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Winner of the Coral Horton Tullis, Summerfield G. Roberts, and Friends of the Dallas Public
Library AwardsBecause Texas emerged from the western frontier relatively late in the formation
of the antebellum nation, it is frequently and incorrectly perceived as fundamentally western in
its political and social orientation. In fact, most of the settlers of this area were emigrants from
the South, and many of these people brought with them their slaves and all aspects of slavery as
it had matured in their native states.In An Empire for Slavery, Randolph B. Campbell examines
slavery in the antebellum South’s newest state and reveals how significant slavery was to the
history of Texas. The “peculiar institution” was perhaps the most important factor in determining
the economic development and ideological orientation of the state in the years leading to the
Civil War.

This is a major contribution to our understanding of antebellum America. ― Journal of American
HistoryAn Empire for Slavery will become the standard history of slavery in Texas, and an
excellent model for new studies of slavery in other southern states. ― Civil War HistoryAn
Empire for Slavery is indispensable for all serious students of both slavery and the antebellum
South whether they be professional historians or amateurs. ― Georgia Historical QuarterlyAbout
the AuthorRandolph B. Campbell, Regents Professor of History at the University of North Texas,
is the author of several books, including A Southern Community in Crisis: Harrison County,
Texas, 1850–1880 and Gone to Texas: A History of the Lone Star State.
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a subject fraught with moral judgment and racial implications. No history of the Peculiar
Institution, as antebellum southerners called it, regardless of perspective or method, has
avoided questions of morality and race. Accordingly, this study of slavery in Texas begins with a
statement of its underlying assumptions concerning those issues.First, there is no intention to
defend or attack the Peculiar Institution. Slavery was wrong, and special emphasis on the
horrors of the institution is not necessary to prove its immorality. Even at its most benign, slavery
could not have been “right” in the mid-nineteenth-century South. It was a moral anachronism by
that time, an evil by definition in that most nations of the Western world had found it
unacceptable for one man to own another.Second, this study assumes that the enslaved blacks
were simply human, nothing less and nothing more. Like other humans, they employed their
intelligence and their moral and spiritual resources to survive in and attempt to influence the
world in which they found themselves. Enslaved blacks were not an inherently inferior part of the
human race, and slavery, regardless of the claims made by some of its defenders, was no
school for civilization.During my years of research and writing on slavery in Texas, I have
incurred so many debts of gratitude that it is difficult to know where to begin the
acknowledgments. The Faculty Research Committee at North Texas State University (now the
University of North Texas) provided essential financial support, and the Department of History
gave the time free from other responsibilities. My colleagues in the department’s local history
study group, especially Donald E. Chipman and Richard G. Lowe, read and critiqued portions of
the manuscript and offered consistent encouragement. The county-outline maps of Texas are
the work of Terry G. Jordan of the University of Texas Department of Geography.The entire
manuscript benefited immensely from careful readings by Alwyn Barr, Thomas W. Cutrer, Paul D.
Lack, Carl H. Moneyhon, Robert G. Sherer, and Ron Tyler. Richard L. Himmel, David R. Lindsey,
and Martin Sarvis of the North Texas libraries were unfailingly helpful, regardless of the
demands on their time. Randal B. Gilbert of Tyler, Texas, provided much excellent material on
Smith County and made me wish for such a “research assistant” in every county seat across the
state. Two North Texas graduate students, Mark H. Atkins and David Minor, must be thanked for
comments that, while not necessarily respectful, provided helpful perspective. Cecil Harper, Jr.,
my first doctoral student at North Texas, deserves a special note of acknowledgment for his
invaluable assistance. I am afraid that Cecil gave so much time to helping with my research,
listening to rehearsals of my ideas, and reading early drafts of the manuscript that he slowed
progress on his own dissertation. The staff of the Louisiana State University Press, especially
Senior Editor Margaret Fisher Dalrymple, who edited the manuscript, and Managing Editor



Catherine F. Barton, have provided generous encouragement as well as expert advice.Those
who have read this manuscript in part or in its entirety have aided in locating sources, correcting
factual errors, and refining interpretations. Weaknesses that remain are, of course, my own
responsibility.An Empire for SlaveryIntroductionThere is a widespread popular misconception,
particularly in Texas, that somehow the institution of Negro slavery was not very important in the
Lone Star state. This is not really surprising in that many historians, writers, and creators of
popular culture have preferred to see Texas as essentially western rather than southern.1 The
state thus becomes part of the romantic West, the West of cattle ranches, cowboys, and
gunfighters and seemingly less compelling moral issues such as destruction of the Indians. So
long as Texas is not seen as a southern state, its people do not have to face the great moral evil
of slavery and the bitter heritage of black-white relations that followed the defeat of the
Confederacy in 1865. Tex-ans are thus permitted to escape a major part of what C. Vann
Woodward called the “burden of Southern History.”2It is true that slavery had a relatively brief
history in Texas. As an Anglo-American institution, it lasted about fifty years in Texas, from 1816
or so until 1865, whereas in an original southern state such as Virginia its history extended from
the mid-seventeenth century to the close of the Civil War, a period of more than two hundred
years. Texas had a small fraction of the total slave population of the United States, less than 5
percent at the census of 1860, while, by comparison, Virginia had 12 percent and Louisiana,
Texas’s closest neighbor to the east, had more than 8 percent.3 Also, slavery spread over only
the eastern tWo-fifths of the Lone Star state before it was ended in 1865. The Peculiar Institution
simply did not hold Texas as long or to the same extent numerically and geographically as it held
older areas of the antebellum South.The limited nature of Texas’s historical experience with
slavery, however, belies the vast importance of the institution to the Lone Star state. The great
majority of immigrants to antebellum Texas came from the older southern states (77 percent of
household heads in Texas in 1860 were southern born), and many brought with them their
slaves and all aspects of slavery as it had matured in their native states. More than one-quarter
of Texas families owned slaves during the 1850s, and bondsmen constituted approximately 30
percent of the state’s total population. Proportions of slaveholders and slaves in the populations
of Texas and Virginia during the last antebellum decade were closely comparable.4 In this
sense, then, slavery was as strongly established in Texas, the newest slave state, as it was in the
oldest slave state in the Union.In 1850 and 1860, more than 93 percent of Texas’s free
population and 99 percent of its slaves lived east of a line extending from the Red River at
approximately the 98th meridian southward to the mouth of the Nueces River on the Gulf of
Mexico. The area of slaveholding, although covering only the eastern two-fifths of Texas, was as
large as Alabama and Mississippi combined (see map 1).5 Even without further expansion to
the west, it constituted virtually an empire for slavery.Map 1Antebellum TexasAntebellum Texans
considered slavery vital to their future. The first settlers in Stephen F. Austin’s colony brought
slaves, and Austin himself, although not particularly devoted to slavery in the abstract,
concluded by 1833 that “Texas must be a slave country. Circumstances and unavoidable



necessity compels it. It is the wish of the people there, and it is my duty to do all I can, prudently,
in favor of it. I will do so.” As Texas moved from Mexican colony to independent republic to
statehood, Austin’s opinion was frequently repeated. “I hold,” James S. Mayfield of Fayette
County told his fellow delegates to the state constitutional convention of 1845, “that the true
policy and prosperity of this country depend upon the maintenance and prosperity of that
institution.” “We want more slaves—we need them,” wrote Charles DeMorse, Massachusetts-
born editor of the Clarksville Northern Standard, in 1859. “We care nothing for … slavery as an
abstraction—but we desire the practicality; the increase of our productions; the increase of the
comforts and wealth of the population; and if slavery, or slave labor, or Negro Apprentice labor
ministers to this, why that is what we want.”6Some observers recognized that slavery in Texas
had importance transcending its role in shaping that state. As early as 1839, Frederic Gaillardet
pointed out that Texas, with its rich soil and “location at the southern end of the American Union,”
was becoming a haven for slaveholding planters from the upper South: “In the enjoyment of this
position lies the germ of Texas’ future greatness. It will become in the more or less distant future,
the land of refuge for the American slaveholders; it will be the ally, the reserve force upon which
they will rest.… If … that great association, the American Union, should be one day torn apart,
Texas unquestionably would be in the forefront of the new confederacy, which would be formed
by the Southern states from the debris of the old Union.” John Marshall, editor of the Austin
Texas State Gazette, argued in 1858 that Texas was destined to become the “Empire State of
the South,” provided that the African slave trade could be reopened. Slavery was growing, but
too slowly, Marshall wrote, “and until we reach somewhere in the vicinity of two millions of
slaves, it is equally evident that such a thing as too many slaves in Texas is an absurdity.” Texas
was slavery’s frontier during the late antebellum period; it held the promise of growth and vitality
for years to come. Developments there were critical to the Peculiar Institution, not only in one
state but to its future in the South as a whole.7In spite of its obvious historical significance,
slavery has received virtually no attention as a part of Texas’ heritage. The second chapter of
Alwyn Barr’s Black Texans provides a useful general summary, and Ronnie C. Tyler and
Lawrence R. Murphy’s edited work, The Slave Narratives of Texas, contains a remarkably good
introductory essay. However, there has never been a general study of slavery in Texas; the best
state history text gives it less than three pages, and The Handbook of Texas has no entry on the
subject.8Historians have written extensively about slavery in southern states other than Texas.
With the additional exception of tiny Delaware, the institution has received book-length attention
in each of the fifteen states that permitted slavery in 1860. Most of these studies are relatively
old, having been written before 1950. However, Julia Floyd Smith’s Slavery and Plantation
Growth in Antebellum Florida, 1821–1860 (the first on that state) appeared in 1973, and Barbara
Jeanne Fields’s analysis of slavery and freedom in nineteenth-century Maryland was published
in 1985. Important studies of slavery in particular states during more limited chronological
periods also have appeared during the last two decades. Examples include Peter Wood’s Black
Majority dealing with South Carolina’s slaves from 1670 through the Stono Rebellion (1739) and



Clarence L. Mohr’s examination of masters and bondsmen in Georgia during the Civil War. By
and large, scholars have not revised the older studies of slavery in each state, but recent works
indicate that interest in the institution as it existed in particular areas of the South remains strong.
A general account of the Peculiar Institution in Texas is thus long overdue, and this study seeks
to fill that need.9Scholars who have sought to describe and interpret American Negro slavery
have produced a labyrinthine historiography with enough twists and turns to perplex even the
most dedicated reader. There is no need for a detailed summary of these studies, especially
since John B. Boles has recently published an outstanding synthesis of writings on slavery in
Black Southerners, 1619–1869 (1983).10 However, the broad contours of their interpretations
should be reviewed as background for a study of the Peculiar Institution in Texas.Racist,
proslavery views tended to dominate the writings of the first professional historians who dealt
with slavery. This trend culminated with the work of Ulrich B. Phillips, who in 1918 portrayed
slavery as an unprofitable, essentially benign institution providing social control and civilizing
influences for an inferior race. State studies during the next thirty years generally echoed
Phillips’ conclusions. Ralph Betts Flanders’ 1933 study of Georgia, for example, concluded: “As
a means of social control slavery during the ante-bellum period was invaluable; … as a training
school for the untutored savage it served to a large degree as a civilizing agency.” The
dominance of Phillips’ interpretation began to disappear during the 1950s after Kenneth M.
Stampp in The Peculiar Institution rejected the older work’s racist assumptions and went on to
describe slavery as profitable, brutal, and brutalizing. Some considered Stampp’s assertion that
Negroes are “only white men with black skins” insultingly patronizing, but, as the United States
underwent a revolution in civil rights during the next two decades, blatant racism largely
disappeared from the historiography of slavery. Stampp had provided an effective antidote to
Phillips, although critics would find more subtle forms of racism in much of the work that
followed.11Since Stampp’s work, no general histories of slavery have appeared. Instead,
scholars have focused primarily on limited questions relating to key aspects of the slave
experience. Stanley Elkins provoked a major controversy with the publication of a small volume
entitled Slavery in 1959. Arguing that the time had come to agree on the immorality of slavery
and move ahead to seek a better understanding of its effect on bondsmen, Elkins concluded
that the psychological impact of slavery was to reduce most male slaves to behavioral patterns
associated with the childlike “Sambo” character. The Sambo personality, he insisted, was not a
black characteristic; instead it was the reaction of most humans caught in a similar situation. His
well-known comparison of slave plantations and Nazi concentration camps, where even Jewish
intellectuals became Sambos in order to survive, argued this point by analogy. Elkins was
criticized effectively for overstating his case, exaggerating the prevalence of Sambo-like
behavior, and misinterpreting its meaning. Critics also denounced him, with much less justice, as
a racist who had claimed that blacks were by nature weak-willed Sambos. When the novelist
William Styron used the Sambo thesis as a key interpretive device in his “meditation on history,”
The Confessions of Nat Turner (1966), he was furiously condemned as a white racist.12In The



Slave Community (1972), John Blassingame argued that Sambo existed primarily in the minds
of masters and that a careful examination of slave life revealed a culture shaped to a large extent
by the bondsmen themselves. His was the first major study calling attention to the need to allow
the slaves themselves to testify on what it was like to live in bondage. The Slave Community and
George P. Rawick’s From Sundown to Sunup: The Making of the Black Community, which made
similar points and also appeared in 1972, marked another significant step forward in the
historiography of slavery.13Robert W. Fogel and Stanley L. Engerman also disagreed with
Elkins, but their book, Time on the Cross, provoked even more controversy than his. Employing
quantitative evidence and focusing on the economics of slavery, they argued that slaves, rather
than being inefficient Sambos created by a brutal, closed system, were efficient workers who
seized upon available opportunities to create an enviable record of black achievement under
adverse circumstances. Significant numbers even attained special status as craftsmen and
managers. Time on the Cross also contended that most slaves escaped severe punishment and
lived with material conditions not a great deal worse than those common for the working poor
elsewhere. Critics quickly attacked Fogel and Engerman for having understated the brutality of
slavery while painting an overly positive picture of material conditions. Much of the criticism was
justified, but Time on the Cross made a contribution in its emphasis on how slaves occupied
positions of responsibility.14Eugene D. Genovese’s Roll, Jordan, Roll, also published in 1974, is
more of a general account of slavery than any study since Stampp’s The Peculiar Institution.
Employing Marxist theory to inform his study, Genovese argued that in the pre-capitalist
antebellum South the planters’ paternalistic ethos allowed the slaves room to control in some
degree all aspects of their lives and build a culture of their own. His study does an excellent job
of describing the subtleties of the master-slave relationship, but even it has not escaped entirely
from charges of racial bias. Genovese’s account of the influences that shaped the slaves’ world,
it has been said, gives too much credit to planter paternalism and not enough to the bondsmen’s
own efforts.15Since the mid-1970s, historians interested in slavery have tended to focus on
even more particular facets of the institution, especially the everyday lives and culture of
bondsmen. The results have been important studies of slave family life, religion, music,
education, and folklore. Scholars have also produced pioneering studies of slave women, who
labored under the double burden of race and sex, and of particular groups such as the black
drivers. The result is an ever-increasing awareness of the variety and complexity of the
institution.16As should be expected, the historiography of slavery, especially recent work on
slave families, religion, and behavior and the role of bondsmen in shaping their own lives and
culture, heavily influences this study. Some of the state-level historiography is influential, too, in
that the extent to which slavery in Texas differed from the institution elsewhere in the South is
considered. Throughout, however, there is no intention to test any one idea or interpretation and,
at the same time, no determination to say anything novel for its own sake. A study of slavery in
Texas is “new” by definition.Finally, while recognizing the importance of theory in much recent
historical scholarship, this work is based on the assumption that slave-holding society in the



antebellum South was unique, “Sui Generis” as historian Bertram Wyatt-Brown has put it, and
seeks to describe and interpret the Peculiar Institution in Texas without the aid of any particular
theoretical model.17 Instead of structuring a model and fitting the story to a theory, it proceeds
simply by asking large questions and seeking answers in available sources. Every effort has
been made to go only where the evidence leads in attempting to answer the essential questions
posed by Texas’ experience with the Peculiar Institution. These are: What factors explain the
establishment and growth of slavery in Texas? How did slavery function as an economic and a
legal institution in the Lone Star state? What were the physical and psychological conditions of
servitude for Texas slaves? What was the impact of slavery on slaveholders and on slaveholding
society in general? How did the Civil War affect slavery in Texas before the institution was
destroyed in June, 1865?ONEThe Colonial Period, 1821–1835“TEXAS MUST BE A SLAVE
COUNTRY”Slavery as an institution of significance in Texas came with Anglo-American settlers
during the 1820s, but the first slave arrived there nearly three hundred years earlier. Among the
survivors of the Pánfilo de Narváez expedition shipwrecked on the coast of Texas in November,
1528, was a black man called Estevanico, the personal servant of Andrés Dorantes de
Carranza. Estevanico survived nearly six years of servitude to the Indians before escaping with
Dorantes, Alvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca (the most famous member of this expedition), and
Alonso Castillo Maldonado and wandering hundreds of miles through Texas and northern
Mexico to the outpost of Culiacán near the Gulf of California. After reaching Culiacán in April,
1536, and then journeying to Mexico City, he was sold (or perhaps loaned) by Dorantes to the
viceroy of New Spain, Antonio de Mendoza. Estevanico never returned to Texas, but he
remained an adventurer. In 1539, he served as a guide for Fray Marcos de Niza, a trailblazer for
the Coronado expedition. Exploring ahead of the main party and acting against instructions from
de Niza, he entered Háwikuh, an Indian village in western New Mexico, and was killed by the
natives.1Negro slavery was permitted and protected from the early sixteenth century onward in
New Spain, but the institution was relatively unimportant outside Veracruz and the limited areas
suitable for plantation agriculture. Certainly it had little opportunity to gain a foothold in Texas, for
the Spanish themselves barely settled and controlled the northernmost reaches of their
American empire. By the last quarter of the eighteenth century, in spite of continuing efforts to
establish missions and presidios across the region, Spanish Texas had only three settlements
large enough to be called towns—San Antonio, Nacogdoches, and La Bahia (now Goliad). The
first reliable census of the province, taken in 1777, reported a sparse population of 3,103,
including inhabitants of the missions. Of these settlers, only 20, less than 1 percent, were
classified as Negroes and probably were slaves. Another census in 1785 enumerated 2,919
persons, 43 of whom were identified specifically as slaves (24 in San Antonio, 16 in
Nacogdoches, and 3 in La Bahia). Five years later, officials reported that the province had 37
slaves in a total population of 2,417. During the next thirty years, as the Spanish period drew to a
close, Texas’ slave population remained small. Nacogdoches in east Texas reported 33
bondsmen in an 1809 census while slaves virtually disappeared from San Antonio and La Bahia,



which together had only 9 persons of “African origin” in 1819. Obviously, then, although Negro
slavery existed, the number of bondsmen in Spanish Texas was always far too small to give the
institution a significant hold on the province.2After 1800, as Spain’s grasp on her American
colonies weakened rapidly, the mother country’s attention to Texas, always limited at best,
diminished even further. This circumstance provided an opportunity for revolutionaries and
pirates (it was often difficult to tell the difference) to carry on a slave trade from Texas into the
United States. In 1816, Manuel Herrera, would-be representative to the United States of a
revolutionary Mexican republic, created a government at Galveston with a Frenchman, Louis
d’Aury, as governor and commander of the fleet. D’Aury began busily capturing Spanish vessels,
including slave ships. No market for the captured slaves existed in Mexico or Texas, so they were
smuggled into Louisiana in violation of United States law against the international slave trade. In
August, 1817, the customs collector at New Orleans complained to the secretary of state that he
could not stop “the most shameful violation of the slave act, … by a motley mixture of
freebooters and smugglers, at Galveston, under the Mexican flag.”3D’Aury left Galveston in
August, 1817, to pursue the revolution against Spain, but he was quickly replaced by the
notorious Jean Laffite who continued to capture Spanish slavers. Laffite’s slaves reached buyers
in the United States through agents who arranged purchases and deliveries. The most famous
of these agents were the Bowie brothers, Jim, John J., and Rezin R The Bowies bought slaves
at Galveston for one dollar a pound (the average cost was $140) and then took them to the
nearest customs house in Louisiana where they turned in their property for being smuggled into
the United States. Louisiana law, which applied since Congress had never acted on the matter,
provided for sale of confiscated property and payment of half the price to those who were
informers in the case. The Bowies promptly bought back their slaves, received half of the
purchase price as an informers’ fee, and were off to sell their now legally held property to
planters in Louisiana and Mississippi, at times for as much as $1,000 per bondsman. It is said
that the brothers made $65,000 in the three years before Laffite was forced by the United States
to leave Galveston.4Even as Laffite was being put out of the slave trading business, Texas stood
on the threshold of settlement by Anglo-Americans, many of whom would have been good
customers for the pirate’s slaves. In fact, slaveholders had begun to settle at Pecan Point on the
south side of the Red River as early as 1816. A census of Miller County, Arkansas—a territory of
vaguely defined boundaries extending from Arkansas into present-day Oklahoma and Texas—
showed a population of 999 people, including 82 slaves, in 1820. Most of these bondsmen lived
north of the Red River, but some resided south of the river in Texas. Between 1810 and 1820,
other settlers from the United States began drifting across the border into the area of east Texas
between Nacogdoches and Louisiana. Undoubtedly, a few of these settlers brought bondsmen
with them. Jane Long, the wife of the filibusterer James Long who planned to conquer Texas
after the Adams-Onís Treaty in 1819 proposed to “give away” the territory west of the Sabine
River, spent the winter of 1821–22 at Bolivar Point opposite Galveston accompanied only by two
children and a young slave woman named Kiamatia.5These early settlers had no legal right to



be in Texas and certainly no assurances that they could hold slaves there. But they represented
the first trickle of a flood that Spanish and Mexican authorities would be unable to stem.
Americans would soon pour into Texas legally, and no rule or regulation would deny them their
slaves.Moses Austin opened the way for legal settlement by Anglo-Americans in Texas when he
traveled to San Antonio de Béxar in 1820 and received permission from Spanish authorities (on
January 17, 1821) to settle a colony on the Brazos and Colorado rivers. He was accompanied,
fittingly enough, by a slave named Richmond, the property of his son, Stephen F. Austin. As
Negro slavery was legal in Spain’s American empire, the subject did not arise in either Moses
Austin’s petition or the Spanish grant. Richmond became ill on the trip home and was left with
Douglas Forsythe at the Sabine River. He soon recovered and worked for Forsythe to pay his
doctor’s bills and board. Moses Austin was less fortunate. After going home to Missouri, he died
on June 1o, 1821. His colonizing enterprise in Texas then fell to his twenty-eight-year-old son,
Stephen F. Austin.6During the summer of 1821, Stephen F. Austin retraced his father’s steps to
San Antonio, where he was confirmed as heir to the grant. Austin claimed and sold the slave,
Richmond, as he entered Texas, but he was by no means unconcerned with the role of slavery in
his colonizing efforts. His first proposal for the distribution of land in Texas provided generous
grants for household heads, their wives, and children, and then called for the granting of fifty
acres per slave. After gaining approval of the colonizing contract and returning to the United
States to recruit settlers, Austin persuaded authorities in San Antonio to increase the grant per
slave to eighty acres.7Stephen F. Austin thus had no difficulty in proving himself heir to Moses
Austin’s grant and in the process established terms that accepted and actually encouraged the
migration of slaveholders to Texas. However, just as he reached San Antonio in August, 1821,
word came that the revolution against Spain was finally successful. Mexican independence
raised questions about slavery because Mexican revolutionaries had always voiced strong
opposition to the institution. Father Miguel Hidalgo, the first leader of the revolt against Spain,
issued several decrees in late 1810 demanding immediate manumission of all slaves on pain of
death. And José Maria Morelos’ “Sentimientos de la Nación” of September 14, 1813, proclaimed
that “slavery is forbidden forever.” Given the relative unimportance of Negro slavery in New
Spain, these revolutionary sentiments were more theoretical than practical. But antislavery
idealism continued after 1821 and soon cast a shadow over the future of slavery in Texas, where
the institution was far more than just a theoretical matter.8Settlers from the United States began
to move into Austin’s colony during late 1821 and early 1822, and they brought slaves. Josiah H.
Bell, for example, received a grant from Austin for himself, his wife, two sons, and three slaves.
Jared E. Groce, who arrived in January, 1822, from Georgia, brought ninety bondsmen and
established a plantation called “Bernardo” on the Brazos River near the present-day site of
Hempstead. Groce could not occupy all the land to which he was entitled (7,200 acres for his
slaves alone). “Bernardo” consisted of “only” one league of land (4,428 acres) on which his slave
craftsmen built a plantation home and cabins for themselves. Groce immediately demonstrated
the promise of Texas lands and slave labor by producing cotton crops that were sold to



neighbors and even in the interior of Mexico. It is said that he used his slaves to transport the
cotton by mule train.9Shortly after these first settlers began to arrive, Austin and his colonists,
especially the slaveholders, ran into difficulties with Mexican authorities. The provisional
government at Monterrey refused to approve the contract awarded Austin at San Antonio in
1821 and indicated that his colonists could occupy land only provisionally. At the same time, the
new national government in Mexico City was formulating a general colonization policy that would
be critical to Texas. Austin, convinced that under these circumstances he needed to protect his
interests in person, went to Mexico City, arriving on April 29, 1822, just as Agustin de Iturbide
became constitutional emperor of Mexico. Austin remained in the capital city for more than a
year, learning a great deal about Mexico and building for himself a reputation that would
eventually greatly benefit Texas and the interests, including slavery, of its settlers.10Austin found
that the wheels of Mexican government turned slowly, especially, it seemed, in the passage of a
colonization law. He sent memorial after memorial to the constituent congress and, in spite of
the fact that slavery was obviously controversial, made it clear that his colonists expected to
bring their bondsmen to Texas and receive land for them. Austin himself, he told congress on
May 13, had slaves in his own “familia.”11The Mexican leaders found it extremely difficult to
choose between the revolutionary ideal of liberty and the practical need to protect property
interests and encourage settlement of their nation. Therefore, on August 20 the majority of the
committee charged with formulating a bill reported a compromise proposal allowing settlers to
bring in their slaves but ordering that the children born to those bondsmen in Mexico be freed at
age fourteen. José Antonio Gutiérrez de Lara, the spokesman for this bill, deplored slavery and
the slave trade but spoke also of the rights of property and the need for progress. A minority bill,
reported at the same time, provided for immediate abolition and permanent prohibition of
slavery. Following debate, both bills were recommitted. The minority bill was reported again a
month later, but it was sent back to committee for further revision. Before any other action could
be taken, Iturbide disbanded congress and created a forty-five man legislative junta to govern
with him. This junta passed the original colonization bill in November, 1822, and Iturbide signed
it into law on January 4, 1823. Article 30 of this so-called Imperial Colonization Law read as
follows: “There shall not be permitted, after the promulgation of this law, either purchase or sale
of slaves that may be introduced into the empire. The children of such slaves, who are born
within the empire, shall be free at fourteen years of age.”12Austin, as he anxiously watched the
progress of this colonization law during 1822, feared that congress would not pass any bill
permitting slavery. Therefore he probably was relieved when Iturbide disbanded the legislative
body in October. Even then, the emperor’s junta proposed at first to free all slaves after ten years
residence in Texas, and Austin had to talk to each member of the legislative body and convince
them collectively to adopt the terms stated in Article 30. It was more than he had expected.
Austin would later express doubts concerning slavery in Texas, yet he, more than any other
individual, was responsible for gaining the approval of Mexican authorities for introducing the
institution there.13Emperor Iturbide was overthrown in February, 1823, and the Imperial



