given “full powers to distribute the
vacant lands of this country” to the tribes above the Red River.12Clearly, something had gotten
lost in translation.It is hard to make sense of Fields’s behavior during this crucial period. One
explanation is that it was all a colossal misunderstanding. According to this interpretation, the
Indians were unfamiliar with the language and political institutions of their new country, and were
unaware of the procedures and protocols needed to bring their claim to the attention of Mexican
authorities. Since Fields spoke no Spanish, he may not have known that the informal agreement
made with Trespalacios in San Antonio could be superseded by leaders in the capital. As one
historian charitably—but patronizingly—put it, the Cherokees “did the best they knew how.”13Yet
Fields was hardly a simple child of the forest. For much of his adult life he had bought and sold
land from whites, and he was in contact with a number of American speculators with business
interests in Mexico. Possibly his trip to Mexico City convinced him that the Cherokees could not
compete with the deep-pocketed and well-connected entrepreneurs seeking the favor of
Mexican leaders. So he opted instead to disregard Alamán’s ruling and proceed with his own
plans to settle the area with refugee Indians from the United States. Such a strategy was fraught
with risk, but if he could make national leaders see the advantages of a large Indian population
that could defend the northern frontier from the Comanches, it might be a risk worth taking. He



could always plead ignorance later, and chance the consequences. Even if Mexico City
disapproved of his actions, Fields was well aware that the government’s control over the area
was tenuous at best. Once the Indians took possession of East Texas, there would be little
Alamán could do about it.Thus while Edwards was cooling his heels in Saltillo, Fields headed
north, into US Indian Territory above the Red River, where he issued a call to all “oppressed and
dissatisfied” Native Americans to join the Cherokees in Texas. Soon US Indian agents tasked
with monitoring the Native peoples west of the Mississippi began to detect signs of unusual
activity. One agent informed the War Department that a group of Texas Cherokees, headed by a
chief described only as “the most daring and intelligent man in the nation,” had been spotted in
southeast Arkansas. Another reported that some Shawnee and Delaware bands had abruptly
abandoned their villages and were moving below the Red River. But the reports were
fragmentary and incomplete; US officials did not know any more about Fields’s plans than their
counterparts in Mexico did.14To the south, in the Brazos River valley, the first Anglo-American
settlement in Texas was well underway. Stephen F. Austin quickly fulfilled the terms of his first
contract, bringing almost three hundred colonists and their families to Texas by the summer of
1824. In a country that depended heavily on ranching, Mexico’s empresario program was crafted
to attract stock-raisers, offering prospective colonists enormous tracts of grazing land. Most of
Austin’s settlers, however, hailed from the American South and had come to cash in on a
worldwide cotton boom that had sent prices for the crop soaring. As a result, a Texas colonist
could receive more than a league of land, or about 4,600 acres, for one hundred dollars, to be
paid in installments, at a time when public lands in the United States were selling for $1.25 an
acre. Single men who married Mexican citizens would receive even more. There were surveying
fees—Austin charged twelve and a half cents an acre—but it was still an unbelievable bargain.
