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The War with Mexico: Roles

President James K. Polk

I won the presidency by a close vote in 1844 
and now I am president of the United States of 
America. I am a Democrat, and a believer in “Mani-
fest Destiny.” It is God’s plan that the United States 
should spread from the Atlantic to the Pacific. In 
1846, I ordered U.S. troops into an area that was 
claimed both by Texas and Mexico, historically 
occupied by Mexicans. I knew that it was a provo-
cation. As I confided to my Secretary of the Navy: I 
want California to be part of the United States. It’s 
part of Mexico and the only way to get it away from 
them is war. As I’d expected, the Mexicans attacked 
and I convinced Congress to declare war against 
Mexico. Some of my opponents say that I want this 
war only because I own slaves and this is a war to 
extend slavery to Mexico. Nonsense. There is much 
more at stake than slavery. This is about defending 
America’s honor and our national interest.

William Lloyd Garrison, Founder,  
American Anti-Slavery Society

I oppose the Mexican War, as do all true oppo-
nents of slavery. President Polk is a slave owner 
and like all slave owners, he wants to expand 
slavery everywhere. That’s why this war is being 
fought: to steal more territory from Mexico so that 
Mexico can be carved up into new slave states. 
Mexico abolished slavery in 1829, and the Texans 
left Mexico and established their own “country” 
so that they could keep their slaves. Now Texas 
is entering the United States as a slave state. My 
organization and I will speak out, organize protest 
meetings, write articles, publish pamphlets, and do 
everything legal we can do to oppose this immoral 
war. In our newspaper, The Liberator, we have 
written that we hope the Mexicans will win this 
war. It’s not a popular statement these days, but 
when it comes to justice, we cannot compromise.

Colonel Ethan Allen Hitchcock

I am a professional soldier, graduate of the U.S. 
Military Academy, commander of the 3rd Infantry 
Regiment. I am an aide to General Zachary Taylor. 
Like President Polk, Taylor wanted a war with Mexico, 
and so he moved troops to the Rio Grande—terri-
tory claimed by both Mexico and Texas—to provoke 
the Mexicans. Eventually, the Mexicans did attack, 
as Taylor and Polk knew they would. And now U.S. 
leaders have their war. The United States doesn’t have 
any right whatsoever to move into Mexico. The gov-
ernment is looking for war so that it can take over as 
much of Mexico as it wants. The United States is the 
aggressor. My heart is not in this war. But I am an offi-
cer in the U.S. Army and I must carry out my orders.

Congressman Abraham Lincoln,  
Whig Party, Illinois

The Whigs were accused of being opposed to 
the war against Mexico. Well, that’s true or false, 
depending on how you look at it. It’s true that we 
spoke out in Congress against the war. In a speech, 
I challenged President Polk to name the exact spot 
where Mexicans supposedly shed American blood. 
I was against Polk pushing this war with Mexico. 
But once the war started, we consistently voted 
to supply funds to wage the war and support the 
troops. In fact, I even gave a speech in Congress 
supporting the candidacy of General Zachary Tay-
lor for president. And Taylor was the first general 
in charge of waging the war.
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María Josefa Martínez,  
Santa Fe, New Mexico

Two years ago, in 1846, the United States invaded 
Mexico. That summer, Colonel Stephen W. Kearny of 
the United States Army marched into Santa Fe to 
take control. Up until that moment, I was a Mexi-
can woman. Since then, I have been a conquered 
Mexican woman. There are about 25,000 to 30,000 
women in New Mexico. The white male conquerors 
treat us badly. They have contempt for all Mexicans, 
especially women. As a woman, under Mexican law 
I was allowed to own property in my maiden name, 
and sell or give it away without my husband’s signa-
ture. I could even farm my own land apart from my 
husband’s land or land that we owned together. U.S. 
women don’t have these rights. Unlike the invad-
ers, I speak Spanish not English. But English is the 
language used by lawyers, judges, and tax assessors. 
I worry that the U.S. authorities will use my lack of 
English to take away my rights and property.