Colonization Law was then annulled. Austin delayed his departure for Texas long enough to
appeal successfully to the new constituent congress to approve his grant under the terms of the
old law. His was the only colony in Texas settled according to the law of January 4, 1823. Upon
his return to Texas, Austin found that his long absence and rumors concerning the attitude of
Mexican authorities had greatly slowed immigration. He was able, however, to publicize the
Imperial Colonization Law and reassure colonists so successfully that by the end of 1824 nearly
all of his allotted three hundred families settled in Texas.14Austin and his original settlers thus
weathered the first Mexican threat to slavery, but this was by no means the end of the issue. A
new constituent congress met in Mexico City in November, 1823, and on July 13, 1824,
expressed its attitude toward slavery in a decree prohibiting the slave trade. Unfortunately, while
the attitude of congress was clear, the meaning of this decree was not. “Commerce and traffic in
slaves,” it read, “proceeding from any country and under any flag whatsoever, is forever
prohibited in the territory of the United Mexican States.” Slaves brought into Mexico in violation
of this decree were to be freed. Did congress, however, mean to prohibit even the introduction of
slaves by their owners, or did it mean only to stop the importation of bondsmen as
merchandise? Mexican officials themselves did not know. Lucas Alamán, one of the most
important leaders in the shaping of Mexico’s policy toward Texas during the 1820s and 1830s,
insisted later that the July 13, 1824, decree had outlawed any introduction of slaves. But the
Congress of Coahuila and Texas, which wrote a state constitution for that portion of the Mexican
federation in 1827, stated specifically that slaves could be brought in for six months after
adoption of the state’s fundamental law. Obviously, if the 1824 decree had prohibited all
importations, the state congress was in violation of a national law. American settlers were greatly
troubled, both for the slaves they had in Texas and for the future of the institution, but they were
able to take advantage of the law’s lack of clarity and continue to develop slavery in Texas.15The
constituent congress proceeded to adopt a new national colonization law on August 18, 1824,
and a federal constitution on October 4, 1824. Neither mentioned slavery, so the institution
appeared to have survived revolutionary Mexico’s liberal sentiments.16 Slaves could not be
imported as merchandise, but no other constitutional or statutory prohibitions restricted bringing
bondsmen into the province. Settlers in Austin’s Colony were subject to the restrictions in
Iturbide’s Imperial Colonization Law that children born to their bondsmen be freed at age
fourteen; other colonists would not face even that limitation.Developments in 1822–24 were
typical of Texas’ experience with slavery during the entire period of Mexican rule. Mexican
leaders showed disapproval of slavery but did nothing effective to abolish it. Anglo-Americans in
Texas frequently expressed anxiety about the future of their institution, and the issue hindered
the settlement of Texas because potential immigrants from the United States feared for the
safety of their slave property once they came under the jurisdiction of Mexico. Austin received
letter after letter expressing these fears. James A. E. Phelps, for example, wrote from Mississippi
to voice concern about the meaning of the July 13, 1824, decree against the slave trade.
“Nothing appears at present,” he wrote, “to prevent a portion of our wealthy planters from



emigrating immediately to the province of Texas but the uncertainty now prevailing with regard to
the subject of slavery.” Charles Douglas from Alabama expressed the same feelings to Austin.
“Our most valuable inhabitants here own negroes,” he wrote, and they are not willing to move
without assurances that slaves will be “secured to them by the laws of your Govt.” Austin
responded to such letters with renewed appeals to Mexican authorities. In a letter of April 4,
1825, to Rafael Gonzales, governor of Coahuila and Texas, for example, he explained that the
protection of slavery was “a matter of greatest importance.” Without slavery, he wrote, Texas
could not attract the people to make it a land of sugar and cotton plantations and would instead
be populated by shepherds and the poor.17During the years from 1822 to 1825, in spite of
uncertainty about the future of slavery, many of Austin’s colonists brought bondsmen with them
and began to establish the institution just as it existed in the United States. Most basic was the
definition of slaves as private property and their treatment as such. Stephen F. Austin
demonstrated this in October, 1823, when he hired three slaves from Jared E. Groce for a year
beginning on November 1. “The said negros are to be well treated by me,” the contract read,
“and the said Groce is to clothe them—should they run away or die the loss is to be Groces—
sickness to be my loss—.”18Slavery, wherever it existed, needed protective laws, and Austin
instituted such legal support in Texas. In January, 1824, he promulgated a set of Civil and
Criminal Regulations for his colony and instructed the alcaldes—the most important local
political and judicial authorities under Mexican law—to enforce them. Articles 10 through 14 of
the Criminal Regulations constituted Texas’ first “slave code.” To steal or entice away a slave or
harbor a runaway bondsman was a crime punishable by fines as high as $1,000 plus payment of
damages to the owner. Anyone buying articles or produce from a slave without his master’s
approval could be fined as much as $100 and three times the value of the property bought.
Slaves who stole could be given ten to one hundred lashes, unless their owners chose to spare
them the whipping by paying an amount equal to three times the value of the property stolen.
Finally, any white person who found a slave away from home without a pass was to give him ten
lashes and see to it that the bondsman returned home or was placed in the hands of an
alcalde.19By the fall of 1825, sixty-nine of the families in Austin’s colony owned slaves, and the
443 bondsmen there were nearly 25 percent of the total population of 1,800. The next year, a
census of the Atascosito District, an area to the east of Austin’s Colony, showed 76 slaves (19
percent) in a population of 407. Although no enumerations are available for the mid-1820S,
slaves were also present at the settlements in the Nacogdoches area and on the Red
River.20Slavery thus gained a foothold in Texas by 1825, but immigrants had not seen the last of
Mexican opposition to their institution. A new threat came in 1825 from the constituent congress
for the recently created state of Coahuila and Texas. Meeting in Saltillo, the state capital, in
August, 1824, this congress remained in session until June, 1827. Its first step, the passage of a
state colonization law on March 24, 1825, should have been reassuring to Anglo-Americans
because it paid scant attention to slavery. The article on the subject read: “In respect to the
introduction of slaves, the new settlers shall subject themselves to the laws that are now, and



shall hereafter be established on the subject.” This was, as Juan Antonio Padilla, the secretary of
state at Saltillo, told Austin, too indefinite to mean anything. The slave trade decree of July, 1824
—the only existing law affecting new settlers—could be interpreted as applying only to the slave
trade, so, Padilla concluded, settlers could bring in slaves as they wished. Emigrants, he wrote,
should apply a proverb favored by Mexican lawyers: “What is not prohibited is to be understood
as permitted.”21As the constituent congress slowly worked toward a state constitution, however,
the news from Saltillo became alarming for the slaveholding interest in Texas. Austin learned in
July, 1826, that one article in the proposed constitution would abolish slavery immediately and
provide for indemnifying owners by a law to be passed later. He reacted by once more taking up
his pen to argue that slavery had to be protected if Texas were to grow as he and Mexican
authorities wished. To free slaves already in Texas, even with an indemnity, he told the congress
in Saltillo, would be an act of bad faith. And, he asked, how would Mexico indemnify owners for
property valued typically at $600 to $1,500 and up to $3,000? The ayuntamiento (town council)
of San Antonio agreed with Austin’s petition and sent a similar one to Saltillo. Austin, however,
was pessimistic. “I think it probable,” he wrote to his sister, Emily M. Perry, in August, 1826, “that
slavery will not be allowed … tho the constitution will decide it.” As rumors concerning the
constitutional provisions spread, some settlers began to plan to act on the pessimism expressed
by Austin. Jesse Thompson, for example, bemoaning the ruin of his “moast flattering prospects”
in Texas, wrote: “I feel as though I shall make every arrangement so soon as is practicable to be
in the United States with my property.” In early September Austin informed José Antonio
Saucedo, the political chief at San Antonio, that his settlers could not be counted on to defend
against an expected Indian attack. “More than one half of these people,” he wrote, “are awaiting
the decision of Congress in regard to their slaves, as they intend to leave the Country if their
emancipation is decreed.”22As the situation became critical, Austin employed yet another
weapon in the struggle to protect slavery in Texas. His brother, James E. B. Austin, went to
Saltillo on a personal mission to the congress. Brown Austin, as he was called, was optimistic as
he prepared to leave. “I will go and see,” he wrote his worried brother, “Try and keep the Slave
holders from going until they hear the result of the Slave question—Tell them they are safe yet—
and there is but little doubt but part of the laws will be favourable—that is—what—relates to the
Slaves already in the Country—.” One day in Saltillo, however, was enough to convince Brown
Austin that the situation was indeed critical. He found Texas’ representative in the congress,
Felipe Enrique Neri, baron de Bastrop, hopelessly outnumbered by antislavery Mexicans led by
Carlos Antonio Carrillo. Congress, he informed his brother, is “composed of members so inimical
to the interests of Texas, that the most that can be obtained is permission for the 300 families to
hold their Slaves—.”23Within a few weeks of Brown Austin’s arrival, the petitions concerning
slavery from his brother and the ayuntamiento of San Antonio came before congress. “The
representation you made on the subject appeared so just and well founded that the Author of the
Article himself (Carrillo) asked permission to withdraw it,” Brown Austin reported. In November,
Austin’s friend Juan Antonio Padilla expressed the view that immediate, total abolition would



destroy at one blow the population, property, and agriculture of an important part of the state.
When the Constitution of the State of Coahuila and Texas was finally completed on March 11,
1827, the practical sentiments of Stephen F. Austin and Padilla and the persistent political efforts
of Bastrop and Brown Austin bore fruit in an article that was not so lenient as the settlers had
wanted nor as harsh as that originally proposed by Carrillo. Article 13 read as follows: “From and
after the promulgation of the Constitution in the capital of each district, no one shall be born a
slave in the state, and after six months the introduction of slaves under any pretext shall not be
permitted.”24Six months later, on September 15, 1827, the congress issued a decree to put
article 13 into effect. There was to be a census of all slaves within each municipality.
Ayuntamientos were to keep a register of all births and deaths among slaves and report those
statistics to the state government every three months. There were also several provisions
concerning the condition of slaves and the treatment of those who were emancipated. One-tenth
of the slaves belonging to any estate passed on by inheritance were to be freed at the change of
ownership. Ayuntamientos were charged with providing an education for children emancipated
by constitutional provision. Two months later the congress made one concession to the
slaveholders by providing that slaves could be sold from one owner to another.25Reactions to
the state constitution’s restrictions on slavery varied notably among Anglo-Americans. Brown
Austin thought that immigrants should rush into Texas with their slaves during the six months
allowed after promulgation of the constitution. “If there are any persons in your part of the
country having Slaves, that wish to remove here—,” he wrote his sister Emily Perry, “hurry them
on before the expiration of the time—.” Stephen F. Austin hinted at the same approach,
reminding James F. Perry in May, 1827, that slaves in Texas would sell and hire very high once
no more could be introduced.26Austin knew, however, that the restrictions on slavery would
almost certainly slow the migration of southerners to Texas. Reminders of that fact reached him
regularly in 1827 and 1828 from correspondents across the Old South. Realizing that the
development of Texas was at stake and that rushing in slaves before the constitution went into
effect was a stopgap measure at best, Austin traveled to Saltillo in November, 1827, and
appealed to the state legislature for a repeal of the restrictions.27Failing in that quest, he began
to look for sources of nonslaveholding settlers. In November, 1827, he wrote to Joel Roberts
Poinsett in the United States, endorsing a project by David G. Burnet for colonizing farmers from
Ohio in east Texas. Inhabitants of Ohio, he wrote, are known to be “principled” against slavery,
and if the government of Mexico wishes to convert Texas from a useless wilderness to a civilized
state, “sound policy, and expediency I should presume would approve of a decided
encouragement of Ohio and other northern migration.” On February 2, 1828, Austin explained
his purposes quite candidly to Thomas F. Learning of Philadelphia: “Slavery is prohibited by the
Constitution of this Govt. which has checked the emigration from the Southern States, and I
have had an idea of endeavouring to procure emigrants from Pennsylvania and other non slave
holding States.” Austin had not turned against slavery, but if the choice was between the Peculiar
Institution and Texas, he would choose Texas.28Austin did not have to choose, however, for



during the early months of 1828 settlers in Texas found a way around the constitutional
restrictions on slavery. Negroes would be brought into Texas and held as indentured servants
who were working to pay their former masters for freedom. In other words, Mexico’s own system
of debt peonage would be used to further slavery in Texas. Ellis H. Bean suggested this idea as
early as July, 1826, and the ayuntamiento of San Felipe de Austin made a formal request for its
legal adoption on March 31, 1828. “Considering the paralized state of immigration to this
Jurisdiction from the U.S. arising from the difficulties encountered by Imigrants in bringing
hirelings and servants with them, this Body conceive it their duty to propose to the Legislature of
this state … a Law whereby emigrants and inhabitants of this state may be secured in the
Contracts made by them with servants or hirelings in foreign countries.” Austin endorsed this
proposal to the authorities in San Antonio and Texas’ representatives at Saltillo. On May 5, 1828,
the congress, noting the “deficiency” of agricultural workers in the state, passed a decree that
read: “All contracts, not in opposition to the laws of the state, that have been entered into in
foreign countries, between emigrants who came to settle in this state, or between inhabitants
thereof, and the servants and day laborers or workingmen whom they introduce, are hereby
guaranteed to be valid in said state.” The state congress, distracted by other matters and
perhaps satisfied that debt peonage did not violate its antislavery principles, thus undid virtually
everything that the Constitution of 1827 had done to rid Texas of slavery.29The procedure for
taking advantage of the May 5, 1828, decree was relatively simple. Before leaving the United
States, slaveholders took their slaves before a notary public or other governmental official and
drew up a contract showing that each bondsman wished to accompany his master to Texas. The
slave would be free in Texas, but he owed his value plus the cost of moving specified in the
contract to his master. This debt was to be paid by annual wages, set at very low rates, less the
cost of clothes and other necessities. Slave children, once they reached the age of eighteen,
were to serve on the same terms, and those born after removal to Texas were to serve the
master without pay until they were twenty-five and then on the same terms as their fathers. Such
a contract kept Negroes as firmly in servitude as if they had never left the United States.30Within
a few years slaveholders began employing less elaborate but equally effective indenture
contracts to bring in bondsmen. James Morgan, for example, had the county court of Leon
County, Florida, bind his slaves for ninety-nine years; the men and boys were to learn “the art
and mystery of farming and planting” and the women “the art and mystery” of cooking and
housekeeping. Marmaduke D. Sandifer signed a contract with Clarissa, “a girl of color,” before
the alcalde at San Felipe de Austin on Christmas Day, 1833, whereby she agreed to “conduct &
demean herself as an honest & faithful servant, hereby renouncing and disclaiming all her right
and claim to personal liberty for & during a term of ninety-nine years.” In return, Sandifer
promised to furnish her food, lodging, and medical care and, should she be disabled, to support
her in a “decent and comfortable manner.”31Slaveholders were delighted with the subterfuge
permitted by Mexican law. Frost Thorn informed Austin from Nacogdoches in July, 1828, that it
was of “great service to this country.” The decree was already creating positive feelings, Thorn



wrote, and he intended to publicize it in New Orleans and across the South. Austin relaxed to the
extent that his correspondence concerning northern immigrants ceased, but he was not really
satisfied. Perhaps he recognized, as did General Manuel Mier y Terán who made an inspection
tour of Texas for the Mexican federal government in 1828, that subterfuge is rarely a permanent
way of dealing with the law. Terán saw that labor contracts permitted the introduction of slaves,
but he also reported that American settlement was “restrained by the laws prohibiting slavery.” “If
these laws were repealed—,” he wrote President Guadalupe Victoria on June 30, “which God
forbid— in a few years Texas would be a powerful state which could compete in production and
wealth with Louisiana.” The first half of 1829 found Stephen F. Austin making inquiries at Saltillo
and San Antonio about the possibility of repealing the constitutional provision against slavery or
suspending it for ten years.32A new threat to slavery in Texas appeared, as one historian put it,
like “a bolt from the blue” in the fall of 1829. President Vicente Guerrero, influenced by José
Maria Tornei who had been attempting for two years to have the Mexican congress abolish
slavery, issued a decree on September 15, 1829, declaring immediate emancipation
everywhere in the republic. (It was customary to free a number of slaves in the area of Mexico
City on Independence Day, and Tornei persuaded Guerrero to extend this tradition to all slaves
in the nation.) Guerrero’s decree first reached Texas on October 16 in a letter from Governor J.
M. Viesca at Saltillo to Ramón Músquiz, the political chief at San Antonio. Músquiz reacted in
exactly the way Austin and his colonists would have wished. He withheld publication of the
decree and appealed to the governor to have Texas excepted from its operation. Settlers in
Texas, Músquiz said, had been guaranteed their property rights by federal and state colonization
laws. And they could not develop Texas “without the aid of the robust and almost indefatigable
arms of that race of the human species which is called negroes, and who, to their misfortune,
suffer slavery.” Furthermore, to free the thousand or more slaves in Texas would constitute a
serious disturbance to public order. Governor Viesca agreed with Músquiz and, on November
14, 1829, appealed to President Guerrero for an exemption for Texas. He would have made the
request, he said, even without prompting from Músquiz because the advancement of Coahuila
and Texas depended on it. Viesca also added one other consideration—the possibility of violent
reactions by the settlers in Texas. The colonists were not insubordinate, he said, but strong
feelings result when men are “in danger of being ruined, as would happen to many of them
whose fortune consists entirely of slaves.”33The slaveholding interest thus received prompt
support from Mexican officials who appear to have been nearly as dedicated as Austin to the
rapid settlement and development of Texas. Músquiz informed Austin of the decree and of his
actions concerning it. He urged secrecy until a result was known, but unfortunately a copy of the
decree somehow found its way to the alcalde at Nacogdoches and, although it was not
published, caused near panic. “In the name of God what shall we do,” John Durst, a prominent
citizen wrote Austin on November 10, “for God’s Sake advise me on the subject by the return of
Mail[.] We are ruined for ever should the Measure be adopted.” Austin, reassured to some extent
by Músquiz’s stand, obviously objected to the tone of Durst’s letter. “There ought to be no



vocifrous and visionary excitement or noise about this matter—,” he replied. If the decree were
published in Texas, he said, the people should use the ayuntamientos to appeal for their
constitutional rights. “The constitution must be both our shield, and our arms, under it, and with it
we must constitutionally defend ourselves and our property.” The course he advised was “a very
plain one—calm, deliberate dispassionate, inflexible firmness.”34Austin’s intention to stand firm
was not put to the test because President Guerrero issued another decree on December 2,
1829, exempting Texas from the general emancipation ordered on September 15. Possibly, the
president acted in response to a letter from General Terán, now the military chief for Texas, and
decided in mid-November to make the exemption before the petitions from Texas arrived at
Mexico City. If this were the case, he acted only from general concern about the growth of Texas
and the possibility of opposition there and not under any threat of resistance to his decree. In
any event, Guerrero’s order of December 2 was generally circulated in Texas by the end of that
month; slavery had survived another threat, and colonists there were delighted.35Stephen F.
Austin used the status of slavery as a clinching argument in an optimistic letter of December 31,
1829, urging his brother-in-law, James F. Perry, to move to Texas. “All the difficulties as to Slaves
… are removed,” he wrote, “by a new law excepting Texas from the Genl. emancipation law of 15
Sepr.” Although slaves could be brought in only under labor contracts at that time, Austin was
convinced that in a few years Texas would be a “Slave State” and then quickly grow into “the
best State in the Mexican Union.” Three months later Austin wrote Perry that his hopes were
being realized. Immigrants are pouring in, he told Perry. “We are getting the best men, the best
kind of settlers. Pay no attention to rumors and silly reports but push on as fast as possible.” In
the meantime, the San Felipe de Austin Texas Gazette reminded Americans in Texas that
Mexican authorities had granted them “all we could wish for, as colonists—the Security of our
Persons and Property.”36Once again, however, the issue of slavery was not long at rest. The
federal government, concerned with the influx of settlers who evaded colonization laws in a
variety of ways and appeared likely to draw Texas away from loyalty to Mexico, decided to end
immigration from the United States. President Anastacio Bustamante issued a decree on April 6,
1830, which prohibited further immigration from Mexico’s neighbor to the north. Lucas Alamán,
Bustamante’s secretary of relations who shaped this law, contended that the slave trade decree
of July 13, 1824, had prohibited slavery in Texas. But he recognized that emancipation would
draw strong resistance and conceded that slaves already in Texas would remain in bondage.
The law of April 6, however, called for strict enforcement of rules against the further introduction
of slaves.37The law of April 6, 1830, obviously threatened to destroy all Stephen F. Austin’s
hopes for Texas. How could he persuade Mexican officials to permit renewed immigration from
the United States? He decided that the main object of the decree had been “to keep out
turbulent and bad men vagabonds and slaves”; therefore the way to reopen Texas was to
acquiesce in Mexican views on slavery. He expressed his new position with complete candor in
a letter of June 16, 1830, to Richard Ellis and other potential emigrants from Alabama. Austin
explained how he had previously supported slavery in Texas on practical grounds but argued



that the reasons “for a partial toleration of this evil, have now ceased.” Moreover, Mexico meant
to enforce its rules, “and I am of the opinion that Texas will never become a Slave state or
country.” He recognized that if immigration were reopened slaves could still be brought in as
indentured servants but doubted that this arrangement offered enough security to slaveholders.
“No one,” he wrote, “will be willing to risk a large capital in negroes under contracts with them.”
All of this, Austin insisted, was for the best. Who could look to the future of a Texas overrun by
slaves and free negroes and “seriously wish that slavery should be entailed upon this country
—”? Austin expressed similar sentiments during the summer of 1830 to other correspondents
who could explain his position publicly, most notably Thomas F. Leaming and S. Rhoads Fisher
in Pennsylvania. Once more, if the choice in Stephen F. Austin’s eyes had to be between Texas
and slavery, he would choose Texas.38Austin’s stand was not popular with the slave interest. He
told Leaming in July that his opinions had drawn “the sarcasms of slaveholders.” Perhaps more
to his dismay, he was questioned even by nonslaveholders about the probable impact of closing
Texas to slavery. “Do you believe,” asked S. Rhoads Fisher from Pennsylvania in August, 1830,
“that cane and cotton can be grown to advantage by a sparce white population? … We must
either abandon the finest portion of Texas to its original useless-ness or submit to the
acknowledged, but lesser evil of Slavery—.”39Influenced no doubt by arguments so similar to
those he had often made himself, Austin soon resumed efforts to have the Mexican government
ease its restrictions on slavery in Texas. In September, 1830, he explained to Alamán that the
main impediment to progress was the lack of labor. Most immigrants, he noted, were
accustomed to the employment of slaves. Early in 1831 he wrote to Alamán again and also
raised the subject with General Terán. Alamán was noncommittal, and Terán, while admitting
that slavery would promote the growth of Texas, advised patience.40Austin thus had no success
with his appeals. In reaction, as on previous occasions when slavery had come under serious
attack, he became critical of the institution and what it would mean to Texas. This time, however,
he also indicated a growing conviction that for better or for worse slavery was in the province to
stay. He told his business partner Samuel May Williams in April, 1831: “I sometimes shudder at
the consequences and think that a large part [of] America will be Santa Domingonized in 100 or
200 years. The wishes of my colonists have hurried me into this theory—but I am now in for the
cuestion and there is no retreat.” “The question of slavery,” he told his cousin Mary Austin Holley
in July, 1831, “is a difficult one to get on with.” Either, he said, there will be slavery in Texas or a
carefully regulated black “laboring class.” “Which is best?” he concluded, “Quién Sabe? It is a
difficult and dark question.”41While Austin concerned himself with repeal of the Law of April 6,
1830, and its prohibition of immigration, free and slave, from the United States, Americans
continued to filter into Texas. Some brought slaves with them, thus violating the law twice by their
entry. The Mexican government gradually strengthened enforcement, however, and on April 28,
1832, the government of Coahuila and Texas issued a new colonization law, containing an
additional threat to the future of slavery in Texas. Article 36 of this decree read as follows:
“Servants and day laborers, hereafter introduced by foreign colonists, cannot be obligated by



any contract to continue in the service of the latter longer than ten years.”42 At this point, then,
the introduction of slaves into Texas was prohibited by the state constitution (1827) and federal
decree (Law of April 6, 1830) and, should immigration of free citizens of the United States be
permitted again, the indentured servant loophole had been tightened notably. Slavery appeared
thoroughly hemmed in by restrictions that, if enforced, could have prevented its development as
an institution of much significance in Texas after 1832.Before the year ended, however,
developments in southeastern Texas presaged a revolution that would dramatically alter
slavery’s future course. There was a flare-up of insurrection aimed at the military commander at
Anahuac on Galveston Bay, the unfair administration of tariff laws, and Mexican federal authority
in general. American settlers held conventions in October, 1832, and April, 1833, at which they
asked for reforms, including repeal of the Law of April 6, 1830, and the creation of a separate
state government for Texas. Austin went to Mexico City to present these requests. A letter written
when he stopped en route at Matamoros on May 30, 1833, revealed a significant commitment in
his attitude toward slavery as the conflict between Texas and the Mexican national government
began: “I have been adverse to the principle of slavery in Texas. I have now, and for the last six
months, changed my views of that matter; though my ideas are the same as to the abstract
principle. Texas must be a slave country. Circumstances and unavoidable necessity compels it. It
is the wish of the people there, and it is my duty to do all I can, prudently, in favor of it. I will do
so.” In actuality, while Austin had wavered according to changing circumstances, he had never
been consistently adverse to slavery in Texas, and a willingness to do what was necessary for
his colony had always outweighed any sort of opposition to slavery on principle. He had only
made up his mind, not changed his basic course.43Austin did not specify what he intended to
do, “prudently,” for slavery, but the separation of Texas from Coahuila certainly could have
resulted in a new state colonization law allowing labor contracts without restrictions concerning
duration. However, the national government, under the control of President Antonio López de
Santa Anna, would not allow a separate state government for Texas, although Santa Anna
agreed to a number of other reforms, including repeal of the restriction on immigration from the
United States, which became effective in mid-1834. Austin was not in Texas to enjoy even this
limited success. Instead, he was imprisoned in Mexico City from January until Christmas Day of
1834 for writing a letter “in a moment of irritation,” suggesting that the ayun-tamiento of San
Antonio organize a state government without waiting for approval from the Mexican
government.44During Austin’s absence in 1833–34, public affairs in Texas were relatively quiet.
Settlers continued to hold Negroes as slaves (those brought in before restrictions in the state
constitution of 1827 became effective) and as servants bound by labor contracts. When legal
immigration from the United States resumed in 1834, more bondsmen were brought in under
indentures. Moreover, a blurring of the distinction between bona fide slaves and labor contract
servants apparently occurred. Travelers and Mexican officials tended to claim that all the blacks
were held by subterfuge. One anonymous writer claimed in 1834 that Negroes were held as
slaves in “many” Texas homes, “although the laws of Mexico forbid it.” A slaveholder can do this,



he wrote, “by getting his negroes to sign a bond promising to serve him for ninety nine years.”
Similar views were published by Amos A. Parker in 1835: “By the laws, slavery is not allowed in
the province; but this law is evaded by binding the negroes by indenture for a term of years. You
will, therefore, find negro servants, more or less, all over the country; but more on the lowlands,
towards the bays and seacoasts. Large cotton plantations in this section of the country, are
cultivated by negroes.” When Juan N. Almonte inspected Texas for Vice-President Valentin
Gómez Farias during the spring of 1834, he reported 2,000 Negroes (none in the Department of
Béxar, 1,000 in the Department of Brazos, and 1,000 in the Department of Nacogdoches) in a
total population, excluding Indians, of 21,000. These Negroes, he said, were introduced “under
certain conditions granted by the state government.”45Settlers in Texas differed from Mexican
observers by blurring the distinction between slaves and indentured servants in the direction of
seeing all blacks in Texas as property pure and simple. Regardless of constitutional and
statutory regulations, Negroes were bought and sold, hired out, inventoried as assets of estates,
and bequeathed in wills. Early sales in Austin’s Colony, such as one on November 16, 1824,
involving a woman and her child, took the form of seventy-year hire contracts, “should the said
negroes live that time,” in order to evade the restrictions of the Imperial Colonization Law on
selling and purchasing bondsmen. As the colony grew and the status of blacks in various areas
became more ambiguous, however, transactions took a more direct form. Stephen F. Austin, for
example, simply bought a slave woman named Mary at San Felipe de Austin in February, 1828,
and William Barret Travis sold a five year-old-boy for $225 to Jesse Burnam on Christmas Day,
1834, warranting that he (Travis) had a clear “right and title” to the boy. Austin also set an
example in the hiring of slaves from the onset of colonization, and the practice continued into the
1830s. Austin’s will, written in 1833 before his last trip to Mexico City, specified that his slave
woman Mary was to go to the wife of his business partner, Samuel May Williams. When
individuals who were among Austin’s “Old Three Hundred” settlers died, inventories of their
estates often included slaves, some of whom were young children. This was the case with
Alexander Jackson (1828), Jonathan C. Peyton (1834), and Thomas Westall (1834). These
transactions and property arrangements could hardly have been legal under Mexican law. How,
for example, could Travis sell a five-year-old in 1834? The boy could not have been legally born
a slave in Texas or brought in as such, and no provision existed for selling indentured servants or
their children. How could estates claim title to young children in 1834? Older slaves may have
been in Texas legally before promulgation of the state constitution in 1827, but the children were
born later. In sum, the status of Negroes in Mexican Texas during the early 1830s was often
indeterminate, but the tendency among American settlers was to treat all blacks as de facto
slaves and to get away with it.46Slavery thus came to Texas with the first Anglo-American
settlers and gained a foothold during the colonial period. Reasons for this development are not
difficult to determine. First, most of the settlers were from slave states where the institution was
commonplace. They generally considered blacks inherently inferior and thought bondage an
essential form of social control. Virginia-born Stephen F. Austin, for example, spoke at times as a