Equipped with an ox and a plough, settlers could cultivate only a small portion of the land they
were allotted, leaving the remainder undeveloped, to increase in value as the colony
grew.15Austin selected as the site of his colony a prime chunk of real estate in the central part of
the province, bounded by the Camino Real to the north and the San Jacinto and Lavaca rivers to
the east and west. Most of Austin’s colonists gravitated to the well-watered savannahs of the
Brazos and Colorado river valleys running through the middle of his land grant, which were
ideally suited to cotton farming and offered relatively easy access to the Gulf Coast and markets
in New Orleans.In later years, the empresario liked to say that the first Anglo-American colony in
Texas had “redeemed a wilderness.” In fact, Austin’s early settlers would find a sparsely
populated region, but hardly an uninhabited one. More than two thousand Native Americans
lived within the boundaries of his land grant in the early 1820s. The Texas coastal region had
long been the domain of the Karankawas, the name given to three main groups of hunter-
gatherers that fished and hunted in inlets and marshes. Farther inland, Austin’s colonists would
find roving bands of Tonkawas, buffalo hunters pushed off the Low Plains by more aggressive
tribes decades earlier. Although the two groups sometimes resisted Spanish intrusion, in recent
years they had come to accept the small numbers of Hispanos in their midst. Bitter enemies of



the Comanches, the Tonkawas saw royal officials in San Antonio as valuable allies and as an
important source of trade goods. For the Karankawas, the Spanish were a welcome source of
food, allowing the Franciscans to build a couple of missions near the coast as part of the
Crown’s ambitious but largely unsuccessful effort to Hispanicize the native population.16The
workable peace forged by Tonkawas, Karankawas, and Hispanos would be shattered—and
quickly—when Anglo-Americans began to settle the area in the 1820s. Austin’s first encounter
with Tonkawas and Karankawas had occurred during a fact-finding mission to Texas in the fall of
1821. Visiting the villages of both tribes, he was greeted warmly by their chiefs. But he hurried on
his way, spending as little time among the Indians as possible. His journal reveals an all-
consuming interest in the quality of the soil, timber, and water in the area—features essential to
its commercial development. But he gave no thought whatsoever to the place Native peoples
would occupy in his future colony. The Tonkawas he regarded with contempt as “great beggars.”
His view of the Karankawas was even less charitable, no doubt prejudiced by the writings of
some Franciscans who, embittered by their lack of success in converting the tribe to Christianity,
portrayed them as almost subhuman. Despite the Karankawas’ cordial welcome, Austin’s mind
was already made up. He described the coastal Indians in his journal as “universal enemies of
man,” ominously offering the opinion that he saw no future for the tribe but their ultimate
“extermination.”174. Stephen Fuller Austin (1793–1836). Known after his death as the “Father of
Texas,” Austin was the most successful Anglo-American colonizer on Mexico’s northern frontier.
Courtesy of the Palestine Public Library.Austin’s colonists felt much the same way. “They were
the most savage looking human beings I ever saw,” one early settler remembered of the
Karankawas. “Their ugly faces were rendered hideous by the alligator grease and dirt with which
they were besmeared from head to foot as a defense against mosquitoes.” In the very first
encounter between Karankawas and the new arrivals, at the mouth of the Colorado River in
1823, a shoving match ensued when the Indians demanded a share of the provisions the
colonists had brought with them. The Americans proceeded upriver, leaving a couple of men to
guard their supplies. When they returned, they found the men dead and the supplies gone.
There were clashes with the Tonkawas, too, and always over the theft of livestock and food. Both
tribes were accustomed to supplementing their meager diet by poaching from isolated ranchos
and the nearby missions, a practice Hispano residents grudgingly tolerated. The Indians soon
found that the Anglo newcomers held very different ideas about private property, invariably
responding to thefts with swift and often brutal reprisals. Aware that his fledgling colony could
not fight both tribes at once, Austin sought to curry favor with the Tonkawas with gifts of farm
implements and seed corn. Free to adopt more aggressive measures toward the Karankawas,
the empresario would eventually call for a shoot-on-sight policy toward the tribe. Bands of
settlers pursued the Indians into bottomlands and canebrakes, wiping out an entire village in the
Dressing Point Massacre in 1826. Soon afterward, fragments of the tribe relocated below the
Lavaca River, out of harm’s way.18Local authorities generally gave Austin a wide berth in his
dealings with Native peoples, sharing his desire to populate the region with loyal and productive



citizens. Given the absence of any official administrative or judicial presence in the area, the
Mexican government expected an empresario to be more than a real estate agent, but a
