Texas Navy Association

Historical Article

Used with the permission of the Sons of the Republic of Texas























































to a storm on their return to Galves-
ton, it is very probable that much of
the proceedings against Fisher and
Thompson would not have taken
place.

So far we have given no description
of the four ships that comprised this
first navy. They were all topsail
schooners of small size. Three of them
displaced about 125 tons each, and the
Liberty about 65 tons. Scale models of
these ships have been constructed and
are placed in the Texas Navy Museum
on board the Battleship Texas. Two of
the ships models are made from actual
drawings and the other two are from
descriptions of the two ships.

In concluding the history of the first
navy, mention should be made of the
privateers commissioned by Gov. Smith
and also private merchant vessels. Of
the privateers the most famous was the
Thomas Toby. In spite of her light
armament (only two guns) and small
size, she destroyed a great deal of Mex-
ican shipping. Of the private vessels
the Laura, Yellowstone, Flora and
Flash were most noted.

The Laura began her career before
the Revolution and was an important
ship long after it ended. The Yellow-
stone was able to rescue Gen. Hous-
ton’s army from the Brazos bottoms
after heavy floods. The Flash rescued
the Burnet government at Harrisburg
and conveyed them to Galveston. The
Flora took Gen. Houston to New Or-
leans after the battle of San Jacinto.

After the final destruction of the
first navy, the coastal cities of Tex-
as became very loud in their demand
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for another navy, but actually nothing
was done at that time. However, Tex-
as’ luck held because Mexico managed
to get herself embroiled with France
during the years 1838 and 1839 so that
Texas got a respite. In fact, the French
captured the entire Mexican navy in
1839 so that both countries were on an
equal footing; that is to say neither
had any navy.

However, the coastal cities never
stopped their agitation for a navy so
that by the end of President Hous-
ton’s administration a bill had been
passed authorizing a new navy. Noth-
ing was done toward starting it except
the appointment of an agent to pro-
cure this navy.

With the election of Lamar in Sep-
tember, 1838, and his inauguration in
December, the history of the second
Texas Navy really begins.

The agent appointed by President
Houston before he left office was
Samuel May Williams. He was not the
first appointee and there were other
applicants, but the choice made was
unusually fortunate. He made speed
his watchword and in a short time had
a new navy under construction or con-
version in Baltimore. This constituted
a remarkable achievement at the time
since Texas credit was practically non-
existent and ships do cost money. The
Republic owed a great debt to this man
for he accomplished a monumental task
in record time,

As soon as the navy was contracted
for, President Lamar sent John G. Tod
to Baltimore to supervise the work. He
not only finished this work but stayed
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is to be found in the Texas Navy
Museum on the Battleship Texas. Fame
and history certainly take queer turns
at times.

The second navy itself suffered
much the same fate as its Commodore.
While the actual history is probably
much better known than that of the
first navy, owing to its being of more
recent date, the importance of its ac-
complishments are even less well-
known than that of the first navy.

No nation can make any progress
if it has to remain continually at war
and particularly is this true of a new
country like Texas. The continuous
threat of invasion from Mexico was a
terrible drag on the progress of the
country. While only a sea-borne in-
vasion could have been a real threat
and even such an invasion would al-
most certainly have been defeated,
nevertheless it would have cost the
country greatly in lives and money—
many times the cost of the navy. And
that such invasion would have been at-
tempted had it not been for the second
navy, there can be little doubt.

The recovery of Texas was an all-
consuming obsession with Mexico, and
one which she never dropped. Of equal
importance was Texas sea-borne com-
merce. It was absolutely essential to the
growth of the country and a second
blockade of the Gulf Coast would have
cost the country enough to build ten
navies. Now the second navy prevented
all of this and I think it deserves a high
place in our history and not just a
paragraph or a page.