critic of slavery and protested that he objected to the institution in principle, but he personally
held slaves and did more than any other individual to establish slavery in Mexican Texas. He
expressed serious qualms about slavery only on the several occasions when he believed that he
had to choose between it and Texas. The second, and probably more important, explanation of
slavery’s foothold in Texas is the belief that it was a practical necessity. The argument from
necessity—that Texas could be settled and developed rapidly and profitably only with the
employment of slave labor—was used compellingly by Austin and sympathetic Mexican officials.
Many leaders of the Mexican governments, both federal and state, appear to have had genuine
liberal convictions against slavery, but they regularly allowed themselves to be convinced that
the institution was necessary to the growth of Texas.47 Economic necessity overcame moral or
theoretical considerations.Even the limited and vacillating opposition presented by Mexican
authorities obviously retarded the development of slavery in Texas. This contention is supported
by the many letters Austin received from prospective immigrants expressing concern over the
future of slavery, by the observations of General Terán in 1828, and by the low percentage of
slaves in Texas during the early 1830s. Almonte, who was sympathetic to the settlers at that
point, may have understated the number of slaves when he placed it at two thousand (9.5
percent of the total) in 1834. But had there been twice as many Negroes as he reported, they still
would have constituted only about 20 percent of the population, a smaller proportion than would
be expected under more favorable circumstances.The impact of Mexico’s limited opposition to
the introduction of slaves tempts the asking of a “what if” question. Could Texas have been
settled successfully without slavery? The answer has several parts and depends finally, of
course, on the definition of “successfully.” In the first place, firmness on the part of Mexican
authorities, in spite of the difficulties involved in governing such an outlying province, could likely
have blocked the introduction of slavery into Texas. Anglo-Americans certainly seemed to think
that Mexico could prohibit slavery in Texas if she so wished. And this probably would not have
meant a cessation of immigration from the United States. Stephen F. Austin’s reaction when the
Mexican government appeared ready to take a firm stand certainly suggests that it may have
been possible to attract Anglo-Americans to Texas without permitting slavery. It appears equally
certain, however, that Texas would not have attracted settlers or developed cotton production as
rapidly without slavery. The estimated production in the area of Austin’s original colony
increased from 600 bales in 1827 to 2,000 bales by 1833, and the Nacogdoches District
exported an estimated 2,000 bales in 1834. Slave labor was the key to this cotton culture. Texas
could have been settled without slavery but not in the most immediately profitable way.48Of
course, the future of slavery in Texas was by no means determined in 1834–35. Instead, the
institution was still threatened by constitutional and statutory restrictions. Children born to
bondsmen belonging to Austin’s original colonists (those who came under the Imperial
Colonization Law of January, 1823) were to be free at age fourteen, although those masters
affected had probably lost sight of this requirement in the passage of time.49 More important,
the 1827 Constitution of Coahuila and Texas prohibited the introduction of slaves and declared



all slave children free at birth. The state law of 1832 limited the duration of labor contracts to ten
years. Enforcement of these rules was hardly certain; nevertheless, slavery’s foothold in Texas
was far from secure as the revolution against Mexico developed in 1835.TWOSlavery in the
Texas Revolution, 1835–1836“A DULL, ORGANIC ACHE”To Benjamin Lundy, the noted
abolitionist who traveled extensively in Texas between 1830 and 1835, the cause of Texas’ revolt
against Mexico in 1835–36 was obvious. “It is susceptible of the clearest demonstration,” he
wrote in 1837, “that the immediate cause and leading object of the contest originated in a settled
design, among the slaveholders of this country, (with land speculators and slave traders,) to
wrest the large and valuable territory of Texas from the Mexican Republic, in order to re-establish
the SYSTEM OF SLAVERY; to open a vast and profitable SLAVE-MARKET therein; and,
ultimately, to annex it to the United States.” The British abolitionist John Scoble repeated Lundy’s
charges in more colorful language a few years later while arguing that Great Britain should not
grant diplomatic recognition to the Texas Republic. That “robber state,” he wrote, was settled by
“hordes of characterless villains, whose sole object has been to re-establish slavery and the
slave trade.” José Maria Tornei offered a similar view from the Mexican perspective in 1837: “The
land speculators of Texas have tried to convert it into a mart of human flesh where the slaves of
the south might be sold and others from Africa might be introduced, since it is not possible to do
it directly through the United States.”1Logic supported the interpretation of the Texas Revolution
presented by Lundy, Scoble, and Tornei. Settlers from the United States had always been
concerned about establishing and maintaining slavery in Texas, and Mexican opposition, while
vacillating, had bothered many immigrants and retarded development of the institution.
Moreover, once the Texans gained their independence, they were quick to give slavery all the
guarantees that it had never been afforded by Mexican governments. Under these
circumstances, the claim that desire to protect slavery was at least a major cause of the
insurrection appears plausible. If, however, this interpretation is valid, direct evidence of slavery’s
involvement should also be present. Did a Mexican threat to slavery prompt the revolt? Did the
revolutionaries ever indicate that the protection of slavery was a primary cause of their actions?
Answers to these questions depend on tracing revolutionary developments during the early
1830s to examine when and how slavery appeared as an issue.If any single action could be said
to have set in motion the train of events leading to revolution, it was the Law of April 6, 1830,
which prohibited further immigration from the United States and called for the collection of
customs duties and garrisoning of troops in Texas. Tariff collections under this law caused
problems in 1831 when George Fisher, Mexico’s new customs collector for ports east of the
Colorado River, located his customhouse at Anahuac at the head of Galveston Bay and
demanded that all ships departing Texas from his jurisdiction clear customs at Anahuac. This
requirement meant that ships leaving from Brazoria on the Brazos River had to travel several
hundred extra miles along the coast and up Galveston Bay before leaving Texas waters. After a
bitter dispute in late 1831, a deputy collector was appointed at Brazoria. The issue still rankled
Texans, however, especially since Colonel John D. Bradburn, a Kentucky-born officer who



commanded Mexico’s new military post at Anahuac, antagonized them in other ways at the
same time. In January, 1831, Francisco Madero, a newly appointed general land commissioner
of Texas, arrived on the Trinity River just north of Anahuac, established the town of Liberty, and
began issuing land titles to American settlers in the area. Bradburn, believing that Madero was
acting in violation of the Law of April 6, 1830, soon arrested him and annulled the ayuntamiento
of Liberty. Bradburn further upset Anglo-Texans by using slave labor without compensating
owners in erecting military buildings, by informing slaves that the intent of Mexican law was to
make them free, and by refusing to turn over two runaway slaves from Louisiana to their owner.
He arrested William B. Travis and Patrick H. Jack, apparently because they antagonized him with
messages about an armed force coming from Louisiana to recover the runaways. In June, 1832,
colonists demanded the release of Travis and Jack. When Bradburn refused and strengthened
his post, the Texans sent to Brazoria for cannon and planned an assault. Serious insurrection
appeared imminent.2In the meantime, however, developments in Mexico worked to the
advantage of the Americans in Texas. Antonio López de Santa Anna began a revolt against
President Anastacio Bustamante with the intention of reinstating the liberal Constitution of 1824.
Bradburn was a Bustamante appointee, so the Texans at Anahuac, while they waited for cannon
to attack a Mexican fort, adopted the Turtle Bayou Resolutions, which asserted their loyalty to
the apparently liberal-minded Santa Anna and the Constitution of 1824. Adoption of these
resolutions proved wise when Colonel José de las Piedras, commander of Mexico’s garrison at
Nacogdoches, hearing of the troubles at Anahuac, arrived there with troops before the cannon
came from Brazoria. Convinced that Bradburn’s arbitrary rule was the problem, Piedras ordered
the release of Travis and Jack. Bradburn resigned, and his garrison declared for Santa Anna and
returned to Mexico. Meanwhile, resistance flared in other parts of Texas, only to be faced in
August, 1832, with a large Mexican army commanded by Colonel José Antonio Mexía.
Fortunately for the Texans, however, Mexía was a Santanista, so they could claim to be his allies
in the war against Bustamante. Stephen F. Austin, on his way home from the state legislature in
Saltillo, traveled with Mexia and made the same argument. Following a warm welcome at
Brazoria, replete with a dinner and ball and many toasts to Santa Anna, Mexia returned to
Mexico. A near insurrection had turned into a demonstration of Texan loyalty to the next
president of Mexico.3Hoping that their support for Santa Anna would earn a favorable hearing
for reform proposals, the Anglo settlers in Texas held two conventions at San Felipe de Austin:
one in October, 1832, and a second in April, 1833. These conventions urged repeal of the Law
of April 6, 1830, and asked that Texas be separated from Coahuila and made a state in Mexico’s
federal union. Such reforms, the delegates hoped, would prevent a recurrence of the problems
that had led to the disturbances at Anahuac. The second convention went so far as to propose a
constitution, drafted by a committee chaired by Sam Houston, for the new state of
Texas.4Slavery received no special mention at either of these conventions, but it likely was one
among the many interests that Texans expected separate statehood to protect. Houston’s
proposed constitution did not mention slavery. Stephen F. Austin’s statement of the second



convention’s purpose did not either, although he did complain that the existing political system
“tends to check the growth of the country, and to produce confusion and insecurity, rather than to
extend protection to lives and property.” Austin, while preparing to take the second convention’s
petitions to Mexico City, also informed his cousin Henry Austin: “The sum and substance of the
whole matter is that Texas must have a state Government. Nothing else will quiet this country or
give any security to persons or property.” He did not specify, but “property” certainly implied
slaves. Within a month he was writing, “Texas must be a slave country.” Benjamin Lundy claimed
that during his visit to Texas in the summer of 1833 settlers told him that a desire to control their
own laws on slavery was one reason for requesting separation from Coahuila. Lundy also wrote
that, according to a Mr. Egerton from New York, Austin, when he presented the proposed
constitution of Texas to the Mexican Congress, asked that settlers be allowed to hold
slaves.5One aspect of slavery, the African trade, did receive specific mention at the 1833
convention. David G. Burnet, who was destined to become the first president of the Texas
republic, introduced a resolution stating that the convention held the African trade in “utter
abhorrence” and calling on all “the good people of Texas” to avoid involvement in that
“abominable traffic” and to work “to prevent the evil from polluting our shores.” This resolution,
prompted by the arrival of a foreign slaver from Cuba at Galveston, was published in Texas, New
Orleans, and Mexico. Some Texans, particularly newcomers James W. Fannin, Jr., and Ben Fort
Smith, ignored these sentiments and engaged in the African trade during 1833 and 1834. But
leading Texans continued to oppose the practice with as much indignation as could have been
expected of any Mexican official. John A. Wharton, brother of the chairman of the 1833
convention, William H. Wharton, complained to Burnet in July, 1834, that the trade was
“disgraceful to ourselves, and ruinous to our country.” It is, he wrote, an “outrage upon humanity”
and a “defiance of the laws of almost all Christendom” that should not go unpunished. Clearly,
then, while Anglo-Texans meant to continue slavery, the only aspect of the institution receiving
specific attention in the conventions of 1832 and 1833 and their immediate aftermath was the
African slave trade. And it was not an issue likely to cause trouble between Mexico and most
Texans, since both opposed it.6For most of 1833 and 1834, developments in Mexico favored
Texas. Vice-President Gomez Farias, a liberal reformer, governed during much of this period,
and numerous changes were made. Texas was divided into three political departments, English
was accepted for official purposes, the court system was revised, and religious toleration was
granted. Texas, however, was not separated from Coahuila, and indeed this became an
increasingly remote possibility after April, 1834, when President Santa Anna took over from
Gomez Farias, repudiated liberalism, and moved to make Mexico a centralized dictatorship. In
October, 1835, the Mexican Congress conceded to his wishes and replaced the Constitution of
1824 with laws converting the states into mere departments of a centralized nation. Many Anglo-
Texans were slow to see the direction of Santa Anna’s policy because the state government of
Coahuila and Texas had discredited itself with a dispute over location of the state capital and
with dishonest land sales. By the summer of 1835, however, Santa Anna began to show Texas



the real meaning of centralization. The result was revolution.7The disturbance that led to
insurrection came at Anahuac, and, as in 1832, the issue was customs collection. President
Santa Anna sent soldiers to the Galveston Bay post in January, 1835, to support the collection of
duties. Texans in the area opposed the operations of Mexican authority; violence and arrests
followed. General Martín Perfecto de Cos, commander of the Eastern Interior Provinces,
decided to reinforce the garrison at Anahuac, and a small group of militant Texans, learning of
this intention, acted first and forced the surrender of Mexican troops there. A majority of Texans
disapproved of this action and attempted to convince Cos of their loyalty. The general, however,
insisted that leading opponents of Santa Anna’s regime be arrested and that all colonists in
Texas obey the central government. He made plans to bring reinforcements and take command
personally at San Antonio. Conciliation appeared so hopeless by late summer, 1835, that a
consultation of all Texans was called for October 15 at Washington on the Brazos. In September,
the Central Committee of Safety of San Felipe reinforced the call for the consultation. “War is our
only resource,” wrote Stephen F. Austin, the committee’s chairman. “There is no other remedy
but to defend our rights, ourselves, and our country by force of arms.” Fighting began at
Gonzales on October 2, 1835.8As the revolution developed in 1835, Texans saw the situation as
a threat to slavery and, ironically, as an attempt to reduce them to the status of slaves. Ben
Milam put these fears succinctly in a letter of July 5 warning Frank W. Johnson that a Mexican
attack was imminent: “Their intention is to gain the friendship of the different tribes of Indians;
and if possible to get the slaves to revolt.… If the Federal system is lost in Texas, what will be our
situation? Worse than that of the most degraded slaves.” In a Fourth of July address, R. M.
Williamson told listeners at Bexar that Mexicans were coming to Texas in part “to compel you to
liberate your slaves.” Horatio Allsbery, who visited Monterrey during the summer, wrote a public
letter informing Texans that Mexico intended to “put their slaves free and then loose upon their
families.” General Cos did nothing to dispel these fears when he issued a warning from Mata-
moros in July telling the colonists that the consequences of insurrection would “bear heavily
upon them and their property.” Texans thus feared for the security of their slaves, but at the same
time they saw nothing incongruous in adopting resolutions explaining that their struggle was for
“liberty” against impending slavery. As the Liberty Committee of Public Safety put it, “the contest
is for liberty or slavery, for life or death.”9In the early fall of 1835, the fears of Anglo-Texans
focused on the Brazos River area where slaves were the most numerous. The Committee of
Safety for Matagorda resolved on September 30 that as “danger is apprehended from the slave
population on the Brazos” citizens should adopt “prompt measures to prevent in our section both
alarm and danger.” A few days later Thomas J. Pilgrim, reacting to a rumor about Mexican troops
landing at the mouth of the Brazos, asked Stephen F. Austin: “Would there not be a great danger
from the Negroes should a large Mexican force come so near?” Then, apparently the Texans’
worst fears nearly came true. “I have some unpleasant news to communicate,” B. J. White wrote
Austin from Goliad on October 17. “The negroes on Brazos made an attempt to rise. Major
Sutherland came on here for a few men to take back, he told me—John Davis returned from



Brazoria bringing the news that near 100 had been taken up many whipd nearly to death some
hung, etc. R. H. Williams had nearly kild one of his.” A postscript by White added that the plotters
had planned to divide the cotton farms, make the whites work for them, and ship cotton to New
Orleans.10Texans, even if distracted by the developing war with Mexico, were prepared and able
to suppress any internal slave revolt in 1835–36, and they were ever vigilant concerning new
threats. The rumor, for example, of a project for settling free blacks from the United States in
Texas drew a heated protest from the Beaumont Committee of Safety in December, 1835. Free
blacks, the committee wrote, would threaten the “peace and tranquility” of slave
property.11Texans could not, however, have protected slavery had they lost their war with
Mexico. Defeat almost certainly would have meant the end of the institution. Santa Anna made
his inclinations clear as he prepared to invade Texas in February, 1836. “There is a considerable
number of slaves in Texas …,” he wrote his minister of war and marine, “who have been
introduced by their masters under cover of certain questionable contracts, but who according to
our laws should be free. Shall we permit those wretches to moan in chains any longer in a
country whose kind laws protect the liberty of man without distinction of cast [sic] or color?”
William H. Wharton, writing as “Curtius” in 1836, indicated that Texas leaders understood the
implications of their contest with Mexico in the same way. The Mexicans, he wrote, are
threatening us with a “sickly philanthropy worthy of the abolitionists of these United States.”
Stephen F. Austin went so far as to claim in one of his appeals for aid from the United States in
1836 that Santa Anna meant to exterminate the American population of Texas and fill “that
country with Indians and negroes.”12By March, 1836, the revolution had progressed to the point
that a convention, meeting at Washington on the Brazos, adopted a Declaration of
Independence and wrote a constitution for the Republic of Texas. As these brave steps were
being taken, however, it appeared that Mexican forces would render them meaningless. Santa
Anna’s army took the Alamo in San Antonio on March 6, offering no quarter to its defenders.
Among the noncombatant survivors was a slave named Joe, the property of William B. Travis.
Two weeks later General José Urrea forced the surrender of a Texan army under James W.
Fannin at Goliad and then, acting under orders from Santa Anna, murdered about 350 prisoners.
The remaining Texas forces, now under the command of Sam Houston, retreated eastward
across the Colorado and Brazos rivers, and Anglo-Texan settlers began a panic-stricken rush
ahead of their army. The “Runaway Scrape,” as it became known, saw families and their slaves
fleeing into east Texas and across the Sabine River into Louisiana during March and early April.
Then, on the afternoon of April 21, 1836, Houston’s forces surprised Santa Anna’s army at San
Jacinto and in eighteen minutes won a crushing victory. Mexico would be a long time in
accepting the fact, but this battle ended its ownership of Texas. The panic of the Runaway
Scrape subsided after San Jacinto, and Texans soon began to capitalize on their newly won
independence.13An Empire for SlaveryAn Empire for SlaveryAn Empire for SlaveryTHE
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a subject fraught with moral judgment and racial implications. No history of the Peculiar
Institution, as antebellum southerners called it, regardless of perspective or method, has
avoided questions of morality and race. Accordingly, this study of slavery in Texas begins with a
statement of its underlying assumptions concerning those issues.First, there is no intention to
defend or attack the Peculiar Institution. Slavery was wrong, and special emphasis on the
horrors of the institution is not necessary to prove its immorality. Even at its most benign, slavery
could not have been “right” in the mid-nineteenth-century South. It was a moral anachronism by
that time, an evil by definition in that most nations of the Western world had found it
unacceptable for one man to own another.Second, this study assumes that the enslaved blacks
were simply human, nothing less and nothing more. Like other humans, they employed their
intelligence and their moral and spiritual resources to survive in and attempt to influence the
world in which they found themselves. Enslaved blacks were not an inherently inferior part of the
human race, and slavery, regardless of the claims made by some of its defenders, was no
school for civilization.During my years of research and writing on slavery in Texas, I have
incurred so many debts of gratitude that it is difficult to know where to begin the
acknowledgments. The Faculty Research Committee at North Texas State University (now the
University of North Texas) provided essential financial support, and the Department of History
gave the time free from other responsibilities. My colleagues in the department’s local history
study group, especially Donald E. Chipman and Richard G. Lowe, read and critiqued portions of
the manuscript and offered consistent encouragement. The county-outline maps of Texas are
the work of Terry G. Jordan of the University of Texas Department of Geography.The entire
manuscript benefited immensely from careful readings by Alwyn Barr, Thomas W. Cutrer, Paul D.
Lack, Carl H. Moneyhon, Robert G. Sherer, and Ron Tyler. Richard L. Himmel, David R. Lindsey,
and Martin Sarvis of the North Texas libraries were unfailingly helpful, regardless of the
demands on their time. Randal B. Gilbert of Tyler, Texas, provided much excellent material on
Smith County and made me wish for such a “research assistant” in every county seat across the
state. Two North Texas graduate students, Mark H. Atkins and David Minor, must be thanked for
comments that, while not necessarily respectful, provided helpful perspective. Cecil Harper, Jr.,
my first doctoral student at North Texas, deserves a special note of acknowledgment for his
invaluable assistance. I am afraid that Cecil gave so much time to helping with my research,
listening to rehearsals of my ideas, and reading early drafts of the manuscript that he slowed
progress on his own dissertation. The staff of the Louisiana State University Press, especially
Senior Editor Margaret Fisher Dalrymple, who edited the manuscript, and Managing Editor
Catherine F. Barton, have provided generous encouragement as well as expert advice.Those
who have read this manuscript in part or in its entirety have aided in locating sources, correcting



factual errors, and refining interpretations. Weaknesses that remain are, of course, my own
responsibility.PrefaceAmerican Negro slavery is a subject fraught with moral judgment and racial
implications. No history of the Peculiar Institution, as antebellum southerners called it,
regardless of perspective or method, has avoided questions of morality and race. Accordingly,
this study of slavery in Texas begins with a statement of its underlying assumptions concerning
those issues.First, there is no intention to defend or attack the Peculiar Institution. Slavery was
wrong, and special emphasis on the horrors of the institution is not necessary to prove its
immorality. Even at its most benign, slavery could not have been “right” in the mid-nineteenth-
century South. It was a moral anachronism by that time, an evil by definition in that most nations
of the Western world had found it unacceptable for one man to own another.Second, this study
assumes that the enslaved blacks were simply human, nothing less and nothing more. Like other
humans, they employed their intelligence and their moral and spiritual resources to survive in
and attempt to influence the world in which they found themselves. Enslaved blacks were not an
inherently inferior part of the human race, and slavery, regardless of the claims made by some of
its defenders, was no school for civilization.During my years of research and writing on slavery in
Texas, I have incurred so many debts of gratitude that it is difficult to know where to begin the
acknowledgments. The Faculty Research Committee at North Texas State University (now the
University of North Texas) provided essential financial support, and the Department of History
gave the time free from other responsibilities. My colleagues in the department’s local history
study group, especially Donald E. Chipman and Richard G. Lowe, read and critiqued portions of
the manuscript and offered consistent encouragement. The county-outline maps of Texas are
the work of Terry G. Jordan of the University of Texas Department of Geography.The entire
manuscript benefited immensely from careful readings by Alwyn Barr, Thomas W. Cutrer, Paul D.
Lack, Carl H. Moneyhon, Robert G. Sherer, and Ron Tyler. Richard L. Himmel, David R. Lindsey,
and Martin Sarvis of the North Texas libraries were unfailingly helpful, regardless of the
demands on their time. Randal B. Gilbert of Tyler, Texas, provided much excellent material on
Smith County and made me wish for such a “research assistant” in every county seat across the
state. Two North Texas graduate students, Mark H. Atkins and David Minor, must be thanked for
comments that, while not necessarily respectful, provided helpful perspective. Cecil Harper, Jr.,
my first doctoral student at North Texas, deserves a special note of acknowledgment for his
invaluable assistance. I am afraid that Cecil gave so much time to helping with my research,
listening to rehearsals of my ideas, and reading early drafts of the manuscript that he slowed
progress on his own dissertation. The staff of the Louisiana State University Press, especially
Senior Editor Margaret Fisher Dalrymple, who edited the manuscript, and Managing Editor
Catherine F. Barton, have provided generous encouragement as well as expert advice.Those
who have read this manuscript in part or in its entirety have aided in locating sources, correcting
factual errors, and refining interpretations. Weaknesses that remain are, of course, my own
responsibility.An Empire for SlaveryAn Empire for SlaveryIntroductionThere is a widespread
popular misconception, particularly in Texas, that somehow the institution of Negro slavery was



not very important in the Lone Star state. This is not really surprising in that many historians,
writers, and creators of popular culture have preferred to see Texas as essentially western rather
than southern.1 The state thus becomes part of the romantic West, the West of cattle ranches,
cowboys, and gunfighters and seemingly less compelling moral issues such as destruction of
the Indians. So long as Texas is not seen as a southern state, its people do not have to face the
great moral evil of slavery and the bitter heritage of black-white relations that followed the defeat
of the Confederacy in 1865. Tex-ans are thus permitted to escape a major part of what C. Vann
Woodward called the “burden of Southern History.”2It is true that slavery had a relatively brief
history in Texas. As an Anglo-American institution, it lasted about fifty years in Texas, from 1816
or so until 1865, whereas in an original southern state such as Virginia its history extended from
the mid-seventeenth century to the close of the Civil War, a period of more than two hundred
years. Texas had a small fraction of the total slave population of the United States, less than 5
percent at the census of 1860, while, by comparison, Virginia had 12 percent and Louisiana,
Texas’s closest neighbor to the east, had more than 8 percent.3 Also, slavery spread over only
the eastern tWo-fifths of the Lone Star state before it was ended in 1865. The Peculiar Institution
simply did not hold Texas as long or to the same extent numerically and geographically as it held
older areas of the antebellum South.The limited nature of Texas’s historical experience with
slavery, however, belies the vast importance of the institution to the Lone Star state. The great
majority of immigrants to antebellum Texas came from the older southern states (77 percent of
household heads in Texas in 1860 were southern born), and many brought with them their
slaves and all aspects of slavery as it had matured in their native states. More than one-quarter
of Texas families owned slaves during the 1850s, and bondsmen constituted approximately 30
percent of the state’s total population. Proportions of slaveholders and slaves in the populations
of Texas and Virginia during the last antebellum decade were closely comparable.4 In this
sense, then, slavery was as strongly established in Texas, the newest slave state, as it was in the
oldest slave state in the Union.In 1850 and 1860, more than 93 percent of Texas’s free
population and 99 percent of its slaves lived east of a line extending from the Red River at
approximately the 98th meridian southward to the mouth of the Nueces River on the Gulf of
Mexico. The area of slaveholding, although covering only the eastern two-fifths of Texas, was as
large as Alabama and Mississippi combined (see map 1).5 Even without further expansion to
the west, it constituted virtually an empire for slavery.Map 1Antebellum TexasAntebellum Texans
considered slavery vital to their future. The first settlers in Stephen F. Austin’s colony brought
slaves, and Austin himself, although not particularly devoted to slavery in the abstract,
concluded by 1833 that “Texas must be a slave country. Circumstances and unavoidable
necessity compels it. It is the wish of the people there, and it is my duty to do all I can, prudently,
in favor of it. I will do so.” As Texas moved from Mexican colony to independent republic to
statehood, Austin’s opinion was frequently repeated. “I hold,” James S. Mayfield of Fayette
County told his fellow delegates to the state constitutional convention of 1845, “that the true
policy and prosperity of this country depend upon the maintenance and prosperity of that