benevolent patrón to the colonists under his care. It was a role that Austin, who inherited from his
Connecticut-born father a decidedly Whiggish disposition, was born to play.Establishing his
headquarters on the west bank of the Brazos River about eighty miles from the Gulf Coast, from
which would emerge the crude beginnings of a town, San Felipe de Austin, the empresario
supervised every facet of the life of his colony. A man of prodigious work habits, he authored a
civil and criminal code for the settlement, and for the first five years served as its only civil
authority. Screening potential immigrants carefully, he wrote to a business associate, “Let us
have no black sheep in our flock.” Austin hoped to attract individuals who were “enlightened by
education and matured by experience,” not “hot headed youths” or “ignorant” frontiersmen. This
was, of course, wishful thinking, since well-established planters in the American South had little
reason to relocate. Austin’s colonists were upwardly mobile but unlettered farmers looking for a
fresh start, who sometimes chafed at his paternalistic manner, not to mention the twelve-and-a-
half-cent surveying surcharge. He had spent much of his life west of the Appalachians, yet he
had little in common with the roughhewn men and women who gravitated to his colony. Ill-suited
to the dictates of a democratic age, he remained, at heart, a snob.19TO THE NORTHEAST, IN
THE PINE FORESTS NEAR THE TEXAS-Louisiana border, Fields was quietly building a power
base of his own. The Cherokees were not the largest or the most powerful Indian group in East
Texas. But under Fields’s leadership the tribe now emerged as the head of an ad hoc
confederation, which outsiders would come to know as the Cherokees and their “associated
bands.” After recruiting Indians above the Red River for more than a year, he decided the time
had come to let Mexican authorities know what he had been up to.In two remarkable letters, one
to the jefe politico (political chief) in San Antonio, the other to the alcalde (chief magistrate) of
Nacogdoches, Fields took the opportunity to lay out his plans for the future. In a tone that
suggested he was not telling them anything they did not already know, he explained that he had
received a land grant from the national government, as well as a commission to unite the Indians
of East Texas. Almost nonchalantly, he informed them that he would be holding a grand council
of the tribes in Cherokee territory that summer in an effort to bring about peace on the northern
frontier. To the local alcalde he added that, if he wished, he was welcome to attend.20The
Mexican officials were flabbergasted. If Fields had been awarded a land grant in the forests of
East Texas, or been given permission to form a coalition of the immigrant tribes, it was certainly
news to them. Unsure how to proceed, they forwarded the letters to Mexico City and awaited
instructions. The response from Lucas Alamán did little to shed light on things. Nothing Fields
had told them was true, the minister replied. When concerned local officials asked the Cherokee
leader to produce the documents he claimed to have received from the government, Fields
blithely ignored the request. He was a loyal citizen of the Mexican state, he repeatedly assured
them, and he would prove it by unleashing his warriors against the Comanches and any other
tribes who raided the settlements on the northern frontier.21While Alamán was trying to figure



out how an obscure Indian leader had managed to bring thousands of refugees into East Texas
without the government’s knowledge, in Saltillo state lawmakers were finally getting around to
passing a colonization law. The legislature soon issued to American empresarios the first of
some two dozen land grants above the Rio Grande. Haden Edwards’s patience was finally
rewarded with a contract to settle eight hundred families on a parcel of land that stretched
across eleven present-day East Texas counties. His son-in-law, Frost Thorn, got one, too, a
contract to settle four hundred families farther north. The exact boundaries of these grants were
anything but clear—legislators had only a vague knowledge of the lands they were giving away—
but there could be little doubt that Thorn’s contract, and perhaps part of Edwards’s as well,
included the dense timberlands the Cherokees and other immigrant tribes called home.The
news that the state legislature had awarded land grants that effectively annulled Indian territorial
claims sparked a flurry of rumors in Texas about what Fields might do next. On the Brazos River,
Stephen F. Austin heard disturbing reports that the Cherokee leader was so angry that he
intended to raise a force of immigrant Indians to sweep the area of Mexicans and Anglos, and
immediately notified the political chief in San Antonio, José Antonio Saucedo. “I do not believe
that Fields wants war, but he is discontented,” he wrote, and urged Saucedo to appease him by
giving the Indians land.22Fields was mulling his options—and a war against the Mexican
government may well have been one of them—when a short, stocky white man appeared in his
village. To the Cherokee leader, the unexpected arrival of John Dunn Hunter, one of the most
famous men on the North American frontier, must have seemed nothing less than providential.