Having outlined the accomplish-
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ments of the second navy, let us see
what composed it. The steamer Zavala,
ex-Charleston, was the first to arrive
in March, 1839. She was followed by
the schooners San Jacinto, San An-
tonio, and San Bernard, all of about
170 tons displacement. Next came the
brig Wharton (ex-Colorado) and the
brig Archer (ex-Galveston), each of
about 400 tons displacement, and final-
ly the Austin, a sloop-of-war (full-
rigged ship) of about 600 tons. This
was a very impressive navy and able
to cope with anything that Mexico had
or was likely to have,

Fine as this navy was, the question
of money arose at once to plague it and
never ceased to do so. The building of
it was a strain on Texas finances. When
it came to manning it for sea, Lamar
found he had a new congress to face
and his foe Houston was a member of
it and immediately attacked all of
Lamar’s policies, including, or we
might say, especially, the navy., How-
ever, after congress adjourned, Lamar
succeeded in assembling the fleet in
Galveston and began to consider how
best to use it.

Texas luck seemed to hold for about
this time Yucatan revolted and drove
out the centralist government of Bus-
tamente, but it was evident that if the
Mexican government used its navy to
blockade Yucatan and to land troops
by sea, that province would soon fall
as had all other opposition to the cen-
tralist government. So the fleet, or at
least a part of it, was dispatched to
Yucatan and thus began an informal
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seized the opportunities of using it that
were presented during the time of
domestic disturbance in Mexico, fol-
lowing the war with France. Instead
he sent James Treat, an American
citizen, to Mexico and the Mexicans
and the British managed to keep Treat
dangling till the northern resistance in

Mexico was crushed and it was not till
Yucatan was on the point of collapse
that Lamar acted and by this time
Houston was in the Texas congress and
Lamar’s troubles really began.

However he did manage to get some
funds for operating the navy, even in
the face of Houston’s bitter opposition.
So finally in 1840, after many vicis-
situdes regarding recruiting, violation
of American neutrality, shortage of
supplies, officers, and men, Moore as-
sembled the fleet and sailed for Yuca-
tan, but even then he was handicapped
by wait-and-see orders in regard to
James Treat’s activities. However,
Moore proceeded to establish a base in
the islands off Yucatan and opened
negotiations with the Yucatecans.
Without actually beginning hostile
operations, Moore kept some of his
ships off Yucatan ports and thus pre-
vented the Mexican government from
reinforcing their army in Yucatan and
thus kept alive the revolt. Finally the
Mexicans began to fire on Moore’s ships
(for good reasons) and broke off talks
with Treat. Moore now began to sup-
port the Yucatecans openly, to seize
Mexican ships and to open the Yucatan
ports to commerce. He also negotiated
for some much-needed funds with
which to operate his fleet.

Also one of the indirect results of
the operations of the fleet, with its in-
terference with British commerce, was
the negotiations of treaties with, first,
England, and shortly afterward, Bel-

gium and Holland, recognizing Texan
independence. As time went on the
Texas fleet became increasingly active
—intercepting ships bound for Vera
Cruz—and this brought on a crisis in
the Mexican government.

However, all this activity had the
worst possible effect in Texas. Congress
which had usually been a steadfast sup-
porter of the navy, began to believe
that possibly it was not a necessity, and
Lamar began again to try negotiations,
but Mexico promptly killed this effort.

As a result, Yucatan negotiated with
Lamar, Sept. 17, 1841, for the official
use of the Texas Navy and what had
been done unofficially became an open
agreement. It was well that this was
done because shortly after Houston was
reelected president and any such agree-
ment would have been impossible after
that. Not only that, but Santa Anna,
who had returned to power, was pro-
mising Yucatan the “moon.” This did
not deceive the Yucatecans but it did
hold up active warfare.

Also the first blow from the Hous-
ton administration fell. Moore and his
fleet were ordered to return to Galves-
ton, but Moore seemed to be clever at
dodging undesired orders and had taken
his ships to Vera Cruz and he never did
receive the orders. He returned to Yuca-
tan and succeeded in reestablishing re-
lations and collecting back pay. In the
meantime, Moore and his ships con-
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