institution.” “We want more slaves—we need them,” wrote Charles DeMorse, Massachusetts-
born editor of the Clarksville Northern Standard, in 1859. “We care nothing for … slavery as an
abstraction—but we desire the practicality; the increase of our productions; the increase of the
comforts and wealth of the population; and if slavery, or slave labor, or Negro Apprentice labor
ministers to this, why that is what we want.”6Some observers recognized that slavery in Texas
had importance transcending its role in shaping that state. As early as 1839, Frederic Gaillardet
pointed out that Texas, with its rich soil and “location at the southern end of the American Union,”
was becoming a haven for slaveholding planters from the upper South: “In the enjoyment of this
position lies the germ of Texas’ future greatness. It will become in the more or less distant future,
the land of refuge for the American slaveholders; it will be the ally, the reserve force upon which
they will rest.… If … that great association, the American Union, should be one day torn apart,
Texas unquestionably would be in the forefront of the new confederacy, which would be formed
by the Southern states from the debris of the old Union.” John Marshall, editor of the Austin
Texas State Gazette, argued in 1858 that Texas was destined to become the “Empire State of
the South,” provided that the African slave trade could be reopened. Slavery was growing, but
too slowly, Marshall wrote, “and until we reach somewhere in the vicinity of two millions of
slaves, it is equally evident that such a thing as too many slaves in Texas is an absurdity.” Texas
was slavery’s frontier during the late antebellum period; it held the promise of growth and vitality
for years to come. Developments there were critical to the Peculiar Institution, not only in one
state but to its future in the South as a whole.7In spite of its obvious historical significance,
slavery has received virtually no attention as a part of Texas’ heritage. The second chapter of
Alwyn Barr’s Black Texans provides a useful general summary, and Ronnie C. Tyler and
Lawrence R. Murphy’s edited work, The Slave Narratives of Texas, contains a remarkably good
introductory essay. However, there has never been a general study of slavery in Texas; the best
state history text gives it less than three pages, and The Handbook of Texas has no entry on the
subject.8Historians have written extensively about slavery in southern states other than Texas.
With the additional exception of tiny Delaware, the institution has received book-length attention
in each of the fifteen states that permitted slavery in 1860. Most of these studies are relatively
old, having been written before 1950. However, Julia Floyd Smith’s Slavery and Plantation
Growth in Antebellum Florida, 1821–1860 (the first on that state) appeared in 1973, and Barbara
Jeanne Fields’s analysis of slavery and freedom in nineteenth-century Maryland was published
in 1985. Important studies of slavery in particular states during more limited chronological
periods also have appeared during the last two decades. Examples include Peter Wood’s Black
Majority dealing with South Carolina’s slaves from 1670 through the Stono Rebellion (1739) and
Clarence L. Mohr’s examination of masters and bondsmen in Georgia during the Civil War. By
and large, scholars have not revised the older studies of slavery in each state, but recent works
indicate that interest in the institution as it existed in particular areas of the South remains strong.
A general account of the Peculiar Institution in Texas is thus long overdue, and this study seeks
to fill that need.9Scholars who have sought to describe and interpret American Negro slavery



have produced a labyrinthine historiography with enough twists and turns to perplex even the
most dedicated reader. There is no need for a detailed summary of these studies, especially
since John B. Boles has recently published an outstanding synthesis of writings on slavery in
Black Southerners, 1619–1869 (1983).10 However, the broad contours of their interpretations
should be reviewed as background for a study of the Peculiar Institution in Texas.Racist,
proslavery views tended to dominate the writings of the first professional historians who dealt
with slavery. This trend culminated with the work of Ulrich B. Phillips, who in 1918 portrayed
slavery as an unprofitable, essentially benign institution providing social control and civilizing
influences for an inferior race. State studies during the next thirty years generally echoed
Phillips’ conclusions. Ralph Betts Flanders’ 1933 study of Georgia, for example, concluded: “As
a means of social control slavery during the ante-bellum period was invaluable; … as a training
school for the untutored savage it served to a large degree as a civilizing agency.” The
dominance of Phillips’ interpretation began to disappear during the 1950s after Kenneth M.
Stampp in The Peculiar Institution rejected the older work’s racist assumptions and went on to
describe slavery as profitable, brutal, and brutalizing. Some considered Stampp’s assertion that
Negroes are “only white men with black skins” insultingly patronizing, but, as the United States
underwent a revolution in civil rights during the next two decades, blatant racism largely
disappeared from the historiography of slavery. Stampp had provided an effective antidote to
Phillips, although critics would find more subtle forms of racism in much of the work that
followed.11Since Stampp’s work, no general histories of slavery have appeared. Instead,
scholars have focused primarily on limited questions relating to key aspects of the slave
experience. Stanley Elkins provoked a major controversy with the publication of a small volume
entitled Slavery in 1959. Arguing that the time had come to agree on the immorality of slavery
and move ahead to seek a better understanding of its effect on bondsmen, Elkins concluded
that the psychological impact of slavery was to reduce most male slaves to behavioral patterns
associated with the childlike “Sambo” character. The Sambo personality, he insisted, was not a
black characteristic; instead it was the reaction of most humans caught in a similar situation. His
well-known comparison of slave plantations and Nazi concentration camps, where even Jewish
intellectuals became Sambos in order to survive, argued this point by analogy. Elkins was
criticized effectively for overstating his case, exaggerating the prevalence of Sambo-like
behavior, and misinterpreting its meaning. Critics also denounced him, with much less justice, as
a racist who had claimed that blacks were by nature weak-willed Sambos. When the novelist
William Styron used the Sambo thesis as a key interpretive device in his “meditation on history,”
The Confessions of Nat Turner (1966), he was furiously condemned as a white racist.12In The
Slave Community (1972), John Blassingame argued that Sambo existed primarily in the minds
of masters and that a careful examination of slave life revealed a culture shaped to a large extent
by the bondsmen themselves. His was the first major study calling attention to the need to allow
the slaves themselves to testify on what it was like to live in bondage. The Slave Community and
George P. Rawick’s From Sundown to Sunup: The Making of the Black Community, which made



similar points and also appeared in 1972, marked another significant step forward in the
historiography of slavery.13Robert W. Fogel and Stanley L. Engerman also disagreed with
Elkins, but their book, Time on the Cross, provoked even more controversy than his. Employing
quantitative evidence and focusing on the economics of slavery, they argued that slaves, rather
than being inefficient Sambos created by a brutal, closed system, were efficient workers who
seized upon available opportunities to create an enviable record of black achievement under
adverse circumstances. Significant numbers even attained special status as craftsmen and
managers. Time on the Cross also contended that most slaves escaped severe punishment and
lived with material conditions not a great deal worse than those common for the working poor
elsewhere. Critics quickly attacked Fogel and Engerman for having understated the brutality of
slavery while painting an overly positive picture of material conditions. Much of the criticism was
justified, but Time on the Cross made a contribution in its emphasis on how slaves occupied
positions of responsibility.14Eugene D. Genovese’s Roll, Jordan, Roll, also published in 1974, is
more of a general account of slavery than any study since Stampp’s The Peculiar Institution.
Employing Marxist theory to inform his study, Genovese argued that in the pre-capitalist
antebellum South the planters’ paternalistic ethos allowed the slaves room to control in some
degree all aspects of their lives and build a culture of their own. His study does an excellent job
of describing the subtleties of the master-slave relationship, but even it has not escaped entirely
from charges of racial bias. Genovese’s account of the influences that shaped the slaves’ world,
it has been said, gives too much credit to planter paternalism and not enough to the bondsmen’s
own efforts.15Since the mid-1970s, historians interested in slavery have tended to focus on
even more particular facets of the institution, especially the everyday lives and culture of
bondsmen. The results have been important studies of slave family life, religion, music,
education, and folklore. Scholars have also produced pioneering studies of slave women, who
labored under the double burden of race and sex, and of particular groups such as the black
drivers. The result is an ever-increasing awareness of the variety and complexity of the
institution.16As should be expected, the historiography of slavery, especially recent work on
slave families, religion, and behavior and the role of bondsmen in shaping their own lives and
culture, heavily influences this study. Some of the state-level historiography is influential, too, in
that the extent to which slavery in Texas differed from the institution elsewhere in the South is
considered. Throughout, however, there is no intention to test any one idea or interpretation and,
at the same time, no determination to say anything novel for its own sake. A study of slavery in
Texas is “new” by definition.Finally, while recognizing the importance of theory in much recent
historical scholarship, this work is based on the assumption that slave-holding society in the
antebellum South was unique, “Sui Generis” as historian Bertram Wyatt-Brown has put it, and
seeks to describe and interpret the Peculiar Institution in Texas without the aid of any particular
theoretical model.17 Instead of structuring a model and fitting the story to a theory, it proceeds
simply by asking large questions and seeking answers in available sources. Every effort has
been made to go only where the evidence leads in attempting to answer the essential questions



posed by Texas’ experience with the Peculiar Institution. These are: What factors explain the
establishment and growth of slavery in Texas? How did slavery function as an economic and a
legal institution in the Lone Star state? What were the physical and psychological conditions of
servitude for Texas slaves? What was the impact of slavery on slaveholders and on slaveholding
society in general? How did the Civil War affect slavery in Texas before the institution was
destroyed in June, 1865?IntroductionThere is a widespread popular misconception, particularly
in Texas, that somehow the institution of Negro slavery was not very important in the Lone Star
state. This is not really surprising in that many historians, writers, and creators of popular culture
have preferred to see Texas as essentially western rather than southern.1 The state thus
becomes part of the romantic West, the West of cattle ranches, cowboys, and gunfighters and
seemingly less compelling moral issues such as destruction of the Indians. So long as Texas is
not seen as a southern state, its people do not have to face the great moral evil of slavery and
the bitter heritage of black-white relations that followed the defeat of the Confederacy in 1865.
Tex-ans are thus permitted to escape a major part of what C. Vann Woodward called the “burden
of Southern History.”2It is true that slavery had a relatively brief history in Texas. As an Anglo-
American institution, it lasted about fifty years in Texas, from 1816 or so until 1865, whereas in
an original southern state such as Virginia its history extended from the mid-seventeenth century
to the close of the Civil War, a period of more than two hundred years. Texas had a small fraction
of the total slave population of the United States, less than 5 percent at the census of 1860,
while, by comparison, Virginia had 12 percent and Louisiana, Texas’s closest neighbor to the
east, had more than 8 percent.3 Also, slavery spread over only the eastern tWo-fifths of the Lone
Star state before it was ended in 1865. The Peculiar Institution simply did not hold Texas as long
or to the same extent numerically and geographically as it held older areas of the antebellum
South.The limited nature of Texas’s historical experience with slavery, however, belies the vast
importance of the institution to the Lone Star state. The great majority of immigrants to
antebellum Texas came from the older southern states (77 percent of household heads in Texas
in 1860 were southern born), and many brought with them their slaves and all aspects of slavery
as it had matured in their native states. More than one-quarter of Texas families owned slaves
during the 1850s, and bondsmen constituted approximately 30 percent of the state’s total
population. Proportions of slaveholders and slaves in the populations of Texas and Virginia
during the last antebellum decade were closely comparable.4 In this sense, then, slavery was as
strongly established in Texas, the newest slave state, as it was in the oldest slave state in the
Union.In 1850 and 1860, more than 93 percent of Texas’s free population and 99 percent of its
slaves lived east of a line extending from the Red River at approximately the 98th meridian
southward to the mouth of the Nueces River on the Gulf of Mexico. The area of slaveholding,
although covering only the eastern two-fifths of Texas, was as large as Alabama and Mississippi
combined (see map 1).5 Even without further expansion to the west, it constituted virtually an
empire for slavery.Map 1Antebellum TexasAntebellum Texans considered slavery vital to their
future. The first settlers in Stephen F. Austin’s colony brought slaves, and Austin himself,



although not particularly devoted to slavery in the abstract, concluded by 1833 that “Texas must
be a slave country. Circumstances and unavoidable necessity compels it. It is the wish of the
people there, and it is my duty to do all I can, prudently, in favor of it. I will do so.” As Texas
moved from Mexican colony to independent republic to statehood, Austin’s opinion was
frequently repeated. “I hold,” James S. Mayfield of Fayette County told his fellow delegates to the
state constitutional convention of 1845, “that the true policy and prosperity of this country
depend upon the maintenance and prosperity of that institution.” “We want more slaves—we
need them,” wrote Charles DeMorse, Massachusetts-born editor of the Clarksville Northern
Standard, in 1859. “We care nothing for … slavery as an abstraction—but we desire the
practicality; the increase of our productions; the increase of the comforts and wealth of the
population; and if slavery, or slave labor, or Negro Apprentice labor ministers to this, why that is
what we want.”6Some observers recognized that slavery in Texas had importance transcending
its role in shaping that state. As early as 1839, Frederic Gaillardet pointed out that Texas, with its
rich soil and “location at the southern end of the American Union,” was becoming a haven for
slaveholding planters from the upper South: “In the enjoyment of this position lies the germ of
Texas’ future greatness. It will become in the more or less distant future, the land of refuge for the
American slaveholders; it will be the ally, the reserve force upon which they will rest.… If … that
great association, the American Union, should be one day torn apart, Texas unquestionably
would be in the forefront of the new confederacy, which would be formed by the Southern states
from the debris of the old Union.” John Marshall, editor of the Austin Texas State Gazette, argued
in 1858 that Texas was destined to become the “Empire State of the South,” provided that the
African slave trade could be reopened. Slavery was growing, but too slowly, Marshall wrote, “and
until we reach somewhere in the vicinity of two millions of slaves, it is equally evident that such a
thing as too many slaves in Texas is an absurdity.” Texas was slavery’s frontier during the late
antebellum period; it held the promise of growth and vitality for years to come. Developments
there were critical to the Peculiar Institution, not only in one state but to its future in the South as
a whole.7In spite of its obvious historical significance, slavery has received virtually no attention
as a part of Texas’ heritage. The second chapter of Alwyn Barr’s Black Texans provides a useful
general summary, and Ronnie C. Tyler and Lawrence R. Murphy’s edited work, The Slave
Narratives of Texas, contains a remarkably good introductory essay. However, there has never
been a general study of slavery in Texas; the best state history text gives it less than three
pages, and The Handbook of Texas has no entry on the subject.8Historians have written
extensively about slavery in southern states other than Texas. With the additional exception of
tiny Delaware, the institution has received book-length attention in each of the fifteen states that
permitted slavery in 1860. Most of these studies are relatively old, having been written before
1950. However, Julia Floyd Smith’s Slavery and Plantation Growth in Antebellum Florida, 1821–
1860 (the first on that state) appeared in 1973, and Barbara Jeanne Fields’s analysis of slavery
and freedom in nineteenth-century Maryland was published in 1985. Important studies of slavery
in particular states during more limited chronological periods also have appeared during the last



two decades. Examples include Peter Wood’s Black Majority dealing with South Carolina’s
slaves from 1670 through the Stono Rebellion (1739) and Clarence L. Mohr’s examination of
masters and bondsmen in Georgia during the Civil War. By and large, scholars have not revised
the older studies of slavery in each state, but recent works indicate that interest in the institution
as it existed in particular areas of the South remains strong. A general account of the Peculiar
Institution in Texas is thus long overdue, and this study seeks to fill that need.9Scholars who
have sought to describe and interpret American Negro slavery have produced a labyrinthine
historiography with enough twists and turns to perplex even the most dedicated reader. There is
no need for a detailed summary of these studies, especially since John B. Boles has recently
published an outstanding synthesis of writings on slavery in Black Southerners, 1619–1869
(1983).10 However, the broad contours of their interpretations should be reviewed as
background for a study of the Peculiar Institution in Texas.Racist, proslavery views tended to
dominate the writings of the first professional historians who dealt with slavery. This trend
culminated with the work of Ulrich B. Phillips, who in 1918 portrayed slavery as an unprofitable,
essentially benign institution providing social control and civilizing influences for an inferior race.
State studies during the next thirty years generally echoed Phillips’ conclusions. Ralph Betts
Flanders’ 1933 study of Georgia, for example, concluded: “As a means of social control slavery
during the ante-bellum period was invaluable; … as a training school for the untutored savage it
served to a large degree as a civilizing agency.” The dominance of Phillips’ interpretation began
to disappear during the 1950s after Kenneth M. Stampp in The Peculiar Institution rejected the
older work’s racist assumptions and went on to describe slavery as profitable, brutal, and
brutalizing. Some considered Stampp’s assertion that Negroes are “only white men with black
skins” insultingly patronizing, but, as the United States underwent a revolution in civil rights
during the next two decades, blatant racism largely disappeared from the historiography of
slavery. Stampp had provided an effective antidote to Phillips, although critics would find more
subtle forms of racism in much of the work that followed.11Since Stampp’s work, no general
histories of slavery have appeared. Instead, scholars have focused primarily on limited
questions relating to key aspects of the slave experience. Stanley Elkins provoked a major
controversy with the publication of a small volume entitled Slavery in 1959. Arguing that the time
had come to agree on the immorality of slavery and move ahead to seek a better understanding
of its effect on bondsmen, Elkins concluded that the psychological impact of slavery was to
reduce most male slaves to behavioral patterns associated with the childlike “Sambo” character.
The Sambo personality, he insisted, was not a black characteristic; instead it was the reaction of
most humans caught in a similar situation. His well-known comparison of slave plantations and
Nazi concentration camps, where even Jewish intellectuals became Sambos in order to survive,
argued this point by analogy. Elkins was criticized effectively for overstating his case,
exaggerating the prevalence of Sambo-like behavior, and misinterpreting its meaning. Critics
also denounced him, with much less justice, as a racist who had claimed that blacks were by
nature weak-willed Sambos. When the novelist William Styron used the Sambo thesis as a key



interpretive device in his “meditation on history,” The Confessions of Nat Turner (1966), he was
furiously condemned as a white racist.12In The Slave Community (1972), John Blassingame
argued that Sambo existed primarily in the minds of masters and that a careful examination of
slave life revealed a culture shaped to a large extent by the bondsmen themselves. His was the
first major study calling attention to the need to allow the slaves themselves to testify on what it
was like to live in bondage. The Slave Community and George P. Rawick’s From Sundown to
Sunup: The Making of the Black Community, which made similar points and also appeared in
1972, marked another significant step forward in the historiography of slavery.13Robert W. Fogel
and Stanley L. Engerman also disagreed with Elkins, but their book, Time on the Cross,
provoked even more controversy than his. Employing quantitative evidence and focusing on the
economics of slavery, they argued that slaves, rather than being inefficient Sambos created by a
brutal, closed system, were efficient workers who seized upon available opportunities to create
an enviable record of black achievement under adverse circumstances. Significant numbers
even attained special status as craftsmen and managers. Time on the Cross also contended
that most slaves escaped severe punishment and lived with material conditions not a great deal
worse than those common for the working poor elsewhere. Critics quickly attacked Fogel and
Engerman for having understated the brutality of slavery while painting an overly positive picture
of material conditions. Much of the criticism was justified, but Time on the Cross made a
contribution in its emphasis on how slaves occupied positions of responsibility.14Eugene D.
Genovese’s Roll, Jordan, Roll, also published in 1974, is more of a general account of slavery
than any study since Stampp’s The Peculiar Institution. Employing Marxist theory to inform his
study, Genovese argued that in the pre-capitalist antebellum South the planters’ paternalistic
ethos allowed the slaves room to control in some degree all aspects of their lives and build a
culture of their own. His study does an excellent job of describing the subtleties of the master-
slave relationship, but even it has not escaped entirely from charges of racial bias. Genovese’s
account of the influences that shaped the slaves’ world, it has been said, gives too much credit
to planter paternalism and not enough to the bondsmen’s own efforts.15Since the mid-1970s,
historians interested in slavery have tended to focus on even more particular facets of the
institution, especially the everyday lives and culture of bondsmen. The results have been
important studies of slave family life, religion, music, education, and folklore. Scholars have also
produced pioneering studies of slave women, who labored under the double burden of race and
sex, and of particular groups such as the black drivers. The result is an ever-increasing
awareness of the variety and complexity of the institution.16As should be expected, the
historiography of slavery, especially recent work on slave families, religion, and behavior and the
role of bondsmen in shaping their own lives and culture, heavily influences this study. Some of
the state-level historiography is influential, too, in that the extent to which slavery in Texas
differed from the institution elsewhere in the South is considered. Throughout, however, there is
no intention to test any one idea or interpretation and, at the same time, no determination to say
anything novel for its own sake. A study of slavery in Texas is “new” by definition.Finally, while



recognizing the importance of theory in much recent historical scholarship, this work is based on
the assumption that slave-holding society in the antebellum South was unique, “Sui Generis” as
historian Bertram Wyatt-Brown has put it, and seeks to describe and interpret the Peculiar
Institution in Texas without the aid of any particular theoretical model.17 Instead of structuring a
model and fitting the story to a theory, it proceeds simply by asking large questions and seeking
answers in available sources. Every effort has been made to go only where the evidence leads in
attempting to answer the essential questions posed by Texas’ experience with the Peculiar
Institution. These are: What factors explain the establishment and growth of slavery in Texas?
How did slavery function as an economic and a legal institution in the Lone Star state? What
were the physical and psychological conditions of servitude for Texas slaves? What was the
impact of slavery on slaveholders and on slaveholding society in general? How did the Civil War
affect slavery in Texas before the institution was destroyed in June, 1865?ONEThe Colonial
Period, 1821–1835“TEXAS MUST BE A SLAVE COUNTRY”Slavery as an institution of
significance in Texas came with Anglo-American settlers during the 1820s, but the first slave
arrived there nearly three hundred years earlier. Among the survivors of the Pánfilo de Narváez
expedition shipwrecked on the coast of Texas in November, 1528, was a black man called
Estevanico, the personal servant of Andrés Dorantes de Carranza. Estevanico survived nearly
six years of servitude to the Indians before escaping with Dorantes, Alvar Núñez Cabeza de
Vaca (the most famous member of this expedition), and Alonso Castillo Maldonado and
wandering hundreds of miles through Texas and northern Mexico to the outpost of Culiacán near
the Gulf of California. After reaching Culiacán in April, 1536, and then journeying to Mexico City,
he was sold (or perhaps loaned) by Dorantes to the viceroy of New Spain, Antonio de Mendoza.
Estevanico never returned to Texas, but he remained an adventurer. In 1539, he served as a
guide for Fray Marcos de Niza, a trailblazer for the Coronado expedition. Exploring ahead of the
main party and acting against instructions from de Niza, he entered Háwikuh, an Indian village in
western New Mexico, and was killed by the natives.1Negro slavery was permitted and protected
from the early sixteenth century onward in New Spain, but the institution was relatively
unimportant outside Veracruz and the limited areas suitable for plantation agriculture. Certainly it
had little opportunity to gain a foothold in Texas, for the Spanish themselves barely settled and
controlled the northernmost reaches of their American empire. By the last quarter of the
eighteenth century, in spite of continuing efforts to establish missions and presidios across the
region, Spanish Texas had only three settlements large enough to be called towns—San
Antonio, Nacogdoches, and La Bahia (now Goliad). The first reliable census of the province,
taken in 1777, reported a sparse population of 3,103, including inhabitants of the missions. Of
these settlers, only 20, less than 1 percent, were classified as Negroes and probably were
slaves. Another census in 1785 enumerated 2,919 persons, 43 of whom were identified
specifically as slaves (24 in San Antonio, 16 in Nacogdoches, and 3 in La Bahia). Five years
later, officials reported that the province had 37 slaves in a total population of 2,417. During the
next thirty years, as the Spanish period drew to a close, Texas’ slave population remained small.



Nacogdoches in east Texas reported 33 bondsmen in an 1809 census while slaves virtually
disappeared from San Antonio and La Bahia, which together had only 9 persons of “African
origin” in 1819. Obviously, then, although Negro slavery existed, the number of bondsmen in
Spanish Texas was always far too small to give the institution a significant hold on the
province.2After 1800, as Spain’s grasp on her American colonies weakened rapidly, the mother
country’s attention to Texas, always limited at best, diminished even further. This circumstance
provided an opportunity for revolutionaries and pirates (it was often difficult to tell the difference)
to carry on a slave trade from Texas into the United States. In 1816, Manuel Herrera, would-be
representative to the United States of a revolutionary Mexican republic, created a government at
Galveston with a Frenchman, Louis d’Aury, as governor and commander of the fleet. D’Aury
began busily capturing Spanish vessels, including slave ships. No market for the captured
slaves existed in Mexico or Texas, so they were smuggled into Louisiana in violation of United
States law against the international slave trade. In August, 1817, the customs collector at New
Orleans complained to the secretary of state that he could not stop “the most shameful violation
of the slave act, … by a motley mixture of freebooters and smugglers, at Galveston, under the
Mexican flag.”3D’Aury left Galveston in August, 1817, to pursue the revolution against Spain, but
he was quickly replaced by the notorious Jean Laffite who continued to capture Spanish slavers.
Laffite’s slaves reached buyers in the United States through agents who arranged purchases
and deliveries. The most famous of these agents were the Bowie brothers, Jim, John J., and
Rezin R The Bowies bought slaves at Galveston for one dollar a pound (the average cost was
$140) and then took them to the nearest customs house in Louisiana where they turned in their
property for being smuggled into the United States. Louisiana law, which applied since Congress
had never acted on the matter, provided for sale of confiscated property and payment of half the
price to those who were informers in the case. The Bowies promptly bought back their slaves,
received half of the purchase price as an informers’ fee, and were off to sell their now legally
held property to planters in Louisiana and Mississippi, at times for as much as $1,000 per
bondsman. It is said that the brothers made $65,000 in the three years before Laffite was forced
by the United States to leave Galveston.4Even as Laffite was being put out of the slave trading
business, Texas stood on the threshold of settlement by Anglo-Americans, many of whom would
have been good customers for the pirate’s slaves. In fact, slaveholders had begun to settle at
Pecan Point on the south side of the Red River as early as 1816. A census of Miller County,
Arkansas—a territory of vaguely defined boundaries extending from Arkansas into present-day
Oklahoma and Texas—showed a population of 999 people, including 82 slaves, in 1820. Most of
these bondsmen lived north of the Red River, but some resided south of the river in Texas.
Between 1810 and 1820, other settlers from the United States began drifting across the border
into the area of east Texas between Nacogdoches and Louisiana. Undoubtedly, a few of these
settlers brought bondsmen with them. Jane Long, the wife of the filibusterer James Long who
planned to conquer Texas after the Adams-Onís Treaty in 1819 proposed to “give away” the
territory west of the Sabine River, spent the winter of 1821–22 at Bolivar Point opposite