Though only in his late twenties (he did not know his exact age), Hunter claimed to have been
kidnapped by the Kickapoos as a child and raised by the Kansas and Osage Indians. He had
recently authored a widely read memoir, though its authenticity would be questioned by some
who resented its harsh critique of Anglo-American treatment of indigenous peoples. He became
an international celebrity, sought out as an expert on the western tribes by such figures as
Thomas Jefferson and James Madison and feted by British high society. All were captivated by
the young American, who spoke with such passionate authority on the plight of the Indians that
some likened it to “a storm that agitated his entire soul.”23Convinced that the western tribes
could be readily assimilated if taught the necessary agricultural skills, Hunter in 1824 embarked
upon a personal crusade to extend “the benefits of civil life to the Indians.” He made his way to
Arkansas, intending to live among the Quapaw, only to find that the tribe had been pushed
farther west by the War Department. It was then that he began to hear reports of a Cherokee
chief in Texas who was gathering the Native peoples under his leadership.24It was an
auspicious meeting for both men. As a boy, Hunter had been stirred by a fiery speech the
Shawnee chief Tecumseh delivered to the Osage in 1813, during his campaign to unite the
tribes of the Mississippi River Valley. In Richard Fields he saw a similarly charismatic figure, a
leader with the vision to forge a new pan-Indian movement. The two men decided that Hunter
should go to Mexico City to make a second plea for a land grant, reasoning that a famous
American might succeed where two Cherokee leaders had failed. Mindful that the government



would no longer pay for Indian visits to meet with the nation’s leaders, Fields sold off his cattle to
cover Hunter’s expenses.25Arriving in Mexico City in the spring of 1826, Hunter, as expected,
met with a very different reception than that of Fields and Bowls. Lucas Alamán was no longer
serving as Minister of Interior and Exterior Relations, which certainly helped matters. But even
more important, Great Britain and the United States, two nations Mexico could ill afford to
ignore, had recently opened diplomatic relations with the new government, and both saw that a
Cherokee land grant in East Texas would have enormous implications for their ambitions on the
North American continent.The British minister to Mexico, Henry George Ward, was not
impressed with Hunter personally. He found his language “coarse, his appearance dull, and his
manner totally devoid of energy and grace.” But he understood that a large Indian population in
East Texas could serve as an effective barrier to the expansion of the United States, a country
his government viewed as a serious rival to British power in the Western Hemisphere. As
Hunter’s enthusiastic patron, Ward drafted a land grant petition on behalf of the Cherokees that
pledged to establish a homeland in East Texas for thirty thousand displaced US Indians. Hunter
then copied the document in his own hand and presented it to President Guadalupe Victoria. To
no one’s surprise, the president endorsed the plan. Having borrowed heavily from British banks,
his government had no desire to antagonize its principal creditor.26Unfortunately for the
Cherokees, Ward’s American counterpart in Mexico City, Joel Poinsett, was not without
influence of his own. Tapped by President John Quincy Adams to serve as the first US minister
to the Mexican Republic, Poinsett had established a reputation as a zealous representative of
American interests. A South Carolinian with extensive experience in Latin America, the diplomat
spoke fluent Spanish, developing a rapport with the country’s prominent liberals. Poinsett even
helped to create, with Zavala, Mexía, and other federalists, a new Masonic order in the nation’s
capital, the York Rite Lodge, to rival the Scottish Rite Lodge dominated by wealthy
conservatives. With the yorkinos holding lodge meetings at his official residence, Poinsett
commanded a solid bloc of support in Congress, much to the dismay of conservatives who
accused the diplomat of meddling in the country’s internal affairs.27Like many Americans,
Poinsett exhibited a lively fear of the British Empire, which seemed poised to thwart US interests
at every turn. Ward had already bested his American counterpart on one important policy issue,
inking a major trade deal with Mexican leaders. Poinsett had no intention of allowing the British
diplomat to get the better of him again. Instructed by the State Department to see if the Mexican
government would sell all or a part of Texas, he was genuinely alarmed when he got wind of
Hunter’s plan, and Ward’s role in it. Keeping Washington apprised of the Cherokee emissary’s
progress in coded dispatches, the US minister turned to his yorkino allies in Congress to scuttle