Sgt. John Riley, San Patricio  
Battalion, Formerly U.S. Army

Originally, I’m from a small town in Ireland. I 
joined the U.S. Army and became a drillmaster at 
West Point, training men to be soldiers. Now the 
Army considers me a deserter and a traitor. That’s 
not how I see it. I was sent to invade Mexico with the 
Army. The U.S. had no right to be there. It was like 
the British occupying Ireland. Mexicans were treated 
cruelly. The Mexicans appealed to me to leave the 
U.S. Army and to join theirs. And I did. I became 
a lieutenant and about 260 U.S. soldiers joined me 
fighting on the Mexican side. In Boston and Phila-
delphia, the Protestants had burned our Catholic 
churches. The Mexicans are Catholic too. But now, 
we are captured. Most of us have been sentenced to 
death by hanging. The “lucky” ones are to be given 
50 lashes with a whip, forced to dig the graves for our 
friends who will be executed, and then branded on 
our cheeks with the letter “D” for deserter.

Henry David Thoreau

I live in Concord, Massachusetts, where I work 
as a writer. In order to support this war with Mex-
ico, Massachusetts passed a poll tax. I won’t pay 
it. Simple as that. The government wants to force 
people into this unjust war to go kill Mexicans or be 
killed. I won’t support that. For my “crime,” they 
put me in jail for a night. My friend, the famous 
writer Ralph Waldo Emerson, came to visit me 
in jail. He said, “What are you doing in there?” I 
replied, “What are you doing out there?” Against 
my wishes, friends of mine paid my tax and I was 
released. But I have come to believe that the way to 
stop injustice is not merely to speak out against it, 
but also to refuse to obey unjust laws.

Reverend Theodore Parker

I am a Unitarian minister in Boston, Massa-
chusetts, with a congregation of 7,000. I oppose this 
war with Mexico because this is a war to expand 
slavery. Slavery should be ended not expanded. I 
am not opposed to the war because I like the Mexi-
cans. As I have written, they are “a wretched people; 
wretched in their origin, history and character.” We 
Americans are vastly superior, but we must not take 
them over by force. We should resist this war. I urge 
young men not to enlist, bankers should refuse to 
lend money for the war, ship owners should refuse 
to let their ships be used for the war; manufacturers 
should refuse to produce cannons, swords, and gun-
powder for the war. Let the government prosecute 
me as a traitor. I answer only to God.
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Frederick Douglass

I was born a slave. When I was about 20 years 
old, I ran away from my so-called master, and came 
to live in the north, where I have become famous 
speaking and writing against slavery. I publish an 
anti-slavery journal called the North Star. This war 
with Mexico is disgraceful and cruel. Mexico is a 
victim of those white people of America who love 
to push around people who aren’t white. Unfor-
tunately, even many abolitionists (people who are 
working to end slavery) have continued to pay their 
taxes and do not to resist this war with enough pas-
sion. It’s time that we risk everything for peace.

U.S. Naval Officer

I’m a lucky man. I got to sail into California to 
seize that territory for the United States of America. 
It’s ours now, not the Mexicans’. Here’s what I wrote 
in my diary when I sailed up from South America 
and landed in Monterey, California: “Asia will be 
brought to our very doors. Population will flow into 
the fertile regions of California. The resources of the 
entire country will be developed. The public lands 
lying along the route of railroads will be changed 
from deserts into gardens, and a large population 
will be settled.” This is where I’m going to settle after 
we defeat the Mexicans once and for all.

General Stephen Kearny

I command the United States Army in the West. 
I had the honor of winning New Mexico for the 
United States during the war with Mexico. The high 
point for me was taking the city of Santa Fe. I wanted 
to conquer but not to kill. I sent word that if the 
people didn’t fight us we wouldn’t fight them. We 
marched into Santa Fe with our bayonets and knives 
out, hoping that we would frighten the residents, so 
they would not fight us. And they didn’t. We raised 
the American flag and fired our cannon in a glorious 
salute to the United States of America. Apparently 
this had a strong effect on the town’s women because 
many of them let loose a “wail of grief,” as one of my 
officers described it. The sound of their crying rose 
above the noise of our horses as we rode along.