Galveston accompanied only by two children and a young slave woman named
Kiamatia.5These early settlers had no legal right to be in Texas and certainly no assurances that
they could hold slaves there. But they represented the first trickle of a flood that Spanish and
Mexican authorities would be unable to stem. Americans would soon pour into Texas legally, and
no rule or regulation would deny them their slaves.Moses Austin opened the way for legal
settlement by Anglo-Americans in Texas when he traveled to San Antonio de Béxar in 1820 and
received permission from Spanish authorities (on January 17, 1821) to settle a colony on the
Brazos and Colorado rivers. He was accompanied, fittingly enough, by a slave named
Richmond, the property of his son, Stephen F. Austin. As Negro slavery was legal in Spain’s
American empire, the subject did not arise in either Moses Austin’s petition or the Spanish grant.
Richmond became ill on the trip home and was left with Douglas Forsythe at the Sabine River.
He soon recovered and worked for Forsythe to pay his doctor’s bills and board. Moses Austin
was less fortunate. After going home to Missouri, he died on June 1o, 1821. His colonizing
enterprise in Texas then fell to his twenty-eight-year-old son, Stephen F. Austin.6During the
summer of 1821, Stephen F. Austin retraced his father’s steps to San Antonio, where he was
confirmed as heir to the grant. Austin claimed and sold the slave, Richmond, as he entered
Texas, but he was by no means unconcerned with the role of slavery in his colonizing efforts. His
first proposal for the distribution of land in Texas provided generous grants for household heads,
their wives, and children, and then called for the granting of fifty acres per slave. After gaining
approval of the colonizing contract and returning to the United States to recruit settlers, Austin
persuaded authorities in San Antonio to increase the grant per slave to eighty acres.7Stephen F.
Austin thus had no difficulty in proving himself heir to Moses Austin’s grant and in the process
established terms that accepted and actually encouraged the migration of slaveholders to Texas.
However, just as he reached San Antonio in August, 1821, word came that the revolution against
Spain was finally successful. Mexican independence raised questions about slavery because
Mexican revolutionaries had always voiced strong opposition to the institution. Father Miguel
Hidalgo, the first leader of the revolt against Spain, issued several decrees in late 1810
demanding immediate manumission of all slaves on pain of death. And José Maria Morelos’
“Sentimientos de la Nación” of September 14, 1813, proclaimed that “slavery is forbidden
forever.” Given the relative unimportance of Negro slavery in New Spain, these revolutionary
sentiments were more theoretical than practical. But antislavery idealism continued after 1821
and soon cast a shadow over the future of slavery in Texas, where the institution was far more
than just a theoretical matter.8Settlers from the United States began to move into Austin’s colony
during late 1821 and early 1822, and they brought slaves. Josiah H. Bell, for example, received a
grant from Austin for himself, his wife, two sons, and three slaves. Jared E. Groce, who arrived in
January, 1822, from Georgia, brought ninety bondsmen and established a plantation called
“Bernardo” on the Brazos River near the present-day site of Hempstead. Groce could not occupy
all the land to which he was entitled (7,200 acres for his slaves alone). “Bernardo” consisted of
“only” one league of land (4,428 acres) on which his slave craftsmen built a plantation home and



cabins for themselves. Groce immediately demonstrated the promise of Texas lands and slave
labor by producing cotton crops that were sold to neighbors and even in the interior of Mexico. It
is said that he used his slaves to transport the cotton by mule train.9Shortly after these first
settlers began to arrive, Austin and his colonists, especially the slaveholders, ran into difficulties
with Mexican authorities. The provisional government at Monterrey refused to approve the
contract awarded Austin at San Antonio in 1821 and indicated that his colonists could occupy
land only provisionally. At the same time, the new national government in Mexico City was
formulating a general colonization policy that would be critical to Texas. Austin, convinced that
under these circumstances he needed to protect his interests in person, went to Mexico City,
arriving on April 29, 1822, just as Agustin de Iturbide became constitutional emperor of Mexico.
Austin remained in the capital city for more than a year, learning a great deal about Mexico and
building for himself a reputation that would eventually greatly benefit Texas and the interests,
including slavery, of its settlers.10Austin found that the wheels of Mexican government turned
slowly, especially, it seemed, in the passage of a colonization law. He sent memorial after
memorial to the constituent congress and, in spite of the fact that slavery was obviously
controversial, made it clear that his colonists expected to bring their bondsmen to Texas and
receive land for them. Austin himself, he told congress on May 13, had slaves in his own
“familia.”11The Mexican leaders found it extremely difficult to choose between the revolutionary
ideal of liberty and the practical need to protect property interests and encourage settlement of
their nation. Therefore, on August 20 the majority of the committee charged with formulating a
bill reported a compromise proposal allowing settlers to bring in their slaves but ordering that the
children born to those bondsmen in Mexico be freed at age fourteen. José Antonio Gutiérrez de
Lara, the spokesman for this bill, deplored slavery and the slave trade but spoke also of the
rights of property and the need for progress. A minority bill, reported at the same time, provided
for immediate abolition and permanent prohibition of slavery. Following debate, both bills were
recommitted. The minority bill was reported again a month later, but it was sent back to
committee for further revision. Before any other action could be taken, Iturbide disbanded
congress and created a forty-five man legislative junta to govern with him. This junta passed the
original colonization bill in November, 1822, and Iturbide signed it into law on January 4, 1823.
Article 30 of this so-called Imperial Colonization Law read as follows: “There shall not be
permitted, after the promulgation of this law, either purchase or sale of slaves that may be
introduced into the empire. The children of such slaves, who are born within the empire, shall be
free at fourteen years of age.”12Austin, as he anxiously watched the progress of this
colonization law during 1822, feared that congress would not pass any bill permitting slavery.
Therefore he probably was relieved when Iturbide disbanded the legislative body in October.
Even then, the emperor’s junta proposed at first to free all slaves after ten years residence in
Texas, and Austin had to talk to each member of the legislative body and convince them
collectively to adopt the terms stated in Article 30. It was more than he had expected. Austin
would later express doubts concerning slavery in Texas, yet he, more than any other individual,



was responsible for gaining the approval of Mexican authorities for introducing the institution
there.13Emperor Iturbide was overthrown in February, 1823, and the Imperial Colonization Law
was then annulled. Austin delayed his departure for Texas long enough to appeal successfully to
the new constituent congress to approve his grant under the terms of the old law. His was the
only colony in Texas settled according to the law of January 4, 1823. Upon his return to Texas,
Austin found that his long absence and rumors concerning the attitude of Mexican authorities
had greatly slowed immigration. He was able, however, to publicize the Imperial Colonization
Law and reassure colonists so successfully that by the end of 1824 nearly all of his allotted three
hundred families settled in Texas.14Austin and his original settlers thus weathered the first
Mexican threat to slavery, but this was by no means the end of the issue. A new constituent
congress met in Mexico City in November, 1823, and on July 13, 1824, expressed its attitude
toward slavery in a decree prohibiting the slave trade. Unfortunately, while the attitude of
congress was clear, the meaning of this decree was not. “Commerce and traffic in slaves,” it
read, “proceeding from any country and under any flag whatsoever, is forever prohibited in the
territory of the United Mexican States.” Slaves brought into Mexico in violation of this decree
were to be freed. Did congress, however, mean to prohibit even the introduction of slaves by
their owners, or did it mean only to stop the importation of bondsmen as merchandise? Mexican
officials themselves did not know. Lucas Alamán, one of the most important leaders in the
shaping of Mexico’s policy toward Texas during the 1820s and 1830s, insisted later that the July
13, 1824, decree had outlawed any introduction of slaves. But the Congress of Coahuila and
Texas, which wrote a state constitution for that portion of the Mexican federation in 1827, stated
specifically that slaves could be brought in for six months after adoption of the state’s
fundamental law. Obviously, if the 1824 decree had prohibited all importations, the state
congress was in violation of a national law. American settlers were greatly troubled, both for the
slaves they had in Texas and for the future of the institution, but they were able to take advantage
of the law’s lack of clarity and continue to develop slavery in Texas.15The constituent congress
proceeded to adopt a new national colonization law on August 18, 1824, and a federal
constitution on October 4, 1824. Neither mentioned slavery, so the institution appeared to have
survived revolutionary Mexico’s liberal sentiments.16 Slaves could not be imported as
merchandise, but no other constitutional or statutory prohibitions restricted bringing bondsmen
into the province. Settlers in Austin’s Colony were subject to the restrictions in Iturbide’s Imperial
Colonization Law that children born to their bondsmen be freed at age fourteen; other colonists
would not face even that limitation.Developments in 1822–24 were typical of Texas’ experience
with slavery during the entire period of Mexican rule. Mexican leaders showed disapproval of
slavery but did nothing effective to abolish it. Anglo-Americans in Texas frequently expressed
anxiety about the future of their institution, and the issue hindered the settlement of Texas
because potential immigrants from the United States feared for the safety of their slave property
once they came under the jurisdiction of Mexico. Austin received letter after letter expressing
these fears. James A. E. Phelps, for example, wrote from Mississippi to voice concern about the



meaning of the July 13, 1824, decree against the slave trade. “Nothing appears at present,” he
wrote, “to prevent a portion of our wealthy planters from emigrating immediately to the province
of Texas but the uncertainty now prevailing with regard to the subject of slavery.” Charles
Douglas from Alabama expressed the same feelings to Austin. “Our most valuable inhabitants
here own negroes,” he wrote, and they are not willing to move without assurances that slaves will
be “secured to them by the laws of your Govt.” Austin responded to such letters with renewed
appeals to Mexican authorities. In a letter of April 4, 1825, to Rafael Gonzales, governor of
Coahuila and Texas, for example, he explained that the protection of slavery was “a matter of
greatest importance.” Without slavery, he wrote, Texas could not attract the people to make it a
land of sugar and cotton plantations and would instead be populated by shepherds and the
poor.17During the years from 1822 to 1825, in spite of uncertainty about the future of slavery,
many of Austin’s colonists brought bondsmen with them and began to establish the institution
just as it existed in the United States. Most basic was the definition of slaves as private property
and their treatment as such. Stephen F. Austin demonstrated this in October, 1823, when he
hired three slaves from Jared E. Groce for a year beginning on November 1. “The said negros
are to be well treated by me,” the contract read, “and the said Groce is to clothe them—should
they run away or die the loss is to be Groces—sickness to be my loss—.”18Slavery, wherever it
existed, needed protective laws, and Austin instituted such legal support in Texas. In January,
1824, he promulgated a set of Civil and Criminal Regulations for his colony and instructed the
alcaldes—the most important local political and judicial authorities under Mexican law—to
enforce them. Articles 10 through 14 of the Criminal Regulations constituted Texas’ first “slave
code.” To steal or entice away a slave or harbor a runaway bondsman was a crime punishable by
fines as high as $1,000 plus payment of damages to the owner. Anyone buying articles or
produce from a slave without his master’s approval could be fined as much as $100 and three
times the value of the property bought. Slaves who stole could be given ten to one hundred
lashes, unless their owners chose to spare them the whipping by paying an amount equal to
three times the value of the property stolen. Finally, any white person who found a slave away
from home without a pass was to give him ten lashes and see to it that the bondsman returned
home or was placed in the hands of an alcalde.19By the fall of 1825, sixty-nine of the families in
Austin’s colony owned slaves, and the 443 bondsmen there were nearly 25 percent of the total
population of 1,800. The next year, a census of the Atascosito District, an area to the east of
Austin’s Colony, showed 76 slaves (19 percent) in a population of 407. Although no
enumerations are available for the mid-1820S, slaves were also present at the settlements in the
Nacogdoches area and on the Red River.20Slavery thus gained a foothold in Texas by 1825, but
immigrants had not seen the last of Mexican opposition to their institution. A new threat came in
1825 from the constituent congress for the recently created state of Coahuila and Texas.
Meeting in Saltillo, the state capital, in August, 1824, this congress remained in session until
June, 1827. Its first step, the passage of a state colonization law on March 24, 1825, should
have been reassuring to Anglo-Americans because it paid scant attention to slavery. The article



on the subject read: “In respect to the introduction of slaves, the new settlers shall subject
themselves to the laws that are now, and shall hereafter be established on the subject.” This
was, as Juan Antonio Padilla, the secretary of state at Saltillo, told Austin, too indefinite to mean
anything. The slave trade decree of July, 1824—the only existing law affecting new settlers—
could be interpreted as applying only to the slave trade, so, Padilla concluded, settlers could
bring in slaves as they wished. Emigrants, he wrote, should apply a proverb favored by Mexican
lawyers: “What is not prohibited is to be understood as permitted.”21As the constituent congress
slowly worked toward a state constitution, however, the news from Saltillo became alarming for
the slaveholding interest in Texas. Austin learned in July, 1826, that one article in the proposed
constitution would abolish slavery immediately and provide for indemnifying owners by a law to
be passed later. He reacted by once more taking up his pen to argue that slavery had to be
protected if Texas were to grow as he and Mexican authorities wished. To free slaves already in
Texas, even with an indemnity, he told the congress in Saltillo, would be an act of bad faith. And,
he asked, how would Mexico indemnify owners for property valued typically at $600 to $1,500
and up to $3,000? The ayuntamiento (town council) of San Antonio agreed with Austin’s petition
and sent a similar one to Saltillo. Austin, however, was pessimistic. “I think it probable,” he wrote
to his sister, Emily M. Perry, in August, 1826, “that slavery will not be allowed … tho the
constitution will decide it.” As rumors concerning the constitutional provisions spread, some
settlers began to plan to act on the pessimism expressed by Austin. Jesse Thompson, for
example, bemoaning the ruin of his “moast flattering prospects” in Texas, wrote: “I feel as though
I shall make every arrangement so soon as is practicable to be in the United States with my
property.” In early September Austin informed José Antonio Saucedo, the political chief at San
Antonio, that his settlers could not be counted on to defend against an expected Indian attack.
“More than one half of these people,” he wrote, “are awaiting the decision of Congress in regard
to their slaves, as they intend to leave the Country if their emancipation is decreed.”22As the
situation became critical, Austin employed yet another weapon in the struggle to protect slavery
in Texas. His brother, James E. B. Austin, went to Saltillo on a personal mission to the congress.
Brown Austin, as he was called, was optimistic as he prepared to leave. “I will go and see,” he
wrote his worried brother, “Try and keep the Slave holders from going until they hear the result of
the Slave question—Tell them they are safe yet—and there is but little doubt but part of the laws
will be favourable—that is—what—relates to the Slaves already in the Country—.” One day in
Saltillo, however, was enough to convince Brown Austin that the situation was indeed critical. He
found Texas’ representative in the congress, Felipe Enrique Neri, baron de Bastrop, hopelessly
outnumbered by antislavery Mexicans led by Carlos Antonio Carrillo. Congress, he informed his
brother, is “composed of members so inimical to the interests of Texas, that the most that can be
obtained is permission for the 300 families to hold their Slaves—.”23Within a few weeks of
Brown Austin’s arrival, the petitions concerning slavery from his brother and the ayuntamiento of
San Antonio came before congress. “The representation you made on the subject appeared so
just and well founded that the Author of the Article himself (Carrillo) asked permission to



withdraw it,” Brown Austin reported. In November, Austin’s friend Juan Antonio Padilla expressed
the view that immediate, total abolition would destroy at one blow the population, property, and
agriculture of an important part of the state. When the Constitution of the State of Coahuila and
Texas was finally completed on March 11, 1827, the practical sentiments of Stephen F. Austin
and Padilla and the persistent political efforts of Bastrop and Brown Austin bore fruit in an article
that was not so lenient as the settlers had wanted nor as harsh as that originally proposed by
Carrillo. Article 13 read as follows: “From and after the promulgation of the Constitution in the
capital of each district, no one shall be born a slave in the state, and after six months the
introduction of slaves under any pretext shall not be permitted.”24Six months later, on
September 15, 1827, the congress issued a decree to put article 13 into effect. There was to be
a census of all slaves within each municipality. Ayuntamientos were to keep a register of all
births and deaths among slaves and report those statistics to the state government every three
months. There were also several provisions concerning the condition of slaves and the treatment
of those who were emancipated. One-tenth of the slaves belonging to any estate passed on by
inheritance were to be freed at the change of ownership. Ayuntamientos were charged with
providing an education for children emancipated by constitutional provision. Two months later
the congress made one concession to the slaveholders by providing that slaves could be sold
from one owner to another.25Reactions to the state constitution’s restrictions on slavery varied
notably among Anglo-Americans. Brown Austin thought that immigrants should rush into Texas
with their slaves during the six months allowed after promulgation of the constitution. “If there are
any persons in your part of the country having Slaves, that wish to remove here—,” he wrote his
sister Emily Perry, “hurry them on before the expiration of the time—.” Stephen F. Austin hinted at
the same approach, reminding James F. Perry in May, 1827, that slaves in Texas would sell and
hire very high once no more could be introduced.26Austin knew, however, that the restrictions
on slavery would almost certainly slow the migration of southerners to Texas. Reminders of that
fact reached him regularly in 1827 and 1828 from correspondents across the Old South.
Realizing that the development of Texas was at stake and that rushing in slaves before the
constitution went into effect was a stopgap measure at best, Austin traveled to Saltillo in
November, 1827, and appealed to the state legislature for a repeal of the restrictions.27Failing in
that quest, he began to look for sources of nonslaveholding settlers. In November, 1827, he
wrote to Joel Roberts Poinsett in the United States, endorsing a project by David G. Burnet for
colonizing farmers from Ohio in east Texas. Inhabitants of Ohio, he wrote, are known to be
“principled” against slavery, and if the government of Mexico wishes to convert Texas from a
useless wilderness to a civilized state, “sound policy, and expediency I should presume would
approve of a decided encouragement of Ohio and other northern migration.” On February 2,
1828, Austin explained his purposes quite candidly to Thomas F. Learning of Philadelphia:
“Slavery is prohibited by the Constitution of this Govt. which has checked the emigration from
the Southern States, and I have had an idea of endeavouring to procure emigrants from
Pennsylvania and other non slave holding States.” Austin had not turned against slavery, but if



the choice was between the Peculiar Institution and Texas, he would choose Texas.28Austin did
not have to choose, however, for during the early months of 1828 settlers in Texas found a way
around the constitutional restrictions on slavery. Negroes would be brought into Texas and held
as indentured servants who were working to pay their former masters for freedom. In other
words, Mexico’s own system of debt peonage would be used to further slavery in Texas. Ellis H.
Bean suggested this idea as early as July, 1826, and the ayuntamiento of San Felipe de Austin
made a formal request for its legal adoption on March 31, 1828. “Considering the paralized state
of immigration to this Jurisdiction from the U.S. arising from the difficulties encountered by
Imigrants in bringing hirelings and servants with them, this Body conceive it their duty to propose
to the Legislature of this state … a Law whereby emigrants and inhabitants of this state may be
secured in the Contracts made by them with servants or hirelings in foreign countries.” Austin
endorsed this proposal to the authorities in San Antonio and Texas’ representatives at Saltillo.
On May 5, 1828, the congress, noting the “deficiency” of agricultural workers in the state, passed
a decree that read: “All contracts, not in opposition to the laws of the state, that have been
entered into in foreign countries, between emigrants who came to settle in this state, or between
inhabitants thereof, and the servants and day laborers or workingmen whom they introduce, are
hereby guaranteed to be valid in said state.” The state congress, distracted by other matters and
perhaps satisfied that debt peonage did not violate its antislavery principles, thus undid virtually
everything that the Constitution of 1827 had done to rid Texas of slavery.29The procedure for
taking advantage of the May 5, 1828, decree was relatively simple. Before leaving the United
States, slaveholders took their slaves before a notary public or other governmental official and
drew up a contract showing that each bondsman wished to accompany his master to Texas. The
slave would be free in Texas, but he owed his value plus the cost of moving specified in the
contract to his master. This debt was to be paid by annual wages, set at very low rates, less the
cost of clothes and other necessities. Slave children, once they reached the age of eighteen,
were to serve on the same terms, and those born after removal to Texas were to serve the
master without pay until they were twenty-five and then on the same terms as their fathers. Such
a contract kept Negroes as firmly in servitude as if they had never left the United States.30Within
a few years slaveholders began employing less elaborate but equally effective indenture
contracts to bring in bondsmen. James Morgan, for example, had the county court of Leon
County, Florida, bind his slaves for ninety-nine years; the men and boys were to learn “the art
and mystery of farming and planting” and the women “the art and mystery” of cooking and
housekeeping. Marmaduke D. Sandifer signed a contract with Clarissa, “a girl of color,” before
the alcalde at San Felipe de Austin on Christmas Day, 1833, whereby she agreed to “conduct &
demean herself as an honest & faithful servant, hereby renouncing and disclaiming all her right
and claim to personal liberty for & during a term of ninety-nine years.” In return, Sandifer
promised to furnish her food, lodging, and medical care and, should she be disabled, to support
her in a “decent and comfortable manner.”31Slaveholders were delighted with the subterfuge
permitted by Mexican law. Frost Thorn informed Austin from Nacogdoches in July, 1828, that it



was of “great service to this country.” The decree was already creating positive feelings, Thorn
wrote, and he intended to publicize it in New Orleans and across the South. Austin relaxed to the
extent that his correspondence concerning northern immigrants ceased, but he was not really
satisfied. Perhaps he recognized, as did General Manuel Mier y Terán who made an inspection
tour of Texas for the Mexican federal government in 1828, that subterfuge is rarely a permanent
way of dealing with the law. Terán saw that labor contracts permitted the introduction of slaves,
but he also reported that American settlement was “restrained by the laws prohibiting slavery.” “If
these laws were repealed—,” he wrote President Guadalupe Victoria on June 30, “which God
forbid— in a few years Texas would be a powerful state which could compete in production and
wealth with Louisiana.” The first half of 1829 found Stephen F. Austin making inquiries at Saltillo
and San Antonio about the possibility of repealing the constitutional provision against slavery or
suspending it for ten years.32A new threat to slavery in Texas appeared, as one historian put it,
like “a bolt from the blue” in the fall of 1829. President Vicente Guerrero, influenced by José
Maria Tornei who had been attempting for two years to have the Mexican congress abolish
slavery, issued a decree on September 15, 1829, declaring immediate emancipation
everywhere in the republic. (It was customary to free a number of slaves in the area of Mexico
City on Independence Day, and Tornei persuaded Guerrero to extend this tradition to all slaves
in the nation.) Guerrero’s decree first reached Texas on October 16 in a letter from Governor J.
M. Viesca at Saltillo to Ramón Músquiz, the political chief at San Antonio. Músquiz reacted in
exactly the way Austin and his colonists would have wished. He withheld publication of the
decree and appealed to the governor to have Texas excepted from its operation. Settlers in
Texas, Músquiz said, had been guaranteed their property rights by federal and state colonization
laws. And they could not develop Texas “without the aid of the robust and almost indefatigable
arms of that race of the human species which is called negroes, and who, to their misfortune,
suffer slavery.” Furthermore, to free the thousand or more slaves in Texas would constitute a
serious disturbance to public order. Governor Viesca agreed with Músquiz and, on November
14, 1829, appealed to President Guerrero for an exemption for Texas. He would have made the
request, he said, even without prompting from Músquiz because the advancement of Coahuila
and Texas depended on it. Viesca also added one other consideration—the possibility of violent
reactions by the settlers in Texas. The colonists were not insubordinate, he said, but strong
feelings result when men are “in danger of being ruined, as would happen to many of them
whose fortune consists entirely of slaves.”33The slaveholding interest thus received prompt
support from Mexican officials who appear to have been nearly as dedicated as Austin to the
rapid settlement and development of Texas. Músquiz informed Austin of the decree and of his
actions concerning it. He urged secrecy until a result was known, but unfortunately a copy of the
decree somehow found its way to the alcalde at Nacogdoches and, although it was not
published, caused near panic. “In the name of God what shall we do,” John Durst, a prominent
citizen wrote Austin on November 10, “for God’s Sake advise me on the subject by the return of
Mail[.] We are ruined for ever should the Measure be adopted.” Austin, reassured to some extent



by Músquiz’s stand, obviously objected to the tone of Durst’s letter. “There ought to be no
vocifrous and visionary excitement or noise about this matter—,” he replied. If the decree were
published in Texas, he said, the people should use the ayuntamientos to appeal for their
constitutional rights. “The constitution must be both our shield, and our arms, under it, and with it
we must constitutionally defend ourselves and our property.” The course he advised was “a very
plain one—calm, deliberate dispassionate, inflexible firmness.”34Austin’s intention to stand firm
was not put to the test because President Guerrero issued another decree on December 2,
1829, exempting Texas from the general emancipation ordered on September 15. Possibly, the
president acted in response to a letter from General Terán, now the military chief for Texas, and
decided in mid-November to make the exemption before the petitions from Texas arrived at
Mexico City. If this were the case, he acted only from general concern about the growth of Texas
and the possibility of opposition there and not under any threat of resistance to his decree. In
any event, Guerrero’s order of December 2 was generally circulated in Texas by the end of that
month; slavery had survived another threat, and colonists there were delighted.35Stephen F.
Austin used the status of slavery as a clinching argument in an optimistic letter of December 31,
1829, urging his brother-in-law, James F. Perry, to move to Texas. “All the difficulties as to Slaves
… are removed,” he wrote, “by a new law excepting Texas from the Genl. emancipation law of 15
Sepr.” Although slaves could be brought in only under labor contracts at that time, Austin was
convinced that in a few years Texas would be a “Slave State” and then quickly grow into “the
best State in the Mexican Union.” Three months later Austin wrote Perry that his hopes were
being realized. Immigrants are pouring in, he told Perry. “We are getting the best men, the best
kind of settlers. Pay no attention to rumors and silly reports but push on as fast as possible.” In
the meantime, the San Felipe de Austin Texas Gazette reminded Americans in Texas that
Mexican authorities had granted them “all we could wish for, as colonists—the Security of our
Persons and Property.”36Once again, however, the issue of slavery was not long at rest. The
federal government, concerned with the influx of settlers who evaded colonization laws in a
variety of ways and appeared likely to draw Texas away from loyalty to Mexico, decided to end
immigration from the United States. President Anastacio Bustamante issued a decree on April 6,
1830, which prohibited further immigration from Mexico’s neighbor to the north. Lucas Alamán,
Bustamante’s secretary of relations who shaped this law, contended that the slave trade decree
of July 13, 1824, had prohibited slavery in Texas. But he recognized that emancipation would
draw strong resistance and conceded that slaves already in Texas would remain in bondage.
The law of April 6, however, called for strict enforcement of rules against the further introduction
of slaves.37The law of April 6, 1830, obviously threatened to destroy all Stephen F. Austin’s
hopes for Texas. How could he persuade Mexican officials to permit renewed immigration from
the United States? He decided that the main object of the decree had been “to keep out
turbulent and bad men vagabonds and slaves”; therefore the way to reopen Texas was to
acquiesce in Mexican views on slavery. He expressed his new position with complete candor in
a letter of June 16, 1830, to Richard Ellis and other potential emigrants from Alabama. Austin



explained how he had previously supported slavery in Texas on practical grounds but argued
that the reasons “for a partial toleration of this evil, have now ceased.” Moreover, Mexico meant
to enforce its rules, “and I am of the opinion that Texas will never become a Slave state or
country.” He recognized that if immigration were reopened slaves could still be brought in as
indentured servants but doubted that this arrangement offered enough security to slaveholders.
“No one,” he wrote, “will be willing to risk a large capital in negroes under contracts with them.”
All of this, Austin insisted, was for the best. Who could look to the future of a Texas overrun by
slaves and free negroes and “seriously wish that slavery should be entailed upon this country
—”? Austin expressed similar sentiments during the summer of 1830 to other correspondents
who could explain his position publicly, most notably Thomas F. Leaming and S. Rhoads Fisher
in Pennsylvania. Once more, if the choice in Stephen F. Austin’s eyes had to be between Texas
and slavery, he would choose Texas.38Austin’s stand was not popular with the slave interest. He
told Leaming in July that his opinions had drawn “the sarcasms of slaveholders.” Perhaps more
to his dismay, he was questioned even by nonslaveholders about the probable impact of closing
Texas to slavery. “Do you believe,” asked S. Rhoads Fisher from Pennsylvania in August, 1830,
“that cane and cotton can be grown to advantage by a sparce white population? … We must
either abandon the finest portion of Texas to its original useless-ness or submit to the
acknowledged, but lesser evil of Slavery—.”39Influenced no doubt by arguments so similar to
those he had often made himself, Austin soon resumed efforts to have the Mexican government
ease its restrictions on slavery in Texas. In September, 1830, he explained to Alamán that the
main impediment to progress was the lack of labor. Most immigrants, he noted, were
accustomed to the employment of slaves. Early in 1831 he wrote to Alamán again and also
raised the subject with General Terán. Alamán was noncommittal, and Terán, while admitting
that slavery would promote the growth of Texas, advised patience.40Austin thus had no success
with his appeals. In reaction, as on previous occasions when slavery had come under serious
attack, he became critical of the institution and what it would mean to Texas. This time, however,
he also indicated a growing conviction that for better or for worse slavery was in the province to
stay. He told his business partner Samuel May Williams in April, 1831: “I sometimes shudder at
the consequences and think that a large part [of] America will be Santa Domingonized in 100 or
200 years. The wishes of my colonists have hurried me into this theory—but I am now in for the
cuestion and there is no retreat.” “The question of slavery,” he told his cousin Mary Austin Holley
in July, 1831, “is a difficult one to get on with.” Either, he said, there will be slavery in Texas or a
carefully regulated black “laboring class.” “Which is best?” he concluded, “Quién Sabe? It is a
difficult and dark question.”41While Austin concerned himself with repeal of the Law of April 6,
1830, and its prohibition of immigration, free and slave, from the United States, Americans
continued to filter into Texas. Some brought slaves with them, thus violating the law twice by their
entry. The Mexican government gradually strengthened enforcement, however, and on April 28,
1832, the government of Coahuila and Texas issued a new colonization law, containing an
additional threat to the future of slavery in Texas. Article 36 of this decree read as follows:



