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INTRODUCTION: THE RISE OF
“OLD ROUGH AND READY”

The name Zachary Taylor might evoke
images of a rugged frontier soldier, a
man who wore a straw hat and
homespun coat even while commanding
armies. Yet, few figures in American
history are as intrinsically linked to a
single conflict as General Zachary Taylor

is to the Mexican-American War. Before
he became the 12th President of the
United States, Taylor was a national
hero, forged in the crucible of the
Mexican War. His campaigns in northern
Mexico not only captured the popular
imagination but also redrew the map of
North America. To understand the man,
the conflict, and the expansion of the
United States, one must dive deep into
the story of General Zachary Taylor and
the Mexican War.
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The Mexican-American War (1846-1848)
was a defining, and often controversial,
chapter in U.S. history. It was a conflict
driven by Manifest Destiny, a belief that
the United States was destined to
stretch from the Atlantic to the Pacific.
General Zachary Taylor, known
affectionately by his men as “Old Rough
and Ready,” was the instrument of that
destiny on the battlefield. His gritty,
unpolished leadership style and his
stunning victories against a larger, more
experienced Mexican army made him a
household name and catapulted him to
the White House.

This article explores the leadership, key
battles, and lasting legacy of General
Zachary Taylor during the Mexican War.
We will examine his military strategies,
his relationships with President James K.

Polk and fellow General Winfield Scott,
and how his battlefield success defined a
crucial period in American history. We
will also look at the unique command
structure of the era and how Taylor's
military career became a stepping stone
to political power.

BEFORE THE WAR: THE MAKING
OF A FRONTIER SOLDIER

To appreciate General Zachary Taylor's
performance in the Mexican War, one
must first understand his background.
Born in 1784 to a prominent Virginia
family, Taylor grew up on the Kentucky
frontier. He received a modest formal
education but developed a deep
understanding of the land, people, and
the practical realities of survival. He
joined the U.S. Army in 1808 as a first
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lieutenant and spent the next three
decades serving in various frontier posts,
fighting in the War of 1812, the Black
Hawk War, and the Second Seminole
War.

This long career on the American frontier
shaped Taylor’'s military philosophy. He
was not a tactical genius in the
traditional sense, nor was he a formal
student of military theory. Instead, he
was a pragmatist. He believed in training
his men hard, maintaining strict
discipline, and trusting his instincts. He
was known for his dislike of pomp,
ceremony, and elaborate
uniforms—hence the nickname “Old
Rough and Ready.” He often wore a
simple straw hat and a linen duster coat,
looking more like a farmer than a
commanding general. This informality

endeared him to his soldiers, who saw
him as one of them. He was a soldier's
general, and his men would follow him
into hell itself.

By 1845, as tensions between the United
States and Mexico reached a boiling
point over the annexation of Texas,
Taylor was a seasoned colonel. He was
the logical choice to lead the American
forces into the disputed territory
between the Nueces River and the Rio
Grande. This mission would set the stage
for the war.

THE OUTBREAK OF WAR:
TAYLOR’S ARMY OF OCCUPATION

In the summer of 1845, President James
K. Polk ordered General Zachary Taylor
to take a “Corps of Observation” into
Texas. The mission was to defend the



newly annexed state against a potential
Mexican invasion. Taylor established his
base at Corpus Christi, at the mouth of
the Nueces River. The Mexicans,
however, claimed the Nueces as the
southern border of Texas, not the Rio
Grande. This territorial dispute was the
spark that lit the fuse.

For months, Taylor's army sat in camp,
drilling and preparing. It was a motley
force of regulars and volunteers, largely
untested in large-scale combat. By
March 1846, under direct orders from
Polk, Taylor advanced south to the Rio
Grande, building a fort (later named Fort
Brown) directly across from the Mexican
city of Matamoros. This was a deliberate
provocation, and it worked. The Mexican
government viewed this as an invasion
of their sovereign territory.

On April 25, 1846, a Mexican cavalry unit
crossed the Rio Grande and ambushed a
small American patrol, killing or
capturing 16 men. This was the
“American blood upon American soil”
that President Polk used to justify his
request for a declaration of war. For
General Zachary Taylor, the Mexican
War had begun.