U.S. Army Officer

I thought the war was going to be a lot of fun. 
How could the Mexicans put up much of a fight when 
they were up against the powerful United States? But 
soon enough the reality of war set in. As we moved 
up the Rio Grande, it was incredibly hot, hotter than 
I’d ever experienced. The water was bad and many of 
my men got diarrhea, dysentery, and other diseases. 
It was awful. We lost a thousand men just from sick-
ness. I watched some men do horrible things. As I 
wrote in my diary: “We reached Burrita about 5 p.m., 
many of the Louisiana volunteers were there, a law-
less drunken rabble. They had driven away the inhab-
itants, taken possession of their houses, and were 
emulating [copying] each other in making beasts of 
themselves.” They raped many women there.

Oregon Trail, Wagon Train Member

In 1844, I took a wagon train from Missouri to the Oregon territory, but someone said there was better farm-
land in California, and warmer weather. So I headed south to the San Joaquin Valley. It’s a part of Mexico, but there 
are more and more people arriving all the time from the United States. And now war has broken out. Soon this 
won’t be Mexico anymore. It will be the United States of America. Manifest Destiny is what they call it, and from 
sea to shining sea, soon it will be filled with free, white, English-speaking farmers and ranchers. Too bad it’s going 
to take a war to make it happen, but the Mexicans wouldn’t sell California, and then they attacked us. So fair’s fair. 
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Jefferson Davis, Mississippi

I’m one of the largest plantation owners in 
the United States. Every year, it seems that the 
people against slavery just get louder and louder. 
They’re trying to keep slavery out of the Western 
territories like Kansas and Nebraska. And now, 
like a gift from God, along comes this war against 
Mexico. Think of all the new territory we can 
conquer for freedom—the freedom to take our 
slaves wherever we like. First Mexico, then Cuba, 
and then Nicaragua. I can see the day when the 
United States could rule all of Mexico and Central 
America, and all that territory will be added to our 
country—new states, new slave states. This is a 
great war. Thank heavens the Mexicans attacked 
us first. Justice is on our side.

Doña Francesca Vallejo 

I live in California, a part of Mexico. I am 
a wealthy woman, a wealthy Mexican woman. 
With my husband, I own 175,000 acres. I have 
numerous servants. I have two for my own per-
sonal service. Four or five servants grind corn 
for tortillas, for we entertain so many guests that 
three servants could not feed them all. About six 
or seven work in the kitchen. Five or six are con-
tinually occupied washing the clothes of my 16 
children and the rest are employed in the house; 
and finally, nearly a dozen attend to the sewing 
and spinning. This is where my children were 
born. I have always been very friendly to visitors 
who come from the United States, and some even 
say that I am famous for the hospitality I show my 
guests. And now there is a war. The United States 
will try to take California away from Mexico, but 
they have no right, and we won’t let them.

General Mariano Vallejo
 

I live in California, a part of Mexico. I am a 
wealthy man. I own 175,000 acres. This is where 
my 16 children were born. I have always been 
very kind to visitors who come from the United 
States, and some even say that I am famous for the 
hospitality I show my guests. In the 1840s, more 
and more people from the United States began 
arriving. Unbelievably, most of them looked down 
on Mexicans, and called us “greasers,” and an 
inferior race—we who were born here and built 
wealthy ranchos. Now that war has broken out, it 
is clear what the North Americans are looking for: 
They want to steal California away from Mexico 
and make it a part of the United States. Before the 
war, they wanted to buy California from Mexico, 
but Mexico wouldn’t sell. So now they are making 
war on us so that they can take it away. I fear that 
I will lose everything I’ve worked so hard for.

Cochise, Chiricahua Apache leader

Some of the whites think that my land belongs to 
the United States. Some think it belongs to Mexico. 
They are all wrong. My land belongs to my people, 
the Apaches. We roam the lands that Mexico calls 
Sonora and that the United States considers New 
Mexico and Arizona. First, Spain claimed this land, 
then the Mexicans, now the Americans. Over the 
years, we’ve fought them all—the European invad-
ers—and we will continue to fight. Before this latest 
war, the Mexicans paid Americans to help track 
us down. In fact, a group of them killed my father. 
When I was young I walked all over this country, east 
and west, and saw no other people than the Apaches. 
Now the invaders are everywhere. Mexicans, Ameri-
cans: I want them all gone from my land.
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Lieutenant, U.S. Army Infantry