“Servants and day laborers, hereafter introduced by foreign colonists, cannot be obligated by
any contract to continue in the service of the latter longer than ten years.”42 At this point, then,
the introduction of slaves into Texas was prohibited by the state constitution (1827) and federal
decree (Law of April 6, 1830) and, should immigration of free citizens of the United States be
permitted again, the indentured servant loophole had been tightened notably. Slavery appeared
thoroughly hemmed in by restrictions that, if enforced, could have prevented its development as
an institution of much significance in Texas after 1832.Before the year ended, however,
developments in southeastern Texas presaged a revolution that would dramatically alter
slavery’s future course. There was a flare-up of insurrection aimed at the military commander at
Anahuac on Galveston Bay, the unfair administration of tariff laws, and Mexican federal authority
in general. American settlers held conventions in October, 1832, and April, 1833, at which they
asked for reforms, including repeal of the Law of April 6, 1830, and the creation of a separate
state government for Texas. Austin went to Mexico City to present these requests. A letter written
when he stopped en route at Matamoros on May 30, 1833, revealed a significant commitment in
his attitude toward slavery as the conflict between Texas and the Mexican national government
began: “I have been adverse to the principle of slavery in Texas. I have now, and for the last six
months, changed my views of that matter; though my ideas are the same as to the abstract
principle. Texas must be a slave country. Circumstances and unavoidable necessity compels it. It
is the wish of the people there, and it is my duty to do all I can, prudently, in favor of it. I will do
so.” In actuality, while Austin had wavered according to changing circumstances, he had never
been consistently adverse to slavery in Texas, and a willingness to do what was necessary for
his colony had always outweighed any sort of opposition to slavery on principle. He had only
made up his mind, not changed his basic course.43Austin did not specify what he intended to
do, “prudently,” for slavery, but the separation of Texas from Coahuila certainly could have
resulted in a new state colonization law allowing labor contracts without restrictions concerning
duration. However, the national government, under the control of President Antonio López de
Santa Anna, would not allow a separate state government for Texas, although Santa Anna
agreed to a number of other reforms, including repeal of the restriction on immigration from the
United States, which became effective in mid-1834. Austin was not in Texas to enjoy even this
limited success. Instead, he was imprisoned in Mexico City from January until Christmas Day of
1834 for writing a letter “in a moment of irritation,” suggesting that the ayun-tamiento of San
Antonio organize a state government without waiting for approval from the Mexican
government.44During Austin’s absence in 1833–34, public affairs in Texas were relatively quiet.
Settlers continued to hold Negroes as slaves (those brought in before restrictions in the state
constitution of 1827 became effective) and as servants bound by labor contracts. When legal
immigration from the United States resumed in 1834, more bondsmen were brought in under
indentures. Moreover, a blurring of the distinction between bona fide slaves and labor contract
servants apparently occurred. Travelers and Mexican officials tended to claim that all the blacks
were held by subterfuge. One anonymous writer claimed in 1834 that Negroes were held as



slaves in “many” Texas homes, “although the laws of Mexico forbid it.” A slaveholder can do this,
he wrote, “by getting his negroes to sign a bond promising to serve him for ninety nine years.”
Similar views were published by Amos A. Parker in 1835: “By the laws, slavery is not allowed in
the province; but this law is evaded by binding the negroes by indenture for a term of years. You
will, therefore, find negro servants, more or less, all over the country; but more on the lowlands,
towards the bays and seacoasts. Large cotton plantations in this section of the country, are
cultivated by negroes.” When Juan N. Almonte inspected Texas for Vice-President Valentin
Gómez Farias during the spring of 1834, he reported 2,000 Negroes (none in the Department of
Béxar, 1,000 in the Department of Brazos, and 1,000 in the Department of Nacogdoches) in a
total population, excluding Indians, of 21,000. These Negroes, he said, were introduced “under
certain conditions granted by the state government.”45Settlers in Texas differed from Mexican
observers by blurring the distinction between slaves and indentured servants in the direction of
seeing all blacks in Texas as property pure and simple. Regardless of constitutional and
statutory regulations, Negroes were bought and sold, hired out, inventoried as assets of estates,
and bequeathed in wills. Early sales in Austin’s Colony, such as one on November 16, 1824,
involving a woman and her child, took the form of seventy-year hire contracts, “should the said
negroes live that time,” in order to evade the restrictions of the Imperial Colonization Law on
selling and purchasing bondsmen. As the colony grew and the status of blacks in various areas
became more ambiguous, however, transactions took a more direct form. Stephen F. Austin, for
example, simply bought a slave woman named Mary at San Felipe de Austin in February, 1828,
and William Barret Travis sold a five year-old-boy for $225 to Jesse Burnam on Christmas Day,
1834, warranting that he (Travis) had a clear “right and title” to the boy. Austin also set an
example in the hiring of slaves from the onset of colonization, and the practice continued into the
1830s. Austin’s will, written in 1833 before his last trip to Mexico City, specified that his slave
woman Mary was to go to the wife of his business partner, Samuel May Williams. When
individuals who were among Austin’s “Old Three Hundred” settlers died, inventories of their
estates often included slaves, some of whom were young children. This was the case with
Alexander Jackson (1828), Jonathan C. Peyton (1834), and Thomas Westall (1834). These
transactions and property arrangements could hardly have been legal under Mexican law. How,
for example, could Travis sell a five-year-old in 1834? The boy could not have been legally born
a slave in Texas or brought in as such, and no provision existed for selling indentured servants or
their children. How could estates claim title to young children in 1834? Older slaves may have
been in Texas legally before promulgation of the state constitution in 1827, but the children were
born later. In sum, the status of Negroes in Mexican Texas during the early 1830s was often
indeterminate, but the tendency among American settlers was to treat all blacks as de facto
slaves and to get away with it.46Slavery thus came to Texas with the first Anglo-American
settlers and gained a foothold during the colonial period. Reasons for this development are not
difficult to determine. First, most of the settlers were from slave states where the institution was
commonplace. They generally considered blacks inherently inferior and thought bondage an



essential form of social control. Virginia-born Stephen F. Austin, for example, spoke at times as a
critic of slavery and protested that he objected to the institution in principle, but he personally
held slaves and did more than any other individual to establish slavery in Mexican Texas. He
expressed serious qualms about slavery only on the several occasions when he believed that he
had to choose between it and Texas. The second, and probably more important, explanation of
slavery’s foothold in Texas is the belief that it was a practical necessity. The argument from
necessity—that Texas could be settled and developed rapidly and profitably only with the
employment of slave labor—was used compellingly by Austin and sympathetic Mexican officials.
Many leaders of the Mexican governments, both federal and state, appear to have had genuine
liberal convictions against slavery, but they regularly allowed themselves to be convinced that
the institution was necessary to the growth of Texas.47 Economic necessity overcame moral or
theoretical considerations.Even the limited and vacillating opposition presented by Mexican
authorities obviously retarded the development of slavery in Texas. This contention is supported
by the many letters Austin received from prospective immigrants expressing concern over the
future of slavery, by the observations of General Terán in 1828, and by the low percentage of
slaves in Texas during the early 1830s. Almonte, who was sympathetic to the settlers at that
point, may have understated the number of slaves when he placed it at two thousand (9.5
percent of the total) in 1834. But had there been twice as many Negroes as he reported, they still
would have constituted only about 20 percent of the population, a smaller proportion than would
be expected under more favorable circumstances.The impact of Mexico’s limited opposition to
the introduction of slaves tempts the asking of a “what if” question. Could Texas have been
settled successfully without slavery? The answer has several parts and depends finally, of
course, on the definition of “successfully.” In the first place, firmness on the part of Mexican
authorities, in spite of the difficulties involved in governing such an outlying province, could likely
have blocked the introduction of slavery into Texas. Anglo-Americans certainly seemed to think
that Mexico could prohibit slavery in Texas if she so wished. And this probably would not have
meant a cessation of immigration from the United States. Stephen F. Austin’s reaction when the
Mexican government appeared ready to take a firm stand certainly suggests that it may have
been possible to attract Anglo-Americans to Texas without permitting slavery. It appears equally
certain, however, that Texas would not have attracted settlers or developed cotton production as
rapidly without slavery. The estimated production in the area of Austin’s original colony
increased from 600 bales in 1827 to 2,000 bales by 1833, and the Nacogdoches District
exported an estimated 2,000 bales in 1834. Slave labor was the key to this cotton culture. Texas
could have been settled without slavery but not in the most immediately profitable way.48Of
course, the future of slavery in Texas was by no means determined in 1834–35. Instead, the
institution was still threatened by constitutional and statutory restrictions. Children born to
bondsmen belonging to Austin’s original colonists (those who came under the Imperial
Colonization Law of January, 1823) were to be free at age fourteen, although those masters
affected had probably lost sight of this requirement in the passage of time.49 More important,



the 1827 Constitution of Coahuila and Texas prohibited the introduction of slaves and declared
all slave children free at birth. The state law of 1832 limited the duration of labor contracts to ten
years. Enforcement of these rules was hardly certain; nevertheless, slavery’s foothold in Texas
was far from secure as the revolution against Mexico developed in 1835.ONEThe Colonial
Period, 1821–1835“TEXAS MUST BE A SLAVE COUNTRY”Slavery as an institution of
significance in Texas came with Anglo-American settlers during the 1820s, but the first slave
arrived there nearly three hundred years earlier. Among the survivors of the Pánfilo de Narváez
expedition shipwrecked on the coast of Texas in November, 1528, was a black man called
Estevanico, the personal servant of Andrés Dorantes de Carranza. Estevanico survived nearly
six years of servitude to the Indians before escaping with Dorantes, Alvar Núñez Cabeza de
Vaca (the most famous member of this expedition), and Alonso Castillo Maldonado and
wandering hundreds of miles through Texas and northern Mexico to the outpost of Culiacán near
the Gulf of California. After reaching Culiacán in April, 1536, and then journeying to Mexico City,
he was sold (or perhaps loaned) by Dorantes to the viceroy of New Spain, Antonio de Mendoza.
Estevanico never returned to Texas, but he remained an adventurer. In 1539, he served as a
guide for Fray Marcos de Niza, a trailblazer for the Coronado expedition. Exploring ahead of the
main party and acting against instructions from de Niza, he entered Háwikuh, an Indian village in
western New Mexico, and was killed by the natives.1Negro slavery was permitted and protected
from the early sixteenth century onward in New Spain, but the institution was relatively
unimportant outside Veracruz and the limited areas suitable for plantation agriculture. Certainly it
had little opportunity to gain a foothold in Texas, for the Spanish themselves barely settled and
controlled the northernmost reaches of their American empire. By the last quarter of the
eighteenth century, in spite of continuing efforts to establish missions and presidios across the
region, Spanish Texas had only three settlements large enough to be called towns—San
Antonio, Nacogdoches, and La Bahia (now Goliad). The first reliable census of the province,
taken in 1777, reported a sparse population of 3,103, including inhabitants of the missions. Of
these settlers, only 20, less than 1 percent, were classified as Negroes and probably were
slaves. Another census in 1785 enumerated 2,919 persons, 43 of whom were identified
specifically as slaves (24 in San Antonio, 16 in Nacogdoches, and 3 in La Bahia). Five years
later, officials reported that the province had 37 slaves in a total population of 2,417. During the
next thirty years, as the Spanish period drew to a close, Texas’ slave population remained small.
Nacogdoches in east Texas reported 33 bondsmen in an 1809 census while slaves virtually
disappeared from San Antonio and La Bahia, which together had only 9 persons of “African
origin” in 1819. Obviously, then, although Negro slavery existed, the number of bondsmen in
Spanish Texas was always far too small to give the institution a significant hold on the
province.2After 1800, as Spain’s grasp on her American colonies weakened rapidly, the mother
country’s attention to Texas, always limited at best, diminished even further. This circumstance
provided an opportunity for revolutionaries and pirates (it was often difficult to tell the difference)
to carry on a slave trade from Texas into the United States. In 1816, Manuel Herrera, would-be



representative to the United States of a revolutionary Mexican republic, created a government at
Galveston with a Frenchman, Louis d’Aury, as governor and commander of the fleet. D’Aury
began busily capturing Spanish vessels, including slave ships. No market for the captured
slaves existed in Mexico or Texas, so they were smuggled into Louisiana in violation of United
States law against the international slave trade. In August, 1817, the customs collector at New
Orleans complained to the secretary of state that he could not stop “the most shameful violation
of the slave act, … by a motley mixture of freebooters and smugglers, at Galveston, under the
Mexican flag.”3D’Aury left Galveston in August, 1817, to pursue the revolution against Spain, but
he was quickly replaced by the notorious Jean Laffite who continued to capture Spanish slavers.
Laffite’s slaves reached buyers in the United States through agents who arranged purchases
and deliveries. The most famous of these agents were the Bowie brothers, Jim, John J., and
Rezin R The Bowies bought slaves at Galveston for one dollar a pound (the average cost was
$140) and then took them to the nearest customs house in Louisiana where they turned in their
property for being smuggled into the United States. Louisiana law, which applied since Congress
had never acted on the matter, provided for sale of confiscated property and payment of half the
price to those who were informers in the case. The Bowies promptly bought back their slaves,
received half of the purchase price as an informers’ fee, and were off to sell their now legally
held property to planters in Louisiana and Mississippi, at times for as much as $1,000 per
bondsman. It is said that the brothers made $65,000 in the three years before Laffite was forced
by the United States to leave Galveston.4Even as Laffite was being put out of the slave trading
business, Texas stood on the threshold of settlement by Anglo-Americans, many of whom would
have been good customers for the pirate’s slaves. In fact, slaveholders had begun to settle at
Pecan Point on the south side of the Red River as early as 1816. A census of Miller County,
Arkansas—a territory of vaguely defined boundaries extending from Arkansas into present-day
Oklahoma and Texas—showed a population of 999 people, including 82 slaves, in 1820. Most of
these bondsmen lived north of the Red River, but some resided south of the river in Texas.
Between 1810 and 1820, other settlers from the United States began drifting across the border
into the area of east Texas between Nacogdoches and Louisiana. Undoubtedly, a few of these
settlers brought bondsmen with them. Jane Long, the wife of the filibusterer James Long who
planned to conquer Texas after the Adams-Onís Treaty in 1819 proposed to “give away” the
territory west of the Sabine River, spent the winter of 1821–22 at Bolivar Point opposite
Galveston accompanied only by two children and a young slave woman named
Kiamatia.5These early settlers had no legal right to be in Texas and certainly no assurances that
they could hold slaves there. But they represented the first trickle of a flood that Spanish and
Mexican authorities would be unable to stem. Americans would soon pour into Texas legally, and
no rule or regulation would deny them their slaves.Moses Austin opened the way for legal
settlement by Anglo-Americans in Texas when he traveled to San Antonio de Béxar in 1820 and
received permission from Spanish authorities (on January 17, 1821) to settle a colony on the
Brazos and Colorado rivers. He was accompanied, fittingly enough, by a slave named



Richmond, the property of his son, Stephen F. Austin. As Negro slavery was legal in Spain’s
American empire, the subject did not arise in either Moses Austin’s petition or the Spanish grant.
Richmond became ill on the trip home and was left with Douglas Forsythe at the Sabine River.
He soon recovered and worked for Forsythe to pay his doctor’s bills and board. Moses Austin
was less fortunate. After going home to Missouri, he died on June 1o, 1821. His colonizing
enterprise in Texas then fell to his twenty-eight-year-old son, Stephen F. Austin.6During the
summer of 1821, Stephen F. Austin retraced his father’s steps to San Antonio, where he was
confirmed as heir to the grant. Austin claimed and sold the slave, Richmond, as he entered
Texas, but he was by no means unconcerned with the role of slavery in his colonizing efforts. His
first proposal for the distribution of land in Texas provided generous grants for household heads,
their wives, and children, and then called for the granting of fifty acres per slave. After gaining
approval of the colonizing contract and returning to the United States to recruit settlers, Austin
persuaded authorities in San Antonio to increase the grant per slave to eighty acres.7Stephen F.
Austin thus had no difficulty in proving himself heir to Moses Austin’s grant and in the process
established terms that accepted and actually encouraged the migration of slaveholders to Texas.
However, just as he reached San Antonio in August, 1821, word came that the revolution against
Spain was finally successful. Mexican independence raised questions about slavery because
Mexican revolutionaries had always voiced strong opposition to the institution. Father Miguel
Hidalgo, the first leader of the revolt against Spain, issued several decrees in late 1810
demanding immediate manumission of all slaves on pain of death. And José Maria Morelos’
“Sentimientos de la Nación” of September 14, 1813, proclaimed that “slavery is forbidden
forever.” Given the relative unimportance of Negro slavery in New Spain, these revolutionary
sentiments were more theoretical than practical. But antislavery idealism continued after 1821
and soon cast a shadow over the future of slavery in Texas, where the institution was far more
than just a theoretical matter.8Settlers from the United States began to move into Austin’s colony
during late 1821 and early 1822, and they brought slaves. Josiah H. Bell, for example, received a
grant from Austin for himself, his wife, two sons, and three slaves. Jared E. Groce, who arrived in
January, 1822, from Georgia, brought ninety bondsmen and established a plantation called
“Bernardo” on the Brazos River near the present-day site of Hempstead. Groce could not occupy
all the land to which he was entitled (7,200 acres for his slaves alone). “Bernardo” consisted of
“only” one league of land (4,428 acres) on which his slave craftsmen built a plantation home and
cabins for themselves. Groce immediately demonstrated the promise of Texas lands and slave
labor by producing cotton crops that were sold to neighbors and even in the interior of Mexico. It
is said that he used his slaves to transport the cotton by mule train.9Shortly after these first
settlers began to arrive, Austin and his colonists, especially the slaveholders, ran into difficulties
with Mexican authorities. The provisional government at Monterrey refused to approve the
contract awarded Austin at San Antonio in 1821 and indicated that his colonists could occupy
land only provisionally. At the same time, the new national government in Mexico City was
formulating a general colonization policy that would be critical to Texas. Austin, convinced that



under these circumstances he needed to protect his interests in person, went to Mexico City,
arriving on April 29, 1822, just as Agustin de Iturbide became constitutional emperor of Mexico.
Austin remained in the capital city for more than a year, learning a great deal about Mexico and
building for himself a reputation that would eventually greatly benefit Texas and the interests,
including slavery, of its settlers.10Austin found that the wheels of Mexican government turned
slowly, especially, it seemed, in the passage of a colonization law. He sent memorial after
memorial to the constituent congress and, in spite of the fact that slavery was obviously
controversial, made it clear that his colonists expected to bring their bondsmen to Texas and
receive land for them. Austin himself, he told congress on May 13, had slaves in his own
“familia.”11The Mexican leaders found it extremely difficult to choose between the revolutionary
ideal of liberty and the practical need to protect property interests and encourage settlement of
their nation. Therefore, on August 20 the majority of the committee charged with formulating a
bill reported a compromise proposal allowing settlers to bring in their slaves but ordering that the
children born to those bondsmen in Mexico be freed at age fourteen. José Antonio Gutiérrez de
Lara, the spokesman for this bill, deplored slavery and the slave trade but spoke also of the
rights of property and the need for progress. A minority bill, reported at the same time, provided
for immediate abolition and permanent prohibition of slavery. Following debate, both bills were
recommitted. The minority bill was reported again a month later, but it was sent back to
committee for further revision. Before any other action could be taken, Iturbide disbanded
congress and created a forty-five man legislative junta to govern with him. This junta passed the
original colonization bill in November, 1822, and Iturbide signed it into law on January 4, 1823.
Article 30 of this so-called Imperial Colonization Law read as follows: “There shall not be
permitted, after the promulgation of this law, either purchase or sale of slaves that may be
introduced into the empire. The children of such slaves, who are born within the empire, shall be
free at fourteen years of age.”12Austin, as he anxiously watched the progress of this
colonization law during 1822, feared that congress would not pass any bill permitting slavery.
Therefore he probably was relieved when Iturbide disbanded the legislative body in October.
Even then, the emperor’s junta proposed at first to free all slaves after ten years residence in
Texas, and Austin had to talk to each member of the legislative body and convince them
collectively to adopt the terms stated in Article 30. It was more than he had expected. Austin
would later express doubts concerning slavery in Texas, yet he, more than any other individual,
was responsible for gaining the approval of Mexican authorities for introducing the institution
there.13Emperor Iturbide was overthrown in February, 1823, and the Imperial Colonization Law
was then annulled. Austin delayed his departure for Texas long enough to appeal successfully to
the new constituent congress to approve his grant under the terms of the old law. His was the
only colony in Texas settled according to the law of January 4, 1823. Upon his return to Texas,
Austin found that his long absence and rumors concerning the attitude of Mexican authorities
had greatly slowed immigration. He was able, however, to publicize the Imperial Colonization
Law and reassure colonists so successfully that by the end of 1824 nearly all of his allotted three



hundred families settled in Texas.14Austin and his original settlers thus weathered the first
Mexican threat to slavery, but this was by no means the end of the issue. A new constituent
congress met in Mexico City in November, 1823, and on July 13, 1824, expressed its attitude
toward slavery in a decree prohibiting the slave trade. Unfortunately, while the attitude of
congress was clear, the meaning of this decree was not. “Commerce and traffic in slaves,” it
read, “proceeding from any country and under any flag whatsoever, is forever prohibited in the
territory of the United Mexican States.” Slaves brought into Mexico in violation of this decree
were to be freed. Did congress, however, mean to prohibit even the introduction of slaves by
their owners, or did it mean only to stop the importation of bondsmen as merchandise? Mexican
officials themselves did not know. Lucas Alamán, one of the most important leaders in the
shaping of Mexico’s policy toward Texas during the 1820s and 1830s, insisted later that the July
13, 1824, decree had outlawed any introduction of slaves. But the Congress of Coahuila and
Texas, which wrote a state constitution for that portion of the Mexican federation in 1827, stated
specifically that slaves could be brought in for six months after adoption of the state’s
fundamental law. Obviously, if the 1824 decree had prohibited all importations, the state
congress was in violation of a national law. American settlers were greatly troubled, both for the
slaves they had in Texas and for the future of the institution, but they were able to take advantage
of the law’s lack of clarity and continue to develop slavery in Texas.15The constituent congress
proceeded to adopt a new national colonization law on August 18, 1824, and a federal
constitution on October 4, 1824. Neither mentioned slavery, so the institution appeared to have
survived revolutionary Mexico’s liberal sentiments.16 Slaves could not be imported as
merchandise, but no other constitutional or statutory prohibitions restricted bringing bondsmen
into the province. Settlers in Austin’s Colony were subject to the restrictions in Iturbide’s Imperial
Colonization Law that children born to their bondsmen be freed at age fourteen; other colonists
would not face even that limitation.Developments in 1822–24 were typical of Texas’ experience
with slavery during the entire period of Mexican rule. Mexican leaders showed disapproval of
slavery but did nothing effective to abolish it. Anglo-Americans in Texas frequently expressed
anxiety about the future of their institution, and the issue hindered the settlement of Texas
because potential immigrants from the United States feared for the safety of their slave property
once they came under the jurisdiction of Mexico. Austin received letter after letter expressing
these fears. James A. E. Phelps, for example, wrote from Mississippi to voice concern about the
meaning of the July 13, 1824, decree against the slave trade. “Nothing appears at present,” he
wrote, “to prevent a portion of our wealthy planters from emigrating immediately to the province
of Texas but the uncertainty now prevailing with regard to the subject of slavery.” Charles
Douglas from Alabama expressed the same feelings to Austin. “Our most valuable inhabitants
here own negroes,” he wrote, and they are not willing to move without assurances that slaves will
be “secured to them by the laws of your Govt.” Austin responded to such letters with renewed
appeals to Mexican authorities. In a letter of April 4, 1825, to Rafael Gonzales, governor of
Coahuila and Texas, for example, he explained that the protection of slavery was “a matter of



greatest importance.” Without slavery, he wrote, Texas could not attract the people to make it a
land of sugar and cotton plantations and would instead be populated by shepherds and the
poor.17During the years from 1822 to 1825, in spite of uncertainty about the future of slavery,
many of Austin’s colonists brought bondsmen with them and began to establish the institution
just as it existed in the United States. Most basic was the definition of slaves as private property
and their treatment as such. Stephen F. Austin demonstrated this in October, 1823, when he
hired three slaves from Jared E. Groce for a year beginning on November 1. “The said negros
are to be well treated by me,” the contract read, “and the said Groce is to clothe them—should
they run away or die the loss is to be Groces—sickness to be my loss—.”18Slavery, wherever it
existed, needed protective laws, and Austin instituted such legal support in Texas. In January,
1824, he promulgated a set of Civil and Criminal Regulations for his colony and instructed the
alcaldes—the most important local political and judicial authorities under Mexican law—to
enforce them. Articles 10 through 14 of the Criminal Regulations constituted Texas’ first “slave
code.” To steal or entice away a slave or harbor a runaway bondsman was a crime punishable by
fines as high as $1,000 plus payment of damages to the owner. Anyone buying articles or
produce from a slave without his master’s approval could be fined as much as $100 and three
times the value of the property bought. Slaves who stole could be given ten to one hundred
lashes, unless their owners chose to spare them the whipping by paying an amount equal to
three times the value of the property stolen. Finally, any white person who found a slave away
from home without a pass was to give him ten lashes and see to it that the bondsman returned
home or was placed in the hands of an alcalde.19By the fall of 1825, sixty-nine of the families in
Austin’s colony owned slaves, and the 443 bondsmen there were nearly 25 percent of the total
population of 1,800. The next year, a census of the Atascosito District, an area to the east of
Austin’s Colony, showed 76 slaves (19 percent) in a population of 407. Although no
enumerations are available for the mid-1820S, slaves were also present at the settlements in the
Nacogdoches area and on the Red River.20Slavery thus gained a foothold in Texas by 1825, but
immigrants had not seen the last of Mexican opposition to their institution. A new threat came in
1825 from the constituent congress for the recently created state of Coahuila and Texas.
Meeting in Saltillo, the state capital, in August, 1824, this congress remained in session until
June, 1827. Its first step, the passage of a state colonization law on March 24, 1825, should
have been reassuring to Anglo-Americans because it paid scant attention to slavery. The article
on the subject read: “In respect to the introduction of slaves, the new settlers shall subject
themselves to the laws that are now, and shall hereafter be established on the subject.” This
was, as Juan Antonio Padilla, the secretary of state at Saltillo, told Austin, too indefinite to mean
anything. The slave trade decree of July, 1824—the only existing law affecting new settlers—
could be interpreted as applying only to the slave trade, so, Padilla concluded, settlers could
bring in slaves as they wished. Emigrants, he wrote, should apply a proverb favored by Mexican
lawyers: “What is not prohibited is to be understood as permitted.”21As the constituent congress
slowly worked toward a state constitution, however, the news from Saltillo became alarming for



the slaveholding interest in Texas. Austin learned in July, 1826, that one article in the proposed
constitution would abolish slavery immediately and provide for indemnifying owners by a law to
be passed later. He reacted by once more taking up his pen to argue that slavery had to be
protected if Texas were to grow as he and Mexican authorities wished. To free slaves already in
Texas, even with an indemnity, he told the congress in Saltillo, would be an act of bad faith. And,
he asked, how would Mexico indemnify owners for property valued typically at $600 to $1,500
and up to $3,000? The ayuntamiento (town council) of San Antonio agreed with Austin’s petition
and sent a similar one to Saltillo. Austin, however, was pessimistic. “I think it probable,” he wrote
to his sister, Emily M. Perry, in August, 1826, “that slavery will not be allowed … tho the
constitution will decide it.” As rumors concerning the constitutional provisions spread, some
settlers began to plan to act on the pessimism expressed by Austin. Jesse Thompson, for
example, bemoaning the ruin of his “moast flattering prospects” in Texas, wrote: “I feel as though
I shall make every arrangement so soon as is practicable to be in the United States with my
property.” In early September Austin informed José Antonio Saucedo, the political chief at San
Antonio, that his settlers could not be counted on to defend against an expected Indian attack.
“More than one half of these people,” he wrote, “are awaiting the decision of Congress in regard
to their slaves, as they intend to leave the Country if their emancipation is decreed.”22As the
situation became critical, Austin employed yet another weapon in the struggle to protect slavery
in Texas. His brother, James E. B. Austin, went to Saltillo on a personal mission to the congress.
Brown Austin, as he was called, was optimistic as he prepared to leave. “I will go and see,” he
wrote his worried brother, “Try and keep the Slave holders from going until they hear the result of
the Slave question—Tell them they are safe yet—and there is but little doubt but part of the laws
will be favourable—that is—what—relates to the Slaves already in the Country—.” One day in
Saltillo, however, was enough to convince Brown Austin that the situation was indeed critical. He
found Texas’ representative in the congress, Felipe Enrique Neri, baron de Bastrop, hopelessly
outnumbered by antislavery Mexicans led by Carlos Antonio Carrillo. Congress, he informed his
brother, is “composed of members so inimical to the interests of Texas, that the most that can be
obtained is permission for the 300 families to hold their Slaves—.”23Within a few weeks of
Brown Austin’s arrival, the petitions concerning slavery from his brother and the ayuntamiento of
San Antonio came before congress. “The representation you made on the subject appeared so
just and well founded that the Author of the Article himself (Carrillo) asked permission to
withdraw it,” Brown Austin reported. In November, Austin’s friend Juan Antonio Padilla expressed
the view that immediate, total abolition would destroy at one blow the population, property, and
agriculture of an important part of the state. When the Constitution of the State of Coahuila and
Texas was finally completed on March 11, 1827, the practical sentiments of Stephen F. Austin
and Padilla and the persistent political efforts of Bastrop and Brown Austin bore fruit in an article
that was not so lenient as the settlers had wanted nor as harsh as that originally proposed by
Carrillo. Article 13 read as follows: “From and after the promulgation of the Constitution in the
capital of each district, no one shall be born a slave in the state, and after six months the



introduction of slaves under any pretext shall not be permitted.”24Six months later, on
September 15, 1827, the congress issued a decree to put article 13 into effect. There was to be
a census of all slaves within each municipality. Ayuntamientos were to keep a register of all
births and deaths among slaves and report those statistics to the state government every three
months. There were also several provisions concerning the condition of slaves and the treatment
of those who were emancipated. One-tenth of the slaves belonging to any estate passed on by
inheritance were to be freed at the change of ownership. Ayuntamientos were charged with
providing an education for children emancipated by constitutional provision. Two months later
the congress made one concession to the slaveholders by providing that slaves could be sold
from one owner to another.25Reactions to the state constitution’s restrictions on slavery varied
notably among Anglo-Americans. Brown Austin thought that immigrants should rush into Texas
with their slaves during the six months allowed after promulgation of the constitution. “If there are
any persons in your part of the country having Slaves, that wish to remove here—,” he wrote his
sister Emily Perry, “hurry them on before the expiration of the time—.” Stephen F. Austin hinted at
the same approach, reminding James F. Perry in May, 1827, that slaves in Texas would sell and
hire very high once no more could be introduced.26Austin knew, however, that the restrictions
on slavery would almost certainly slow the migration of southerners to Texas. Reminders of that
fact reached him regularly in 1827 and 1828 from correspondents across the Old South.
Realizing that the development of Texas was at stake and that rushing in slaves before the
constitution went into effect was a stopgap measure at best, Austin traveled to Saltillo in
November, 1827, and appealed to the state legislature for a repeal of the restrictions.27Failing in
that quest, he began to look for sources of nonslaveholding settlers. In November, 1827, he
wrote to Joel Roberts Poinsett in the United States, endorsing a project by David G. Burnet for
colonizing farmers from Ohio in east Texas. Inhabitants of Ohio, he wrote, are known to be
“principled” against slavery, and if the government of Mexico wishes to convert Texas from a
useless wilderness to a civilized state, “sound policy, and expediency I should presume would
approve of a decided encouragement of Ohio and other northern migration.” On February 2,
1828, Austin explained his purposes quite candidly to Thomas F. Learning of Philadelphia:
“Slavery is prohibited by the Constitution of this Govt. which has checked the emigration from
the Southern States, and I have had an idea of endeavouring to procure emigrants from
Pennsylvania and other non slave holding States.” Austin had not turned against slavery, but if
the choice was between the Peculiar Institution and Texas, he would choose Texas.28Austin did
not have to choose, however, for during the early months of 1828 settlers in Texas found a way
around the constitutional restrictions on slavery. Negroes would be brought into Texas and held
as indentured servants who were working to pay their former masters for freedom. In other
words, Mexico’s own system of debt peonage would be used to further slavery in Texas. Ellis H.
Bean suggested this idea as early as July, 1826, and the ayuntamiento of San Felipe de Austin
made a formal request for its legal adoption on March 31, 1828. “Considering the paralized state
of immigration to this Jurisdiction from the U.S. arising from the difficulties encountered by