the bill. Zavala, sitting on the Senate’s colonization committee, made sure the Cherokee land bill
never came up for a vote. A frustrated Hunter left the capital empty-handed, and returned to
Texas to tell Fields the bad news.28FIELDS HAD BEEN BUSY DURING HUNTER’S ABSENCE,
RECRUITING more Indians from above the Red River as he sought to establish his authority
over the East Texas tribes. Anglo settlers watched with mounting concern as Delawares,



Shawnees, Kickapoos, and others groups streamed into the area. Their fears were compounded
by the fact that the Indians’ actions, to whites at least, were shrouded in secrecy. “Their numbers
are increasing daily from some unknown cause,” one American wrote. When he asked a band of
refugees why they had come, he received only a laconic reply: Richard Fields had summoned
them.29By the spring of 1826 the Cherokee leader would claim that as many as eight thousand
Indians had crossed the Red River, with more on the way. While there is no way of knowing how
many refugee Indians entered the province during the mid-1820s, Fields’s estimate was almost
surely an exaggeration. Still, to the Cherokee leader belongs much of the credit for the sudden
and dramatic increase in the population of Texas during this period. No empresario, not even
Stephen F. Austin, would bring in so many settlers in so short a time.30To allay the growing
concerns among Mexican officials of a pan-Indian alliance, Fields rarely missed an opportunity
to assure them that he bore no ill will toward the government. Far from it, he insisted; the
immigrant Indians considered themselves to be “sons of the Mexicans” and would gladly offer
“the last drop of our blood for the defense of the country.” Again and again he reminded them
that the East Texas tribes stood ready and willing to beat back the Comanches and block the
flow of contraband goods across the US-Mexico border. All he needed was the go-ahead from
Mexican leaders.31Their reluctance to give it must have baffled and irritated Fields. Defending
the frontier against the hostile, nomadic tribes was, after all, one reason why the government
had been so keen to settle the region in the first place. Part of the problem was that Mexican
authorities were not yet ready to embrace the Cherokees and their associated bands as full-
fledged allies. They knew little about the tribes that were moving into Texas and preferred to
keep them at arm’s length, at least for the time being. It was a view Anglo-Americans did little to
discourage. “Although they declare that they are friendly,” warned one settler to the political chief
in San Antonio, “they do not cease to be Indians.”32And part of the problem was Fields himself.
The Cherokee leader’s declarations of loyalty did little to satisfy local officials, who detected in
his letters a troubling self-importance, a sign that Fields might be driven by another, more
personal agenda. Styling himself the “Superior Chief” of the East Texas Indians, he sought to
project an image of power he did not possess, referring to them as “my people.” Yet Fields
ignored, or seemed oblivious to, the fact that the tribes still acted independently of one another,
deferring to the Cherokees only when it was in their interests to do so. No doubt Fields hoped to
impress upon Mexican officials that he was a figure to be reckoned with. Instead, he only gave
them grounds for concern.33Such fears would be confirmed when John Dunn Hunter returned
to East Texas. Fields was furious to learn of Hunter’s rebuff by the Mexican government. He had
been tricked and humiliated, he raged; the immigrant tribes must now rise up and claim by force
what had been promised to them. Hunter was not yet ready to support such a drastic course of
action. Rather than risk a destructive war, he argued, the tribes should simply move across the
Red River, into US Indian Territory. But for Fields there was no turning back; he had staked his
reputation and his personal property on behalf of a “poor orphan tribe of red people that look up
to me for protection.” The Indians could no longer put any faith in Mexican promises, he



declared. “I am a red man and a man of honor. We will lift up our tomahawks and fight for
land.”34THREETHE RED AND WHITE REPUBLIC OF FREDONIARICHARD FIELDS WAS
NOT THE ONLY LEADER IN EAST TEXAS whose anger at the Mexican government had
reached a breaking point in the summer of 1826. The land speculator Haden Edwards, following
in the footsteps of Stephen F. Austin, had been working for more than a year to establish his
colony in the Piney Woods. It had not gone exactly as planned.
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Goyens and Cherokee leaders Chief Bowls and Richard Fields. This book will make you think
about all history in a new way-not just the story of Texas.”
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