
The Mexican-American War and Territorial Expansion 
 

 
 

 

 
 

What major territorial changes occurred during the 1840s? (What states were added to the US? What territories?) 
 
 
 
 
 



Directions: Read the two textbook excerpts below and then answer the following questions. 
 
Excerpt #1: 1911 
Henry William Elson and Cornelia Eliza MacMullan, The Story of Our Country (New York: Thompson Brown 
Company; Johnson, Blagen & Co., 1911), 132–133. 
 
Texas had now come into the Union, but there was still trouble with Mexico. That country seemed bent on a quarrel. President 
Polk did not desire it, he made an effort to settle the question by treaty; and this might have been done had Mexico been willing to 
yield certain points. "Texas has no right as an independent state to seek and receive admission into the United States," she said. 
And then she insisted that the dividing line should be the Nueces River, while Texas laid claim to the Rio Grande. 
 
President Polk, fearing an attack, sent General Zachary Taylor to the disputed territory. And not many days passed before General 
Taylor received a letter from the Mexican general, Ampudia. "Your Government has not only insulted but has provoked the 
Mexican nation," he wrote, "and in this case, by orders of my Government, I require you to break up your camp and retire to the 
other bank of the Nueces River. If you insist upon remaining upon the soil, it will clearly result that arms, and arms alone, must 
decide the question." 
 
What was General Taylor's answer? "The instruction under which I am acting will not permit me to go back from the position I 
now occupy. I regret the alternative which you offer, but, at the same time, wish it understood that I shall by no means avoid such 
an alternative, leaving the responsibility with those who rashly commence hostilities." 
 
It was not long after this that war was declared. General Taylor did not wait for more soldiers to arrive, but marched on and 
defeated the Mexicans near the mouth of the Rio Grande, although they outnumbered him. The enemy fled across the river, but 
Taylor pursued them and captured Matamoros. He then moved up the Rio Grande to besiege Monterey, one of the most strongly 
fortified cities of Mexico. 
 
 
Excerpt #2: 1995 
James W. Davidson and Michael B. Stoff, The American Nation (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1995), 366. 
 
In January 1846, Polk ordered General Zachary Taylor to cross the Nueces River and set up posts along the Rio Grande. Polk 
knew that Mexico claimed this land and that the move might spark a war. In April 1846, Mexican troops crossed the Rio Grande 
and fought briefly with the Americans. Soldiers on both sides were killed. 
 
President Polk claimed that Mexico had "shed American blood upon the American soil." At his urging, Congress declared war on 
Mexico. Americans were divided over the war. Many people in the South and West wanted more land and so were eager to fight. 
Northerners, however, opposed the war. They saw it as a southern plot to add slave states to the Union. 
 
 
1. What similarities do you see between these two accounts of the beginning of the Mexican-American war? What 

differences? You can make a Venn diagram or T-chart! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Why might there be differences between the two accounts? 

Your brainstorm 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

After listening to Kyle Ward 



The Aftermath of the Mexican-American War (Adapted) 
by Robert Ryal Miller, California State University, Hayward 

 
The U.S.-Mexican War had a tremendous impact on the history of both countries. For the United States, this was the 
nation's first foreign war fought almost entirely on foreign territory. It involved multiple armies, long supply lines, a 
very large-scale amphibious landing of troops, and it provided the first experience of occupying a foreign capital and 
establishing a military government for an unfamiliar population. But the war was divisive for the northern republic, 
made worse by the slavery issue and by controversial politics in Washington. Another negative factor was the cost in 
human lives that was deeply felt by the survivors for many years — more than 5,800 Americans were killed or 
wounded in battle, and 11,000 soldiers died from diseases, in addition to others who succumbed from their war injuries 
soon after being mustered out of service. The enormous financial cost, estimated at more than $75 million, was another 
negative factor. 
 
Some unpleasant aspects of the war were offset in the United States by the exhilarating effect of a string of military 
victories and the acquisition of half a million miles of territory. The discovery of rich gold and silver deposits in 
California and Nevada was an unexpected bonanza that greatly contributed to the national economy and to the 
westward movement of the population. Although this new territory made the United States a continental power and 
provided fine ports on the Pacific coast, it also upset the balance between free and slave states, which helped bring on 
the catastrophe of the American Civil War. 
 

The Gadsden Purchase (Office of the Historian) 
 

The Gadsden Purchase, or Treaty, was an agreement between the United States and Mexico, finalized in 1854, in 
which the United States agreed to pay Mexico $10 million for a 29,670 square mile portion of Mexico that later 
became part of Arizona and New Mexico (on the map it’s the area that is disputed between American and Mexico). 
Gadsden’s Purchase provided the land necessary for a southern transcontinental railroad and attempted to resolve 
conflicts that lingered after the Mexican-American War. 
 
After Gadsden’s Purchase a new border dispute caused tension over the United States’ payment, and the treaty failed 
to resolve the issues surrounding financial claims and border attacks. However, it did create the southern border of the 
present-day United States, despite the beliefs of the vast majority of policymakers at the time who thought the United 
States would eventually expand further into Mexico. 
 

Oregon Treaty of 1846 (Encyclopedia.com) 
 

In 1818, the United States and Great Britain had agreed to a joint occupation of Oregon, and this agreement had been 
renewed by treaty in 1827. But President James K. Polk was elected in 1844 on an expansionist platform that included 
the acquisition of the entire Oregon Territory, which extended to 54 degrees, 40 minutes to the north (the campaign 
slogan was “Fifty-four, Forty, or fight!”) Polk had to satisfy the demands of his countrymen for the region. After a 
compromise proposal was rejected in July 1845, Polk acquired congressional authority in December to repeal the 1827 
treaty. On June 15, 1846, the Senate ratified a treaty that established the boundary at the 49th parallel. Deteriorating 
relations with Mexico and favorable public opinion made the compromise acceptable to the United States, while 
Britain was likewise interested in a peaceful solution because it had more pressing domestic and foreign issues to 
consider. 
 
The Oregon Treaty of 1846 set the boundary between the United States and Canada at the 49th parallel west of the 
Rocky Mountains, veering around Vancouver Island and then proceeding through the Strait of San Juan de Fuca. The 
Oregon Treaty settled the dispute between the United States and Great Britain over the area in Oregon located between 
the Columbia River and the 49th parallel.  
 
3. Was westward expansion within our rights as Americans? Why or why not? 