Imigrants in bringing hirelings and servants with them, this Body conceive it their duty to propose
to the Legislature of this state … a Law whereby emigrants and inhabitants of this state may be
secured in the Contracts made by them with servants or hirelings in foreign countries.” Austin
endorsed this proposal to the authorities in San Antonio and Texas’ representatives at Saltillo.
On May 5, 1828, the congress, noting the “deficiency” of agricultural workers in the state, passed
a decree that read: “All contracts, not in opposition to the laws of the state, that have been
entered into in foreign countries, between emigrants who came to settle in this state, or between
inhabitants thereof, and the servants and day laborers or workingmen whom they introduce, are
hereby guaranteed to be valid in said state.” The state congress, distracted by other matters and
perhaps satisfied that debt peonage did not violate its antislavery principles, thus undid virtually
everything that the Constitution of 1827 had done to rid Texas of slavery.29The procedure for
taking advantage of the May 5, 1828, decree was relatively simple. Before leaving the United
States, slaveholders took their slaves before a notary public or other governmental official and
drew up a contract showing that each bondsman wished to accompany his master to Texas. The
slave would be free in Texas, but he owed his value plus the cost of moving specified in the
contract to his master. This debt was to be paid by annual wages, set at very low rates, less the
cost of clothes and other necessities. Slave children, once they reached the age of eighteen,
were to serve on the same terms, and those born after removal to Texas were to serve the
master without pay until they were twenty-five and then on the same terms as their fathers. Such
a contract kept Negroes as firmly in servitude as if they had never left the United States.30Within
a few years slaveholders began employing less elaborate but equally effective indenture
contracts to bring in bondsmen. James Morgan, for example, had the county court of Leon
County, Florida, bind his slaves for ninety-nine years; the men and boys were to learn “the art
and mystery of farming and planting” and the women “the art and mystery” of cooking and
housekeeping. Marmaduke D. Sandifer signed a contract with Clarissa, “a girl of color,” before
the alcalde at San Felipe de Austin on Christmas Day, 1833, whereby she agreed to “conduct &
demean herself as an honest & faithful servant, hereby renouncing and disclaiming all her right
and claim to personal liberty for & during a term of ninety-nine years.” In return, Sandifer
promised to furnish her food, lodging, and medical care and, should she be disabled, to support
her in a “decent and comfortable manner.”31Slaveholders were delighted with the subterfuge
permitted by Mexican law. Frost Thorn informed Austin from Nacogdoches in July, 1828, that it
was of “great service to this country.” The decree was already creating positive feelings, Thorn
wrote, and he intended to publicize it in New Orleans and across the South. Austin relaxed to the
extent that his correspondence concerning northern immigrants ceased, but he was not really
satisfied. Perhaps he recognized, as did General Manuel Mier y Terán who made an inspection
tour of Texas for the Mexican federal government in 1828, that subterfuge is rarely a permanent
way of dealing with the law. Terán saw that labor contracts permitted the introduction of slaves,
but he also reported that American settlement was “restrained by the laws prohibiting slavery.” “If
these laws were repealed—,” he wrote President Guadalupe Victoria on June 30, “which God



forbid— in a few years Texas would be a powerful state which could compete in production and
wealth with Louisiana.” The first half of 1829 found Stephen F. Austin making inquiries at Saltillo
and San Antonio about the possibility of repealing the constitutional provision against slavery or
suspending it for ten years.32A new threat to slavery in Texas appeared, as one historian put it,
like “a bolt from the blue” in the fall of 1829. President Vicente Guerrero, influenced by José
Maria Tornei who had been attempting for two years to have the Mexican congress abolish
slavery, issued a decree on September 15, 1829, declaring immediate emancipation
everywhere in the republic. (It was customary to free a number of slaves in the area of Mexico
City on Independence Day, and Tornei persuaded Guerrero to extend this tradition to all slaves
in the nation.) Guerrero’s decree first reached Texas on October 16 in a letter from Governor J.
M. Viesca at Saltillo to Ramón Músquiz, the political chief at San Antonio. Músquiz reacted in
exactly the way Austin and his colonists would have wished. He withheld publication of the
decree and appealed to the governor to have Texas excepted from its operation. Settlers in
Texas, Músquiz said, had been guaranteed their property rights by federal and state colonization
laws. And they could not develop Texas “without the aid of the robust and almost indefatigable
arms of that race of the human species which is called negroes, and who, to their misfortune,
suffer slavery.” Furthermore, to free the thousand or more slaves in Texas would constitute a
serious disturbance to public order. Governor Viesca agreed with Músquiz and, on November
14, 1829, appealed to President Guerrero for an exemption for Texas. He would have made the
request, he said, even without prompting from Músquiz because the advancement of Coahuila
and Texas depended on it. Viesca also added one other consideration—the possibility of violent
reactions by the settlers in Texas. The colonists were not insubordinate, he said, but strong
feelings result when men are “in danger of being ruined, as would happen to many of them
whose fortune consists entirely of slaves.”33The slaveholding interest thus received prompt
support from Mexican officials who appear to have been nearly as dedicated as Austin to the
rapid settlement and development of Texas. Músquiz informed Austin of the decree and of his
actions concerning it. He urged secrecy until a result was known, but unfortunately a copy of the
decree somehow found its way to the alcalde at Nacogdoches and, although it was not
published, caused near panic. “In the name of God what shall we do,” John Durst, a prominent
citizen wrote Austin on November 10, “for God’s Sake advise me on the subject by the return of
Mail[.] We are ruined for ever should the Measure be adopted.” Austin, reassured to some extent
by Músquiz’s stand, obviously objected to the tone of Durst’s letter. “There ought to be no
vocifrous and visionary excitement or noise about this matter—,” he replied. If the decree were
published in Texas, he said, the people should use the ayuntamientos to appeal for their
constitutional rights. “The constitution must be both our shield, and our arms, under it, and with it
we must constitutionally defend ourselves and our property.” The course he advised was “a very
plain one—calm, deliberate dispassionate, inflexible firmness.”34Austin’s intention to stand firm
was not put to the test because President Guerrero issued another decree on December 2,
1829, exempting Texas from the general emancipation ordered on September 15. Possibly, the



president acted in response to a letter from General Terán, now the military chief for Texas, and
decided in mid-November to make the exemption before the petitions from Texas arrived at
Mexico City. If this were the case, he acted only from general concern about the growth of Texas
and the possibility of opposition there and not under any threat of resistance to his decree. In
any event, Guerrero’s order of December 2 was generally circulated in Texas by the end of that
month; slavery had survived another threat, and colonists there were delighted.35Stephen F.
Austin used the status of slavery as a clinching argument in an optimistic letter of December 31,
1829, urging his brother-in-law, James F. Perry, to move to Texas. “All the difficulties as to Slaves
… are removed,” he wrote, “by a new law excepting Texas from the Genl. emancipation law of 15
Sepr.” Although slaves could be brought in only under labor contracts at that time, Austin was
convinced that in a few years Texas would be a “Slave State” and then quickly grow into “the
best State in the Mexican Union.” Three months later Austin wrote Perry that his hopes were
being realized. Immigrants are pouring in, he told Perry. “We are getting the best men, the best
kind of settlers. Pay no attention to rumors and silly reports but push on as fast as possible.” In
the meantime, the San Felipe de Austin Texas Gazette reminded Americans in Texas that
Mexican authorities had granted them “all we could wish for, as colonists—the Security of our
Persons and Property.”36Once again, however, the issue of slavery was not long at rest. The
federal government, concerned with the influx of settlers who evaded colonization laws in a
variety of ways and appeared likely to draw Texas away from loyalty to Mexico, decided to end
immigration from the United States. President Anastacio Bustamante issued a decree on April 6,
1830, which prohibited further immigration from Mexico’s neighbor to the north. Lucas Alamán,
Bustamante’s secretary of relations who shaped this law, contended that the slave trade decree
of July 13, 1824, had prohibited slavery in Texas. But he recognized that emancipation would
draw strong resistance and conceded that slaves already in Texas would remain in bondage.
The law of April 6, however, called for strict enforcement of rules against the further introduction
of slaves.37The law of April 6, 1830, obviously threatened to destroy all Stephen F. Austin’s
hopes for Texas. How could he persuade Mexican officials to permit renewed immigration from
the United States? He decided that the main object of the decree had been “to keep out
turbulent and bad men vagabonds and slaves”; therefore the way to reopen Texas was to
acquiesce in Mexican views on slavery. He expressed his new position with complete candor in
a letter of June 16, 1830, to Richard Ellis and other potential emigrants from Alabama. Austin
explained how he had previously supported slavery in Texas on practical grounds but argued
that the reasons “for a partial toleration of this evil, have now ceased.” Moreover, Mexico meant
to enforce its rules, “and I am of the opinion that Texas will never become a Slave state or
country.” He recognized that if immigration were reopened slaves could still be brought in as
indentured servants but doubted that this arrangement offered enough security to slaveholders.
“No one,” he wrote, “will be willing to risk a large capital in negroes under contracts with them.”
All of this, Austin insisted, was for the best. Who could look to the future of a Texas overrun by
slaves and free negroes and “seriously wish that slavery should be entailed upon this country



—”? Austin expressed similar sentiments during the summer of 1830 to other correspondents
who could explain his position publicly, most notably Thomas F. Leaming and S. Rhoads Fisher
in Pennsylvania. Once more, if the choice in Stephen F. Austin’s eyes had to be between Texas
and slavery, he would choose Texas.38Austin’s stand was not popular with the slave interest. He
told Leaming in July that his opinions had drawn “the sarcasms of slaveholders.” Perhaps more
to his dismay, he was questioned even by nonslaveholders about the probable impact of closing
Texas to slavery. “Do you believe,” asked S. Rhoads Fisher from Pennsylvania in August, 1830,
“that cane and cotton can be grown to advantage by a sparce white population? … We must
either abandon the finest portion of Texas to its original useless-ness or submit to the
acknowledged, but lesser evil of Slavery—.”39Influenced no doubt by arguments so similar to
those he had often made himself, Austin soon resumed efforts to have the Mexican government
ease its restrictions on slavery in Texas. In September, 1830, he explained to Alamán that the
main impediment to progress was the lack of labor. Most immigrants, he noted, were
accustomed to the employment of slaves. Early in 1831 he wrote to Alamán again and also
raised the subject with General Terán. Alamán was noncommittal, and Terán, while admitting
that slavery would promote the growth of Texas, advised patience.40Austin thus had no success
with his appeals. In reaction, as on previous occasions when slavery had come under serious
attack, he became critical of the institution and what it would mean to Texas. This time, however,
he also indicated a growing conviction that for better or for worse slavery was in the province to
stay. He told his business partner Samuel May Williams in April, 1831: “I sometimes shudder at
the consequences and think that a large part [of] America will be Santa Domingonized in 100 or
200 years. The wishes of my colonists have hurried me into this theory—but I am now in for the
cuestion and there is no retreat.” “The question of slavery,” he told his cousin Mary Austin Holley
in July, 1831, “is a difficult one to get on with.” Either, he said, there will be slavery in Texas or a
carefully regulated black “laboring class.” “Which is best?” he concluded, “Quién Sabe? It is a
difficult and dark question.”41While Austin concerned himself with repeal of the Law of April 6,
1830, and its prohibition of immigration, free and slave, from the United States, Americans
continued to filter into Texas. Some brought slaves with them, thus violating the law twice by their
entry. The Mexican government gradually strengthened enforcement, however, and on April 28,
1832, the government of Coahuila and Texas issued a new colonization law, containing an
additional threat to the future of slavery in Texas. Article 36 of this decree read as follows:
“Servants and day laborers, hereafter introduced by foreign colonists, cannot be obligated by
any contract to continue in the service of the latter longer than ten years.”42 At this point, then,
the introduction of slaves into Texas was prohibited by the state constitution (1827) and federal
decree (Law of April 6, 1830) and, should immigration of free citizens of the United States be
permitted again, the indentured servant loophole had been tightened notably. Slavery appeared
thoroughly hemmed in by restrictions that, if enforced, could have prevented its development as
an institution of much significance in Texas after 1832.Before the year ended, however,
developments in southeastern Texas presaged a revolution that would dramatically alter



slavery’s future course. There was a flare-up of insurrection aimed at the military commander at
Anahuac on Galveston Bay, the unfair administration of tariff laws, and Mexican federal authority
in general. American settlers held conventions in October, 1832, and April, 1833, at which they
asked for reforms, including repeal of the Law of April 6, 1830, and the creation of a separate
state government for Texas. Austin went to Mexico City to present these requests. A letter written
when he stopped en route at Matamoros on May 30, 1833, revealed a significant commitment in
his attitude toward slavery as the conflict between Texas and the Mexican national government
began: “I have been adverse to the principle of slavery in Texas. I have now, and for the last six
months, changed my views of that matter; though my ideas are the same as to the abstract
principle. Texas must be a slave country. Circumstances and unavoidable necessity compels it. It
is the wish of the people there, and it is my duty to do all I can, prudently, in favor of it. I will do
so.” In actuality, while Austin had wavered according to changing circumstances, he had never
been consistently adverse to slavery in Texas, and a willingness to do what was necessary for
his colony had always outweighed any sort of opposition to slavery on principle. He had only
made up his mind, not changed his basic course.43Austin did not specify what he intended to
do, “prudently,” for slavery, but the separation of Texas from Coahuila certainly could have
resulted in a new state colonization law allowing labor contracts without restrictions concerning
duration. However, the national government, under the control of President Antonio López de
Santa Anna, would not allow a separate state government for Texas, although Santa Anna
agreed to a number of other reforms, including repeal of the restriction on immigration from the
United States, which became effective in mid-1834. Austin was not in Texas to enjoy even this
limited success. Instead, he was imprisoned in Mexico City from January until Christmas Day of
1834 for writing a letter “in a moment of irritation,” suggesting that the ayun-tamiento of San
Antonio organize a state government without waiting for approval from the Mexican
government.44During Austin’s absence in 1833–34, public affairs in Texas were relatively quiet.
Settlers continued to hold Negroes as slaves (those brought in before restrictions in the state
constitution of 1827 became effective) and as servants bound by labor contracts. When legal
immigration from the United States resumed in 1834, more bondsmen were brought in under
indentures. Moreover, a blurring of the distinction between bona fide slaves and labor contract
servants apparently occurred. Travelers and Mexican officials tended to claim that all the blacks
were held by subterfuge. One anonymous writer claimed in 1834 that Negroes were held as
slaves in “many” Texas homes, “although the laws of Mexico forbid it.” A slaveholder can do this,
he wrote, “by getting his negroes to sign a bond promising to serve him for ninety nine years.”
Similar views were published by Amos A. Parker in 1835: “By the laws, slavery is not allowed in
the province; but this law is evaded by binding the negroes by indenture for a term of years. You
will, therefore, find negro servants, more or less, all over the country; but more on the lowlands,
towards the bays and seacoasts. Large cotton plantations in this section of the country, are
cultivated by negroes.” When Juan N. Almonte inspected Texas for Vice-President Valentin
Gómez Farias during the spring of 1834, he reported 2,000 Negroes (none in the Department of



Béxar, 1,000 in the Department of Brazos, and 1,000 in the Department of Nacogdoches) in a
total population, excluding Indians, of 21,000. These Negroes, he said, were introduced “under
certain conditions granted by the state government.”45Settlers in Texas differed from Mexican
observers by blurring the distinction between slaves and indentured servants in the direction of
seeing all blacks in Texas as property pure and simple. Regardless of constitutional and
statutory regulations, Negroes were bought and sold, hired out, inventoried as assets of estates,
and bequeathed in wills. Early sales in Austin’s Colony, such as one on November 16, 1824,
involving a woman and her child, took the form of seventy-year hire contracts, “should the said
negroes live that time,” in order to evade the restrictions of the Imperial Colonization Law on
selling and purchasing bondsmen. As the colony grew and the status of blacks in various areas
became more ambiguous, however, transactions took a more direct form. Stephen F. Austin, for
example, simply bought a slave woman named Mary at San Felipe de Austin in February, 1828,
and William Barret Travis sold a five year-old-boy for $225 to Jesse Burnam on Christmas Day,
1834, warranting that he (Travis) had a clear “right and title” to the boy. Austin also set an
example in the hiring of slaves from the onset of colonization, and the practice continued into the
1830s. Austin’s will, written in 1833 before his last trip to Mexico City, specified that his slave
woman Mary was to go to the wife of his business partner, Samuel May Williams. When
individuals who were among Austin’s “Old Three Hundred” settlers died, inventories of their
estates often included slaves, some of whom were young children. This was the case with
Alexander Jackson (1828), Jonathan C. Peyton (1834), and Thomas Westall (1834). These
transactions and property arrangements could hardly have been legal under Mexican law. How,
for example, could Travis sell a five-year-old in 1834? The boy could not have been legally born
a slave in Texas or brought in as such, and no provision existed for selling indentured servants or
their children. How could estates claim title to young children in 1834? Older slaves may have
been in Texas legally before promulgation of the state constitution in 1827, but the children were
born later. In sum, the status of Negroes in Mexican Texas during the early 1830s was often
indeterminate, but the tendency among American settlers was to treat all blacks as de facto
slaves and to get away with it.46Slavery thus came to Texas with the first Anglo-American
settlers and gained a foothold during the colonial period. Reasons for this development are not
difficult to determine. First, most of the settlers were from slave states where the institution was
commonplace. They generally considered blacks inherently inferior and thought bondage an
essential form of social control. Virginia-born Stephen F. Austin, for example, spoke at times as a
critic of slavery and protested that he objected to the institution in principle, but he personally
held slaves and did more than any other individual to establish slavery in Mexican Texas. He
expressed serious qualms about slavery only on the several occasions when he believed that he
had to choose between it and Texas. The second, and probably more important, explanation of
slavery’s foothold in Texas is the belief that it was a practical necessity. The argument from
necessity—that Texas could be settled and developed rapidly and profitably only with the
employment of slave labor—was used compellingly by Austin and sympathetic Mexican officials.



Many leaders of the Mexican governments, both federal and state, appear to have had genuine
liberal convictions against slavery, but they regularly allowed themselves to be convinced that
the institution was necessary to the growth of Texas.47 Economic necessity overcame moral or
theoretical considerations.Even the limited and vacillating opposition presented by Mexican
authorities obviously retarded the development of slavery in Texas. This contention is supported
by the many letters Austin received from prospective immigrants expressing concern over the
future of slavery, by the observations of General Terán in 1828, and by the low percentage of
slaves in Texas during the early 1830s. Almonte, who was sympathetic to the settlers at that
point, may have understated the number of slaves when he placed it at two thousand (9.5
percent of the total) in 1834. But had there been twice as many Negroes as he reported, they still
would have constituted only about 20 percent of the population, a smaller proportion than would
be expected under more favorable circumstances.The impact of Mexico’s limited opposition to
the introduction of slaves tempts the asking of a “what if” question. Could Texas have been
settled successfully without slavery? The answer has several parts and depends finally, of
course, on the definition of “successfully.” In the first place, firmness on the part of Mexican
authorities, in spite of the difficulties involved in governing such an outlying province, could likely
have blocked the introduction of slavery into Texas. Anglo-Americans certainly seemed to think
that Mexico could prohibit slavery in Texas if she so wished. And this probably would not have
meant a cessation of immigration from the United States. Stephen F. Austin’s reaction when the
Mexican government appeared ready to take a firm stand certainly suggests that it may have
been possible to attract Anglo-Americans to Texas without permitting slavery. It appears equally
certain, however, that Texas would not have attracted settlers or developed cotton production as
rapidly without slavery. The estimated production in the area of Austin’s original colony
increased from 600 bales in 1827 to 2,000 bales by 1833, and the Nacogdoches District
exported an estimated 2,000 bales in 1834. Slave labor was the key to this cotton culture. Texas
could have been settled without slavery but not in the most immediately profitable way.48Of
course, the future of slavery in Texas was by no means determined in 1834–35. Instead, the
institution was still threatened by constitutional and statutory restrictions. Children born to
bondsmen belonging to Austin’s original colonists (those who came under the Imperial
Colonization Law of January, 1823) were to be free at age fourteen, although those masters
affected had probably lost sight of this requirement in the passage of time.49 More important,
the 1827 Constitution of Coahuila and Texas prohibited the introduction of slaves and declared
all slave children free at birth. The state law of 1832 limited the duration of labor contracts to ten
years. Enforcement of these rules was hardly certain; nevertheless, slavery’s foothold in Texas
was far from secure as the revolution against Mexico developed in 1835.TWOSlavery in the
Texas Revolution, 1835–1836“A DULL, ORGANIC ACHE”To Benjamin Lundy, the noted
abolitionist who traveled extensively in Texas between 1830 and 1835, the cause of Texas’ revolt
against Mexico in 1835–36 was obvious. “It is susceptible of the clearest demonstration,” he
wrote in 1837, “that the immediate cause and leading object of the contest originated in a settled



design, among the slaveholders of this country, (with land speculators and slave traders,) to
wrest the large and valuable territory of Texas from the Mexican Republic, in order to re-establish
the SYSTEM OF SLAVERY; to open a vast and profitable SLAVE-MARKET therein; and,
ultimately, to annex it to the United States.” The British abolitionist John Scoble repeated Lundy’s
charges in more colorful language a few years later while arguing that Great Britain should not
grant diplomatic recognition to the Texas Republic. That “robber state,” he wrote, was settled by
“hordes of characterless villains, whose sole object has been to re-establish slavery and the
slave trade.” José Maria Tornei offered a similar view from the Mexican perspective in 1837: “The
land speculators of Texas have tried to convert it into a mart of human flesh where the slaves of
the south might be sold and others from Africa might be introduced, since it is not possible to do
it directly through the United States.”1Logic supported the interpretation of the Texas Revolution
presented by Lundy, Scoble, and Tornei. Settlers from the United States had always been
concerned about establishing and maintaining slavery in Texas, and Mexican opposition, while
vacillating, had bothered many immigrants and retarded development of the institution.
Moreover, once the Texans gained their independence, they were quick to give slavery all the
guarantees that it had never been afforded by Mexican governments. Under these
circumstances, the claim that desire to protect slavery was at least a major cause of the
insurrection appears plausible. If, however, this interpretation is valid, direct evidence of slavery’s
involvement should also be present. Did a Mexican threat to slavery prompt the revolt? Did the
revolutionaries ever indicate that the protection of slavery was a primary cause of their actions?
Answers to these questions depend on tracing revolutionary developments during the early
1830s to examine when and how slavery appeared as an issue.If any single action could be said
to have set in motion the train of events leading to revolution, it was the Law of April 6, 1830,
which prohibited further immigration from the United States and called for the collection of
customs duties and garrisoning of troops in Texas. Tariff collections under this law caused
problems in 1831 when George Fisher, Mexico’s new customs collector for ports east of the
Colorado River, located his customhouse at Anahuac at the head of Galveston Bay and
demanded that all ships departing Texas from his jurisdiction clear customs at Anahuac. This
requirement meant that ships leaving from Brazoria on the Brazos River had to travel several
hundred extra miles along the coast and up Galveston Bay before leaving Texas waters. After a
bitter dispute in late 1831, a deputy collector was appointed at Brazoria. The issue still rankled
Texans, however, especially since Colonel John D. Bradburn, a Kentucky-born officer who
commanded Mexico’s new military post at Anahuac, antagonized them in other ways at the
same time. In January, 1831, Francisco Madero, a newly appointed general land commissioner
of Texas, arrived on the Trinity River just north of Anahuac, established the town of Liberty, and
began issuing land titles to American settlers in the area. Bradburn, believing that Madero was
acting in violation of the Law of April 6, 1830, soon arrested him and annulled the ayuntamiento
of Liberty. Bradburn further upset Anglo-Texans by using slave labor without compensating
owners in erecting military buildings, by informing slaves that the intent of Mexican law was to



