
Strategic/Operational:
1) Santa Anna’s Strategic Miscalculation – Like many commanders before him, Santa Anna assumed that tactical victories 
would directly support strategic success. But as 19th-century military theorist Carl von Clausewitz warned, the passions of the 
people in war are powerful forces and difficult to predict. Like Sitting Bull’s victory at Little Bighorn, Santa Anna’s victory would 
fan the flames of public passion leading to his ultimate defeat. It was the Alamo, more than any other factor, that lit the fuse of 
public sentiment in support of Texas independence and compelled Texans and Americans to rally to the cause. Just two weeks 
later, Texans defeated Santa Anna amid cries of “Remember the Alamo!” 

2) The Mexicans’ Rushed Campaign – Although speed can surprise and confuse an enemy, Santa Anna chose speed more out 
of anger and pride. By reacting swiftly to Cos’s defeat and Mexican humiliation, he accepted several risks that unnecessarily cost 
many men their lives. To respond quickly, he conscripted hundreds of untrained men and proceeded with a winter campaign, 
despite the hazards. This produced extra casualties on the march as well as higher casualty rates in the battle. Furthermore, 
by moving on a direct inland route to San Antonio ‒ through inhospitable country ‒ instead of using an easy-to-supply coastal 
route, he further sacrificed the health and welfare of his troops in exchange for time. While it is true that Santa Anna’s arrival at 
San Antonio in late February did surprise the Alamo defenders, who had not expected the Mexicans until mid-March, the costs 
outweighed the benefits. 

Oddly enough, once Santa Anna’s forces converged on the Alamo with an overwhelming advantage in numbers, he chose to 
pursue a drawn-out, 13-day siege, instead of a more rapid assault. If he had assaulted the defenders earlier while they were still 
off balance, he might have positively altered the outcome of his campaign by giving Sam Houston less time to organize his army. 

3) Sam Houston’s Adaptive Strategy – Although Sam Houston intended to abandon the Alamo because his forces could not 
adequately defend it, he made the best of the situation after Neill and Bowie decided to disobey his orders and make a stand. Not 
only did the men who defended the Alamo exact a high toll on Santa Anna’s forces, but Houston also used the precious time he 
gained to recruit an army that only weeks later would win independence at the Battle of San Jacinto. 

Tactical:
1) Lack of Tactical Restraint Dooms Strategy – Santa Anna miscalculated the response to his harsh 

policy of no quarter. When word of Mexican atrocities ‒ including executing prisoners ‒ spread 
throughout Texas, it energized the revolution. Within days, the Texan cause was transformed into a 
crusade against a ruthless, bloodthirsty tyrant. If Santa Anna had allowed the Texans to surrender 
under honorable terms, or even if he had captured the remaining defenders instead of killing them, 
events might have unfolded quite differently in the subsequent campaign. 

2) The Mexican Assault – After 13 days of artillery bombardment, Santa Anna directed the series 
of attacks on the Alamo that brutally subdued the defenders. Attacking from multiple points was a 
sound tactic, compelling the defenders to respond to simultaneous threats. However, two assaults 
failed, and the Mexicans suffered heavy casualties due to their inexperience and the defenders’ 
accurate fire. Even the decisive assault flirted with failure when troops in separate columns 
came under fire and converged on the same point below the north wall. But the initiative of 
individual soldiers who scaled the walls and fought hand-to-hand saved the day for Santa Anna. 
Eventually, the sheer weight of Mexican numbers, along with irreplaceable casualties and depleted 
ammunition supplies among the defenders, rendered the outcome at the Alamo inevitable.

3) Texan Leadership – Despite occasional squabbles, Travis, Bowie, and Crockett embodied 
the principles of strong personal and charismatic leadership at the Alamo. There is no doubt 
that these individuals inspired their followers, led by example, and shared in every hardship 

and danger alongside their men. Travis left a glimpse of their legacy in his written pleas 
for assistance, describing an independent Texas as a cause greater than himself, a cause 

worth dying for. These men still inspire many to this day because of their shared 
vision, commitment to ideals, and courage in the face of overwhelming 

obstacles. 

Early American Wars:

 The Alamo

Republic of Texas Forces:  180–200 soldiers, volunteers, and 
militia under Lt. Col. William Barret Travis and Col. James Bowie.

Mexican Army:  Between 4,000–6,000 troops under Gen. Antonio 
López de Santa Anna, President of Mexico.

During the Texas Revolution, the Mexican Army clashed with 
Texan forces on several battlefields ‒ the most famous of which 
was the Alamo. During this 13-day siege, a small group of 
defenders held out against overwhelming odds only to die in 
the final Mexican assault on the Alamo mission. Although it 
was clearly a tactical defeat for the Texans, this legendary “last 
stand” was a sentinel event during the Texas Revolution. The 
battle, more than any other event, galvanized Texans’ popular 
support against Gen. Santa Anna, President of Mexico. Not only 
did the brave defenders buy time for Sam Houston to build his 
Texan army, but they also created the symbol that would rally the 
support and manpower to defeat Santa Anna just weeks later at 
the Battle of San Jacinto. Today, the Alamo still evokes sentiments 
of patriotism, courage, and determination against great odds. 