The Battle of
Palo Alto (May 8,
1846)

General Zachary Taylor's first major
engagement of the Mexican War was the
Battle of Palo Alto. Learning that the
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Mexican army under General Mariano
Arista had crossed the Rio Grande and
was besieging Fort Brown, Taylor
marched his army of roughly 2,300 men
to relieve the garrison. He met Arista’s
larger force of approximately 3,400 men
on the prairie of Palo Alto, about five
miles from present-day Brownsville,
Texas.

The battle was a revelation in modern
warfare. Taylor deployed his army in a
line, utilizing his “flying artillery”—light,
mobile cannons commanded by officers
like Major Samuel Ringgold. These guns
were far superior to the Mexican
artillery. They fired exploding shells with
incredible accuracy, tearing holes in the
dense Mexican ranks. The Mexican army,
trained in Napoleonic tactics, attempted
to close the distance and engage in

hand-to-hand combat, but the American
artillery decimated their formations
before they could get close.

Taylor's tactical decision to use his
artillery as a mobile, offensive weapon
was brilliant. He kept his infantry in
hollow squares to protect them from
cavalry charges, but the battle was won
by the big guns. The prairie grass caught
fire, filling the field with thick, black
smoke, creating a surreal and terrifying
battlefield. After a day of fierce fighting,
Arista’s army was forced to retreat. The
Battle of Palo Alto was a decisive
American victory and the first major test
of General Zachary Taylor's command. It
proved that the American army, despite
being smaller and less experienced,
could defeat a larger, more traditional
force through superior technology and



leadership.

The Battle of
Resaca de la
Palma (May 9,
1846)

Victory at Palo Alto did not end the
campaign. General Zachary Taylor
pursued the retreating Mexican army to
a treacherous, dry riverbed known as
Resaca de la Palma. Arista had re-
established his defensive line, using the
thick chaparral and the natural trench of
the resaca as a fortified position. The
terrain was difficult—dense brush limited

visibility and made coordinated
maneuvers nearly impossible.

Taylor's command decisions on May 9,
1846, showed his aggressive nature. He
ordered a direct assault on the Mexican
lines. The fighting was brutal and
chaotic. American infantry, including the
5th and 8th Infantry Regiments, pushed
through the thickets, exchanging volleys
with Mexican soldiers at close range. It
was a soldier’'s fight, with small unit
leadership making the difference.

The turning point came when Captain
Charles May led a charge of the 2nd
Dragoons, shouting, “Remember your
Regiment!” They broke through the
Mexican center and, in a famous
moment of the Mexican War, Captain
May captured General Arista’s personal
baggage and his maps. The Mexican
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command structure collapsed. Arista’s
army disintegrated into a panicked rout,
fleeing back across the Rio Grande into
Mexico. General Zachary Taylor’'s twin
victories at Palo Alto and Resaca de la
Palma were complete. He had cleared
the border of enemy forces and secured
the American position in Texas. These
battles made Taylor a national hero
almost overnight.

THE NORTHERN MEXICO
CAMPAIGN: MONTERREY

With the war now officially declared,
President Polk’s strategy was multi-
pronged. General Zachary Taylor was
given the primary mission of invading
northern Mexico and capturing the key
commercial city of Monterrey. Taylor’s
army was reinforced with volunteers,

swelling his force to around 6,000 men.
He marched south from the Rio Grande
into the rugged, arid mountains of
northern Mexico.

The Battle of Monterrey (September
21-24, 1846) was a much tougher fight
than the earlier battles. The city was
heavily fortified, with a massive citadel
and strong defensive positions in the
surrounding hills. The Mexican
commander, General Pedro de Ampudia,
had a force roughly equal to Taylor’s.
Taylor faced a difficult decision: a direct
frontal assault would be suicidal.