In a place called Huamantla, the Mexicans killed 
one of our officers, a man by the name of Walker. He 
was a friend of General Lane. The general told us to 
“avenge the death of the gallant Walker, to take all 
we could lay hands on.” And we did. We broke open 
liquor stores and got drunk. Then we went after the 
women and girls. They were stripped of their cloth-
ing and terrible outrages were committed against 
them. We shot dozens of men and ransacked their 
churches, stores and houses. We even killed the Mexi-
cans’ horses. Drunken U.S. soldiers were everywhere, 
yelling, screeching, breaking open houses or chasing 
Mexicans who ran for their lives. As I wrote my par-
ents, “Such a scene I never hope to see again. It made 
me for the first time ashamed of my country.”

Francisco Márquez, Mexican Cadet

I am a cadet, studying at a military school in 
Mexico City. The school is in a castle high up on a hill 
in the beautiful Chapultepec region of the city. I love 
my country and I want to defend it from the invad-
ing U.S. Army. Why are they attacking my country? 
Because they want to bring back slavery to Mexico? 
Because they want to steal California and other terri-
tories of Mexico? Why? They have done brutal things 
to my people. I will fight to the death. We have been 
ordered by our officers to leave the military school 
because we are too young to fight as soldiers. But I 
will stay and fight. I will fight until I am the last one 
alive, and then I will wrap myself in the Mexican flag 
and jump to my death before allowing myself to be 
captured by the Americans.

Padre Antonio José Martínez

In the struggle between the rich and the poor, 
I stand with the poor. In fact, I am called the Padre 
(Father) of the Poor. I founded the first school for 
boys and girls in the entire Southwest and also 
began one of the first newspapers in the region. 
And I opposed the U.S. invaders when recently 
they came to take over our territory in New Mexico. 
Even though I am a priest, many believe that I was 
a leader of the Revolt of Taos in 1847. On January 
19, 1847, 2,000 Indians and Mexicanos together 
rose up and killed the U.S.-installed governor in 
his mansion as well as other U.S. officials who were 
stealing our land. The rebels marched through the 
snow and took refuge in a Catholic church in the 
Taos pueblo, thinking they would be safe. They 
weren’t. The U.S. Army destroyed the church with 
cannon fire. The U.S. authorities put six leaders on 
trial and found them guilty in 15 minutes. The six 
men were hanged, holding hands as they died.

Wotoki, Miwok Indian, California

I live in northern California, in Sonoma. No 
matter who wins this war between Mexico and the 
United States, nothing changes the fact that this 
is Miwok land—our land—that they are fighting 
over. First, the Spaniards took over, then the Mexi-
cans. Now the Americans are taking over. But they 
all mistreated the Miwok people. Our land is now 
owned by one of the richest men in California, the 
Mexican General Mariano Vallejo. They say he and 
his wife, Doña Francesca, are kind to visitors. But 
he is not kind to his Indian workers. I work on his 
land. Vallejo treats us almost like slaves. And the 
Americans here are no better. An American named 
Captain Sutter orders “his” Indians to eat out of 
four-feet-long troughs, as if Indians are pigs. Sutter 
whips them when they disobey. I have no idea what 
this war between Mexico and the United States is 
about. To me, it looks like Americans and Mexicans 
killing each other so that they can steal our land. 

HANDOUT
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1.  Find someone who fought in the war—on either side. Who is the person? What was their  
experience like?

2.  Find someone who supports the U.S. war with Mexico. Who is the person? Why do they support 
the war?

3.  Find someone who opposes the U.S. war with Mexico. Who is the person? Why do they oppose  
the war?

4.  Find someone who has an opinion on why the United States is at war with Mexico. Who is  
the person? What is their opinion about why the United States is at war?

5.  Find someone who saw things in the war that shocked them. Who is the person?  
What shocked them?

6.  Find someone who lives in a different part of the country than you do—or lives in another  
country. Who is the person? What do you agree on about the war? What do you disagree on?

7. Find someone who stands to gain from the war. Who are they? How might they benefit?

8.  Find someone who stands to lose from the war. Who are they? How might they suffer?

The War with Mexico: Questions