make them free, and by refusing to turn over two runaway slaves from Louisiana to their owner.
He arrested William B. Travis and Patrick H. Jack, apparently because they antagonized him with
messages about an armed force coming from Louisiana to recover the runaways. In June, 1832,
colonists demanded the release of Travis and Jack. When Bradburn refused and strengthened
his post, the Texans sent to Brazoria for cannon and planned an assault. Serious insurrection
appeared imminent.2In the meantime, however, developments in Mexico worked to the
advantage of the Americans in Texas. Antonio López de Santa Anna began a revolt against
President Anastacio Bustamante with the intention of reinstating the liberal Constitution of 1824.
Bradburn was a Bustamante appointee, so the Texans at Anahuac, while they waited for cannon
to attack a Mexican fort, adopted the Turtle Bayou Resolutions, which asserted their loyalty to
the apparently liberal-minded Santa Anna and the Constitution of 1824. Adoption of these
resolutions proved wise when Colonel José de las Piedras, commander of Mexico’s garrison at
Nacogdoches, hearing of the troubles at Anahuac, arrived there with troops before the cannon
came from Brazoria. Convinced that Bradburn’s arbitrary rule was the problem, Piedras ordered
the release of Travis and Jack. Bradburn resigned, and his garrison declared for Santa Anna and
returned to Mexico. Meanwhile, resistance flared in other parts of Texas, only to be faced in
August, 1832, with a large Mexican army commanded by Colonel José Antonio Mexía.
Fortunately for the Texans, however, Mexía was a Santanista, so they could claim to be his allies
in the war against Bustamante. Stephen F. Austin, on his way home from the state legislature in
Saltillo, traveled with Mexia and made the same argument. Following a warm welcome at
Brazoria, replete with a dinner and ball and many toasts to Santa Anna, Mexia returned to
Mexico. A near insurrection had turned into a demonstration of Texan loyalty to the next
president of Mexico.3Hoping that their support for Santa Anna would earn a favorable hearing
for reform proposals, the Anglo settlers in Texas held two conventions at San Felipe de Austin:
one in October, 1832, and a second in April, 1833. These conventions urged repeal of the Law
of April 6, 1830, and asked that Texas be separated from Coahuila and made a state in Mexico’s
federal union. Such reforms, the delegates hoped, would prevent a recurrence of the problems
that had led to the disturbances at Anahuac. The second convention went so far as to propose a
constitution, drafted by a committee chaired by Sam Houston, for the new state of
Texas.4Slavery received no special mention at either of these conventions, but it likely was one
among the many interests that Texans expected separate statehood to protect. Houston’s
proposed constitution did not mention slavery. Stephen F. Austin’s statement of the second
convention’s purpose did not either, although he did complain that the existing political system
“tends to check the growth of the country, and to produce confusion and insecurity, rather than to
extend protection to lives and property.” Austin, while preparing to take the second convention’s
petitions to Mexico City, also informed his cousin Henry Austin: “The sum and substance of the
whole matter is that Texas must have a state Government. Nothing else will quiet this country or
give any security to persons or property.” He did not specify, but “property” certainly implied
slaves. Within a month he was writing, “Texas must be a slave country.” Benjamin Lundy claimed



that during his visit to Texas in the summer of 1833 settlers told him that a desire to control their
own laws on slavery was one reason for requesting separation from Coahuila. Lundy also wrote
that, according to a Mr. Egerton from New York, Austin, when he presented the proposed
constitution of Texas to the Mexican Congress, asked that settlers be allowed to hold
slaves.5One aspect of slavery, the African trade, did receive specific mention at the 1833
convention. David G. Burnet, who was destined to become the first president of the Texas
republic, introduced a resolution stating that the convention held the African trade in “utter
abhorrence” and calling on all “the good people of Texas” to avoid involvement in that
“abominable traffic” and to work “to prevent the evil from polluting our shores.” This resolution,
prompted by the arrival of a foreign slaver from Cuba at Galveston, was published in Texas, New
Orleans, and Mexico. Some Texans, particularly newcomers James W. Fannin, Jr., and Ben Fort
Smith, ignored these sentiments and engaged in the African trade during 1833 and 1834. But
leading Texans continued to oppose the practice with as much indignation as could have been
expected of any Mexican official. John A. Wharton, brother of the chairman of the 1833
convention, William H. Wharton, complained to Burnet in July, 1834, that the trade was
“disgraceful to ourselves, and ruinous to our country.” It is, he wrote, an “outrage upon humanity”
and a “defiance of the laws of almost all Christendom” that should not go unpunished. Clearly,
then, while Anglo-Texans meant to continue slavery, the only aspect of the institution receiving
specific attention in the conventions of 1832 and 1833 and their immediate aftermath was the
African slave trade. And it was not an issue likely to cause trouble between Mexico and most
Texans, since both opposed it.6For most of 1833 and 1834, developments in Mexico favored
Texas. Vice-President Gomez Farias, a liberal reformer, governed during much of this period,
and numerous changes were made. Texas was divided into three political departments, English
was accepted for official purposes, the court system was revised, and religious toleration was
granted. Texas, however, was not separated from Coahuila, and indeed this became an
increasingly remote possibility after April, 1834, when President Santa Anna took over from
Gomez Farias, repudiated liberalism, and moved to make Mexico a centralized dictatorship. In
October, 1835, the Mexican Congress conceded to his wishes and replaced the Constitution of
1824 with laws converting the states into mere departments of a centralized nation. Many Anglo-
Texans were slow to see the direction of Santa Anna’s policy because the state government of
Coahuila and Texas had discredited itself with a dispute over location of the state capital and
with dishonest land sales. By the summer of 1835, however, Santa Anna began to show Texas
the real meaning of centralization. The result was revolution.7The disturbance that led to
insurrection came at Anahuac, and, as in 1832, the issue was customs collection. President
Santa Anna sent soldiers to the Galveston Bay post in January, 1835, to support the collection of
duties. Texans in the area opposed the operations of Mexican authority; violence and arrests
followed. General Martín Perfecto de Cos, commander of the Eastern Interior Provinces,
decided to reinforce the garrison at Anahuac, and a small group of militant Texans, learning of
this intention, acted first and forced the surrender of Mexican troops there. A majority of Texans



disapproved of this action and attempted to convince Cos of their loyalty. The general, however,
insisted that leading opponents of Santa Anna’s regime be arrested and that all colonists in
Texas obey the central government. He made plans to bring reinforcements and take command
personally at San Antonio. Conciliation appeared so hopeless by late summer, 1835, that a
consultation of all Texans was called for October 15 at Washington on the Brazos. In September,
the Central Committee of Safety of San Felipe reinforced the call for the consultation. “War is our
only resource,” wrote Stephen F. Austin, the committee’s chairman. “There is no other remedy
but to defend our rights, ourselves, and our country by force of arms.” Fighting began at
Gonzales on October 2, 1835.8As the revolution developed in 1835, Texans saw the situation as
a threat to slavery and, ironically, as an attempt to reduce them to the status of slaves. Ben
Milam put these fears succinctly in a letter of July 5 warning Frank W. Johnson that a Mexican
attack was imminent: “Their intention is to gain the friendship of the different tribes of Indians;
and if possible to get the slaves to revolt.… If the Federal system is lost in Texas, what will be our
situation? Worse than that of the most degraded slaves.” In a Fourth of July address, R. M.
Williamson told listeners at Bexar that Mexicans were coming to Texas in part “to compel you to
liberate your slaves.” Horatio Allsbery, who visited Monterrey during the summer, wrote a public
letter informing Texans that Mexico intended to “put their slaves free and then loose upon their
families.” General Cos did nothing to dispel these fears when he issued a warning from Mata-
moros in July telling the colonists that the consequences of insurrection would “bear heavily
upon them and their property.” Texans thus feared for the security of their slaves, but at the same
time they saw nothing incongruous in adopting resolutions explaining that their struggle was for
“liberty” against impending slavery. As the Liberty Committee of Public Safety put it, “the contest
is for liberty or slavery, for life or death.”9In the early fall of 1835, the fears of Anglo-Texans
focused on the Brazos River area where slaves were the most numerous. The Committee of
Safety for Matagorda resolved on September 30 that as “danger is apprehended from the slave
population on the Brazos” citizens should adopt “prompt measures to prevent in our section both
alarm and danger.” A few days later Thomas J. Pilgrim, reacting to a rumor about Mexican troops
landing at the mouth of the Brazos, asked Stephen F. Austin: “Would there not be a great danger
from the Negroes should a large Mexican force come so near?” Then, apparently the Texans’
worst fears nearly came true. “I have some unpleasant news to communicate,” B. J. White wrote
Austin from Goliad on October 17. “The negroes on Brazos made an attempt to rise. Major
Sutherland came on here for a few men to take back, he told me—John Davis returned from
Brazoria bringing the news that near 100 had been taken up many whipd nearly to death some
hung, etc. R. H. Williams had nearly kild one of his.” A postscript by White added that the plotters
had planned to divide the cotton farms, make the whites work for them, and ship cotton to New
Orleans.10Texans, even if distracted by the developing war with Mexico, were prepared and able
to suppress any internal slave revolt in 1835–36, and they were ever vigilant concerning new
threats. The rumor, for example, of a project for settling free blacks from the United States in
Texas drew a heated protest from the Beaumont Committee of Safety in December, 1835. Free



blacks, the committee wrote, would threaten the “peace and tranquility” of slave
property.11Texans could not, however, have protected slavery had they lost their war with
Mexico. Defeat almost certainly would have meant the end of the institution. Santa Anna made
his inclinations clear as he prepared to invade Texas in February, 1836. “There is a considerable
number of slaves in Texas …,” he wrote his minister of war and marine, “who have been
introduced by their masters under cover of certain questionable contracts, but who according to
our laws should be free. Shall we permit those wretches to moan in chains any longer in a
country whose kind laws protect the liberty of man without distinction of cast [sic] or color?”
William H. Wharton, writing as “Curtius” in 1836, indicated that Texas leaders understood the
implications of their contest with Mexico in the same way. The Mexicans, he wrote, are
threatening us with a “sickly philanthropy worthy of the abolitionists of these United States.”
Stephen F. Austin went so far as to claim in one of his appeals for aid from the United States in
1836 that Santa Anna meant to exterminate the American population of Texas and fill “that
country with Indians and negroes.”12By March, 1836, the revolution had progressed to the point
that a convention, meeting at Washington on the Brazos, adopted a Declaration of
Independence and wrote a constitution for the Republic of Texas. As these brave steps were
being taken, however, it appeared that Mexican forces would render them meaningless. Santa
Anna’s army took the Alamo in San Antonio on March 6, offering no quarter to its defenders.
Among the noncombatant survivors was a slave named Joe, the property of William B. Travis.
Two weeks later General José Urrea forced the surrender of a Texan army under James W.
Fannin at Goliad and then, acting under orders from Santa Anna, murdered about 350 prisoners.
The remaining Texas forces, now under the command of Sam Houston, retreated eastward
across the Colorado and Brazos rivers, and Anglo-Texan settlers began a panic-stricken rush
ahead of their army. The “Runaway Scrape,” as it became known, saw families and their slaves
fleeing into east Texas and across the Sabine River into Louisiana during March and early April.
Then, on the afternoon of April 21, 1836, Houston’s forces surprised Santa Anna’s army at San
Jacinto and in eighteen minutes won a crushing victory. Mexico would be a long time in
accepting the fact, but this battle ended its ownership of Texas. The panic of the Runaway
Scrape subsided after San Jacinto, and Texans soon began to capitalize on their newly won
independence.13TWOSlavery in the Texas Revolution, 1835–1836“A DULL, ORGANIC
ACHE”To Benjamin Lundy, the noted abolitionist who traveled extensively in Texas between
1830 and 1835, the cause of Texas’ revolt against Mexico in 1835–36 was obvious. “It is
susceptible of the clearest demonstration,” he wrote in 1837, “that the immediate cause and
leading object of the contest originated in a settled design, among the slaveholders of this
country, (with land speculators and slave traders,) to wrest the large and valuable territory of
Texas from the Mexican Republic, in order to re-establish the SYSTEM OF SLAVERY; to open a
vast and profitable SLAVE-MARKET therein; and, ultimately, to annex it to the United States.”
The British abolitionist John Scoble repeated Lundy’s charges in more colorful language a few
years later while arguing that Great Britain should not grant diplomatic recognition to the Texas



Republic. That “robber state,” he wrote, was settled by “hordes of characterless villains, whose
sole object has been to re-establish slavery and the slave trade.” José Maria Tornei offered a
similar view from the Mexican perspective in 1837: “The land speculators of Texas have tried to
convert it into a mart of human flesh where the slaves of the south might be sold and others from
Africa might be introduced, since it is not possible to do it directly through the United
States.”1Logic supported the interpretation of the Texas Revolution presented by Lundy, Scoble,
and Tornei. Settlers from the United States had always been concerned about establishing and
maintaining slavery in Texas, and Mexican opposition, while vacillating, had bothered many
immigrants and retarded development of the institution. Moreover, once the Texans gained their
independence, they were quick to give slavery all the guarantees that it had never been afforded
by Mexican governments. Under these circumstances, the claim that desire to protect slavery
was at least a major cause of the insurrection appears plausible. If, however, this interpretation is
valid, direct evidence of slavery’s involvement should also be present. Did a Mexican threat to
slavery prompt the revolt? Did the revolutionaries ever indicate that the protection of slavery was
a primary cause of their actions? Answers to these questions depend on tracing revolutionary
developments during the early 1830s to examine when and how slavery appeared as an issue.If
any single action could be said to have set in motion the train of events leading to revolution, it
was the Law of April 6, 1830, which prohibited further immigration from the United States and
called for the collection of customs duties and garrisoning of troops in Texas. Tariff collections
under this law caused problems in 1831 when George Fisher, Mexico’s new customs collector
for ports east of the Colorado River, located his customhouse at Anahuac at the head of
Galveston Bay and demanded that all ships departing Texas from his jurisdiction clear customs
at Anahuac. This requirement meant that ships leaving from Brazoria on the Brazos River had to
travel several hundred extra miles along the coast and up Galveston Bay before leaving Texas
waters. After a bitter dispute in late 1831, a deputy collector was appointed at Brazoria. The
issue still rankled Texans, however, especially since Colonel John D. Bradburn, a Kentucky-born
officer who commanded Mexico’s new military post at Anahuac, antagonized them in other ways
at the same time. In January, 1831, Francisco Madero, a newly appointed general land
commissioner of Texas, arrived on the Trinity River just north of Anahuac, established the town
of Liberty, and began issuing land titles to American settlers in the area. Bradburn, believing that
Madero was acting in violation of the Law of April 6, 1830, soon arrested him and annulled the
ayuntamiento of Liberty. Bradburn further upset Anglo-Texans by using slave labor without
compensating owners in erecting military buildings, by informing slaves that the intent of
Mexican law was to make them free, and by refusing to turn over two runaway slaves from
Louisiana to their owner. He arrested William B. Travis and Patrick H. Jack, apparently because
they antagonized him with messages about an armed force coming from Louisiana to recover
the runaways. In June, 1832, colonists demanded the release of Travis and Jack. When
Bradburn refused and strengthened his post, the Texans sent to Brazoria for cannon and
planned an assault. Serious insurrection appeared imminent.2In the meantime, however,



developments in Mexico worked to the advantage of the Americans in Texas. Antonio López de
Santa Anna began a revolt against President Anastacio Bustamante with the intention of
reinstating the liberal Constitution of 1824. Bradburn was a Bustamante appointee, so the
Texans at Anahuac, while they waited for cannon to attack a Mexican fort, adopted the Turtle
Bayou Resolutions, which asserted their loyalty to the apparently liberal-minded Santa Anna and
the Constitution of 1824. Adoption of these resolutions proved wise when Colonel José de las
Piedras, commander of Mexico’s garrison at Nacogdoches, hearing of the troubles at Anahuac,
arrived there with troops before the cannon came from Brazoria. Convinced that Bradburn’s
arbitrary rule was the problem, Piedras ordered the release of Travis and Jack. Bradburn
resigned, and his garrison declared for Santa Anna and returned to Mexico. Meanwhile,
resistance flared in other parts of Texas, only to be faced in August, 1832, with a large Mexican
army commanded by Colonel José Antonio Mexía. Fortunately for the Texans, however, Mexía
was a Santanista, so they could claim to be his allies in the war against Bustamante. Stephen F.
Austin, on his way home from the state legislature in Saltillo, traveled with Mexia and made the
same argument. Following a warm welcome at Brazoria, replete with a dinner and ball and many
toasts to Santa Anna, Mexia returned to Mexico. A near insurrection had turned into a
demonstration of Texan loyalty to the next president of Mexico.3Hoping that their support for
Santa Anna would earn a favorable hearing for reform proposals, the Anglo settlers in Texas held
two conventions at San Felipe de Austin: one in October, 1832, and a second in April, 1833.
These conventions urged repeal of the Law of April 6, 1830, and asked that Texas be separated
from Coahuila and made a state in Mexico’s federal union. Such reforms, the delegates hoped,
would prevent a recurrence of the problems that had led to the disturbances at Anahuac. The
second convention went so far as to propose a constitution, drafted by a committee chaired by
Sam Houston, for the new state of Texas.4Slavery received no special mention at either of these
conventions, but it likely was one among the many interests that Texans expected separate
statehood to protect. Houston’s proposed constitution did not mention slavery. Stephen F.
Austin’s statement of the second convention’s purpose did not either, although he did complain
that the existing political system “tends to check the growth of the country, and to produce
confusion and insecurity, rather than to extend protection to lives and property.” Austin, while
preparing to take the second convention’s petitions to Mexico City, also informed his cousin
Henry Austin: “The sum and substance of the whole matter is that Texas must have a state
Government. Nothing else will quiet this country or give any security to persons or property.” He
did not specify, but “property” certainly implied slaves. Within a month he was writing, “Texas
must be a slave country.” Benjamin Lundy claimed that during his visit to Texas in the summer of
1833 settlers told him that a desire to control their own laws on slavery was one reason for
requesting separation from Coahuila. Lundy also wrote that, according to a Mr. Egerton from
New York, Austin, when he presented the proposed constitution of Texas to the Mexican
Congress, asked that settlers be allowed to hold slaves.5One aspect of slavery, the African
trade, did receive specific mention at the 1833 convention. David G. Burnet, who was destined



to become the first president of the Texas republic, introduced a resolution stating that the
convention held the African trade in “utter abhorrence” and calling on all “the good people of
Texas” to avoid involvement in that “abominable traffic” and to work “to prevent the evil from
polluting our shores.” This resolution, prompted by the arrival of a foreign slaver from Cuba at
Galveston, was published in Texas, New Orleans, and Mexico. Some Texans, particularly
newcomers James W. Fannin, Jr., and Ben Fort Smith, ignored these sentiments and engaged
in the African trade during 1833 and 1834. But leading Texans continued to oppose the practice
with as much indignation as could have been expected of any Mexican official. John A. Wharton,
brother of the chairman of the 1833 convention, William H. Wharton, complained to Burnet in
July, 1834, that the trade was “disgraceful to ourselves, and ruinous to our country.” It is, he
wrote, an “outrage upon humanity” and a “defiance of the laws of almost all Christendom” that
should not go unpunished. Clearly, then, while Anglo-Texans meant to continue slavery, the only
aspect of the institution receiving specific attention in the conventions of 1832 and 1833 and
their immediate aftermath was the African slave trade. And it was not an issue likely to cause
trouble between Mexico and most Texans, since both opposed it.6For most of 1833 and 1834,
developments in Mexico favored Texas. Vice-President Gomez Farias, a liberal reformer,
governed during much of this period, and numerous changes were made. Texas was divided into
three political departments, English was accepted for official purposes, the court system was
revised, and religious toleration was granted. Texas, however, was not separated from Coahuila,
and indeed this became an increasingly remote possibility after April, 1834, when President
Santa Anna took over from Gomez Farias, repudiated liberalism, and moved to make Mexico a
centralized dictatorship. In October, 1835, the Mexican Congress conceded to his wishes and
replaced the Constitution of 1824 with laws converting the states into mere departments of a
centralized nation. Many Anglo-Texans were slow to see the direction of Santa Anna’s policy
because the state government of Coahuila and Texas had discredited itself with a dispute over
location of the state capital and with dishonest land sales. By the summer of 1835, however,
Santa Anna began to show Texas the real meaning of centralization. The result was
revolution.7The disturbance that led to insurrection came at Anahuac, and, as in 1832, the issue
was customs collection. President Santa Anna sent soldiers to the Galveston Bay post in
January, 1835, to support the collection of duties. Texans in the area opposed the operations of
Mexican authority; violence and arrests followed. General Martín Perfecto de Cos, commander
of the Eastern Interior Provinces, decided to reinforce the garrison at Anahuac, and a small
group of militant Texans, learning of this intention, acted first and forced the surrender of
Mexican troops there. A majority of Texans disapproved of this action and attempted to convince
Cos of their loyalty. The general, however, insisted that leading opponents of Santa Anna’s
regime be arrested and that all colonists in Texas obey the central government. He made plans
to bring reinforcements and take command personally at San Antonio. Conciliation appeared so
hopeless by late summer, 1835, that a consultation of all Texans was called for October 15 at
Washington on the Brazos. In September, the Central Committee of Safety of San Felipe



reinforced the call for the consultation. “War is our only resource,” wrote Stephen F. Austin, the
committee’s chairman. “There is no other remedy but to defend our rights, ourselves, and our
country by force of arms.” Fighting began at Gonzales on October 2, 1835.8As the revolution
developed in 1835, Texans saw the situation as a threat to slavery and, ironically, as an attempt
to reduce them to the status of slaves. Ben Milam put these fears succinctly in a letter of July 5
warning Frank W. Johnson that a Mexican attack was imminent: “Their intention is to gain the
friendship of the different tribes of Indians; and if possible to get the slaves to revolt.… If the
Federal system is lost in Texas, what will be our situation? Worse than that of the most degraded
slaves.” In a Fourth of July address, R. M. Williamson told listeners at Bexar that Mexicans were
coming to Texas in part “to compel you to liberate your slaves.” Horatio Allsbery, who visited
Monterrey during the summer, wrote a public letter informing Texans that Mexico intended to
“put their slaves free and then loose upon their families.” General Cos did nothing to dispel these
fears when he issued a warning from Mata-moros in July telling the colonists that the
consequences of insurrection would “bear heavily upon them and their property.” Texans thus
feared for the security of their slaves, but at the same time they saw nothing incongruous in
adopting resolutions explaining that their struggle was for “liberty” against impending slavery. As
the Liberty Committee of Public Safety put it, “the contest is for liberty or slavery, for life or
death.”9In the early fall of 1835, the fears of Anglo-Texans focused on the Brazos River area
where slaves were the most numerous. The Committee of Safety for Matagorda resolved on
September 30 that as “danger is apprehended from the slave population on the Brazos” citizens
should adopt “prompt measures to prevent in our section both alarm and danger.” A few days
later Thomas J. Pilgrim, reacting to a rumor about Mexican troops landing at the mouth of the
Brazos, asked Stephen F. Austin: “Would there not be a great danger from the Negroes should a
large Mexican force come so near?” Then, apparently the Texans’ worst fears nearly came true.
“I have some unpleasant news to communicate,” B. J. White wrote Austin from Goliad on
October 17. “The negroes on Brazos made an attempt to rise. Major Sutherland came on here
for a few men to take back, he told me—John Davis returned from Brazoria bringing the news
that near 100 had been taken up many whipd nearly to death some hung, etc. R. H. Williams had
nearly kild one of his.” A postscript by White added that the plotters had planned to divide the
cotton farms, make the whites work for them, and ship cotton to New Orleans.10Texans, even if
distracted by the developing war with Mexico, were prepared and able to suppress any internal
slave revolt in 1835–36, and they were ever vigilant concerning new threats. The rumor, for
example, of a project for settling free blacks from the United States in Texas drew a heated
protest from the Beaumont Committee of Safety in December, 1835. Free blacks, the committee
wrote, would threaten the “peace and tranquility” of slave property.11Texans could not, however,
have protected slavery had they lost their war with Mexico. Defeat almost certainly would have
meant the end of the institution. Santa Anna made his inclinations clear as he prepared to invade
Texas in February, 1836. “There is a considerable number of slaves in Texas …,” he wrote his
minister of war and marine, “who have been introduced by their masters under cover of certain



questionable contracts, but who according to our laws should be free. Shall we permit those
wretches to moan in chains any longer in a country whose kind laws protect the liberty of man
without distinction of cast [sic] or color?” William H. Wharton, writing as “Curtius” in 1836,
indicated that Texas leaders understood the implications of their contest with Mexico in the
same way. The Mexicans, he wrote, are threatening us with a “sickly philanthropy worthy of the
abolitionists of these United States.” Stephen F. Austin went so far as to claim in one of his
appeals for aid from the United States in 1836 that Santa Anna meant to exterminate the
American population of Texas and fill “that country with Indians and negroes.”12By March, 1836,
the revolution had progressed to the point that a convention, meeting at Washington on the
Brazos, adopted a Declaration of Independence and wrote a constitution for the Republic of
Texas. As these brave steps were being taken, however, it appeared that Mexican forces would
render them meaningless. Santa Anna’s army took the Alamo in San Antonio on March 6,
offering no quarter to its defenders. Among the noncombatant survivors was a slave named Joe,
the property of William B. Travis. Two weeks later General José Urrea forced the surrender of a
Texan army under James W. Fannin at Goliad and then, acting under orders from Santa Anna,
murdered about 350 prisoners. The remaining Texas forces, now under the command of Sam
Houston, retreated eastward across the Colorado and Brazos rivers, and Anglo-Texan settlers
began a panic-stricken rush ahead of their army. The “Runaway Scrape,” as it became known,
saw families and their slaves fleeing into east Texas and across the Sabine River into Louisiana
during March and early April. Then, on the afternoon of April 21, 1836, Houston’s forces
surprised Santa Anna’s army at San Jacinto and in eighteen minutes won a crushing victory.
Mexico would be a long time in accepting the fact, but this battle ended its ownership of Texas.
The panic of the Runaway Scrape subsided after San Jacinto, and Texans soon began to
capitalize on their newly won independence.13
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Lillyan Palmer, “Very Informative. I absolutely adore this book. It taught me a lot about slavery in
Texas. While it was a requirement for class when I was in my undergrad studies, it has become a
very good center of conversation when I am explaining slavery and the actual institute of it as
well. I myself am southern and unfortunately many times I speak to deniers of slavery or even
people who believe themselves to be "Patriotic Rebels" (like, what?). Anyways, this has given
very good scholarly ground without using academic "trigger" words for those types of people. I
would also venture to say that this book is very much in the middle grounds and is rooted in
reality. I does not go on a tangent about things that may or may not have happened. It sticks to
the truth and the evidence which reveals it. It is not a super difficult read but I wouldn't
recommend it for a high school student who hasn't spent meaningful time with academic
literature.”

Jim Schmidt, “"Texas *must* be a slave country..." - Stephen F. Austin (1833). I had first intended
to only skim and consult this book as background reading for a chapter I was writing on slavery
in Galveston, TX, but the author's research, writing, and arguments were so compelling I read it
from beginning to end.I am not a a native Texan and although I lived year for a couple years
during elementary school I never took Texas history. For me, the first few chapters of the book
were an excellent primer on Texas's founding, independence as Republic, path to statehood,
and decision to secede...the first few chapters were also a revelation for on every page and in
every step from founding to secession the founders of Texas made clear how important slavery
would be to its settlement and future growth and did everything possible to insure the "Peculiar
Institution's" survival. The workings of the Mexican government and legislature in the 1830s and
40s was very interesting, indeed.The sections on the lives of slaves - the breakup of families,
religion, music, work conditions, etc. - was taken from slave narratives as much as possible. I
would have liked to have seen much more material on the medical care of Texas slaves, a
subject which merits only a page or so in this book, but that is due to my own special interests
and not an obligation on the author. There is little comparison between the lives of slaves in
Texas and other slave states, but the author maintains that is because there was little difference,
and - in a statement that made a great impression on me - he declares that it matters little
whether slavery was better or worse in Texas than elsewhere...the argument is "morally
pointless": "the moral nature of a system that held human as property would remain the same"
whether conditions were "better" or "worse" in Texas.I especially liked the section on how Texans
viewed abolitionists in the years leading up to the Civil War and how they were subjected to
severe vigilante justice, also known as: murder. That section in the book reinforced other
reading I have been doing on Texas abolitionists and Unionists.The book is written as an
academic study and is impeccable researched. The footnotes (yeah! love them so much more
than endnotes!) and bibliography are worth the price of the book themselves and will provide



excellent avenues and leads for future research.Excellent.  Just excellent.”

ALEKSANDAR, “Very Accurate and not whitewashed.. Shocking and detailed from the price of
bondsman to the physical and psychological torture of slavery. It tells the story from bondsman
themselves and various men with poor character who made the peculiar institution happen in
Texas like Stephen F. Austin.”

Ralph Curton Jr, “Statistics to substantiate “The Story” of this era in Texas.. This book provided
statistics that were not readily available to a lay person. Very interesting for a Texas native to
have a window into our past.”

Nana, “An Empire for Slavery: The Peculiar Institution in Texas. This book An Empire for Slavery:
The Peculiar Institution In Texas is a great book for slavery research. U S Black History!”

Carolyn Chatham, “Accurate. Well written and researched. Very informative.”

Yvonne, “A Must Read- The book deserves 10 Stars!. This book is informative , thought
provoking and somewhat depressing. It is a must read for anyone interested in knowing the
everyday life of a slave in Texas.”

Benjamin W. Ricks, “Good. It was a good book, I'm only writing this because it says I have to to
be powered and it was a good book so I'm taking five seconds to write this”

The book by Patricia Reilly Giff has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 32 people have provided feedback.
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