Demonstrating his tactical flexibility,
General Zachary Taylor devised a two-
pronged attack. He sent a division under
General William J. Worth to attack the
western approaches to the city, while he
himself led the main force against the



eastern defenses. Worth’s men stormed
the hills of Independencia and
Federacion, known as the “Saltillo Road,”
capturing key artillery positions. Taylor’s
men fought through the streets of the
city, engaging in brutal house-to-house
fighting.

The battle was a grinding, bloody affair.
American soldiers, many of them
volunteers seeing their first real combat,
suffered heavy losses from snipers and
street fighting. “Old Rough and Ready”
himself was in the thick of it, exposed to
enemy fire, inspiring his men. After three
days of intense fighting, Ampudia
requested a truce. Taylor, surprisingly,
agreed to an armistice, allowing the
Mexican army to evacuate the city in
exchange for a two-month ceasefire.

This decision was highly controversial.

President Polk and General Winfield
Scott were furious. They wanted the
Mexican army destroyed, not allowed to
escape. The armistice at Monterrey
revealed a political naivety in General
Zachary Taylor. He saw it as a humane,
soldierly agreement, but Polk saw it as a
failure of strategy. It would be the first
major crack in the relationship between
the president and his victorious general.

The Political
Fallout: Taylor
vs. Polk

The Monterrey truce was a turning point
in the relationship between Zachary
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Taylor and President James K. Polk. Polk,
a Democrat, had already been
suspicious of Taylor, who was a Whig.
The president was also desperate to
prevent Taylor from becoming a war
hero with political ambitions. Polk’s
solution was to strip Taylor of his best
troops.

Polk ordered most of Taylor’'s veteran
regulars to be transferred to a new army
being assembled by General Winfield
Scott for a campaign against Mexico
City. Taylor was left in northern Mexico
with a volunteer force of only about
5,000 men, mostly untested, short-term
enlistees. Polk assumed that Taylor
would be unable to take offensive action
with such a small, green force. He even
ordered Taylor to remain on the
defensive. This was a deliberate attempt

to sideline the popular general.

The decision infuriated Taylor. He felt
betrayed by his commander-in-chief. He
wrote bitterly to a friend, “I am to be
superseded in my command by Gen.
Scott, and they are taking from me the
greater part of my effective force. | am
left to hold the country with a force
entirely inadequate.” This personal and
political conflict would shape the final
phase of General Zachary Taylor’s
Mexican War campaign.

THE BATTLE OF BUENA VISTA:
TAYLOR'’S GREATEST TRIUMPH

Defying the president’s orders to stay
put, General Zachary Taylor advanced
his small army south to Saltillo. He was
scouting the terrain for a potential
advance on the interior city of San Luis



Potosi. Meanwhile, the Mexican
commander, General Antonio Lopez de
Santa Anna, had returned from exile and
assembled a massive army of nearly
20,000 men. He marched north with the
specific goal of crushing “Old Rough and
Ready” in a single, decisive battle.

Learning of Santa Anna’s approach,
Taylor made a fateful decision. He
marched his tiny army—just 4,500
men—to a narrow, mountainous pass
called La Angostura (The Narrows), near
the Hacienda of Buena Vista. He chose
his ground perfectly. The pass was
flanked by steep, rugged mountains,
preventing Santa Anna from using his
superior numbers to outflank him. Taylor
deployed his outnumbered force in a
strong defensive line across the valley
floor.

10

The Battle of Buena Vista on February
22-23, 1847, was the most famous and
desperate battle of General Zachary
Taylor’'s Mexican War career. On the first
day, Santa Anna sent a flag of truce,
demanding surrender. Taylor is said to
have replied, “Tell him to go to hell!”
The battle began in earnest on the
second day.

Santa Anna hurled wave after wave of
Mexican infantry against the American
line. The volunteers, many of whom had
never been in battle before, fought with
incredible tenacity. The fighting was
ferocious. At one point, a Mexican
division broke through the American line
on the left, threatening to roll up the
entire army and capture Taylor’s supply
base. It was a moment of crisis.

Taylor, showing his trademark personal
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courage, rode to the critical point of the his hat was shot from his head, and his
battle. He was exposed to enemy fire, horse was killed

11