  

Actions by the Texans – After Mexico gained 
independence from Spain in 1831, President 
Santa Anna consolidated control of the 
government and began restricting freedoms 
across the country. He centralized power, 
imposed higher taxes, and enacted laws 
restricting further American settlement in 
Mexico. These heavy-handed policies stoked 
the flames of an independence movement 
that had been growing among both Tejanos 
(Hispanic residents) and Texians (American 

settlers) in the province of Texas. In September of 1835, Santa 
Anna dispatched Gen. Martín Perfecto de Cos with 500 troops 
to reestablish control. (Map 1) By October, Texas delegates had 
formed a provisional government, known as the Consultation. 
They followed this with calls for volunteers to join a citizens’ 
army. 

The initial clash came when Cos’s forces attempted to seize a 
cannon at Gonzalez but were forced to retreat to San Antonio 
de Béxar. When he tried to counterattack at Concepción in 
October, the Texans again beat him back. By December, Texas 
forces had completely ejected Cos’s forces from Texas. With the 
Mexican Army gone, around 100 Texan soldiers occupied the 
old Franciscan mission of San Antonio de Valero, commonly 
called the Alamo. But Sam Houston, the overall commander 
of Texas forces, believed that the mission would be difficult to 
defend. He intended to pursue a Fabian strategy by withdrawing 
into the countryside and harassing the Mexican Army, while 

he built a force capable of defeating his 
weakened opponent. Houston dispatched famed 
adventurer Col. James “Jim” Bowie and 30 men 
to destroy the Alamo buildings and remove its 
cannons prior to withdrawing. 
When Bowie arrived on 19 January 1836, 
however, he and the garrison commander, 
Col. James C. Neill, decided to defend the 
mission. They understood that Houston needed 
time to recruit men and appeal to the civilian 
population for supplies. Bowie estimated 

it would take 1,000 men to effectively defend the sprawling 
complex. With only 110 men on hand, Bowie and Neill sent 
urgent requests for reinforcements. 
The Alamo compound, comprising nearly three acres, had been 
built in 1781 as a Spanish mission. The central feature was a large 
courtyard surrounded by buildings and walls. (Map 2) On the 
north and west perimeters, small buildings pressed against stone 
walls varying in height from 9 to 12 feet, and 3- to 4-feet thick. 
On the south side, a single-story building called the low barracks 
butted against the stone face adjacent to the 10-foot-wide 
courtyard entrance. On the east side stood the two-story former 
convent (later referred to as the long barracks), stretching 200 
feet with the corral further east. An obvious weak point remained 
in the southeast corner, where Cos’s troops had originally built a 
flimsy barricade to fill a 50-yard gap between the familiar façade 
of the mission chapel and the walls of the long barracks. 
Although it had been effective at defending against marauding 
Indian tribes, the Alamo wasn’t built to face an army. As the 
Texans prepared for the Mexican Army, engineer Green B. 
Jameson constructed catwalks along the palisades to use as firing 

This issue of Battle Digest™ was written by military historian and author Michael Haskew for the exclusive use of 
Trinsicore, LLC. Battle Digest™ is a trademark of Trinsicore, LLC. The contents of this publication are copyrighted 
by Trinsicore, LLC, except as indicated in ‘Endnotes, Maps, and Images.’ All rights are reserved. No part of this 
publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form, or by any means, without the prior written permission 
of Trinsicore, LLC, except for short passages used for the purposes of review. To request copies of this, or other 
issues, please visit www.BattleDigest.com.

Volume 2 H Issue 3

LESSONS LEARNED

DATE:
Feb. 23 – March 6, 1836

LOCATION:
Present-day San Antonio, Texas

Endnotes, Maps, and Images
Endnotes: (1) Walter Lord, A Time to Stand (University of Nebraska Press, Lincoln, 1961), 79. (2) Ben H. Procter, The Battle of the Alamo (Texas State Historical Association, Austin, 1986), 24. (3) Ibid., 
25–26. (4) Stephen L. Hardin, The Alamo 1836: Santa Anna’s Texas Campaign (Osprey Publishing, Campaign Series No. 69, Oxford, United Kingdom, 2001), 139. (5) Lord, 167. (6) Todd Hansen, editor, The 
Alamo Reader: A Study In History (Stackpole Books, Mechanicsburg, Pennsylvania, 2003), 405. Maps: Map 1 from Wikipedia [Public Domain], Map 2 from bajadock.wordpress.com/2011/03/05/remember-
the-alamo/ [Public Domain], Map 3 reproduced with permission of The Alamo (thealamo.org). Images: All in the Public Domain.

Lessons for Today’s Leaders

For more, visit us online at 
www.BattleDigest.com

Battle Digest is made possible by the generous 
contributions from your partners in defense...

Notes: _______________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________

opposing forces

Historical significance

Strategy & maneuver

Col. Bowie  

Al
am

o 
Ce

no
ta

ph
 m

on
um

en
t, 

Sa
n 

An
to

ni
o,

 T
X.

Gen. Santa Anna


