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While recruiting Anglo settlers 
from the United States to serve 
as a buffer against intrusion 
by the U.S. government seems 
self-defeating, the Spanish 
government had little choice. 
Many in Spain realized that 
closing off Texas was futile. 
Spanish officials hoped that 
by abandoning Florida and 
negotiating the Adams-
Onís Treaty of 1819, which 
established clear boundaries 
between Spanish and U.S. 
claims, American interest 
would be diverted away from 
Texas long enough for Spain to 
build a stronger presence there.

The Spanish legacy in 
Texas can be seen on any Texas 

map, as every major river except the Red River bears a Spanish name. Spanish rule also 
left a different, but particularly Texan, kind of mark: a 1778 Spanish proclamation stated 
that all unbranded cattle were property of the king, which led to the practice of cattle 
branding to identify ownership.10

The roots of the organized Anglo settlement of Texas in the early nineteenth century 
can be traced to the last years of Spanish rule in Texas. A Missouri resident, Moses 
Austin, visited Texas in 1820 in hopes of winning the legal right to form colonies in the 
area. Unfortunately, the return trip took its toll on Austin after his horses were stolen, 
and he died soon after returning to Missouri, though not before expressing the hope that 
his son Stephen would carry on the endeavor. In fact, Stephen F. Austin had little interest 
in serving as an empresario (an entrepreneur who made money colonizing areas), 
and Texas was initially a somewhat unwanted inheritance. However, Austin, a canny 
businessman, came to see the potential of the land and ultimately warmed to his task.

Mexican Independence

The next round of change began on September 16 (still celebrated by many Tejanos—
Texans of Mexican origin—as Diez y Seis de Septiembre) when Father Miguel Hidalgo 
y Costilla launched the Mexican War of Independence against Spain through his 
revolutionary “Call of Hidalgo” (also known as the “Grito de Dolores”), which demanded 
that those born in the New World be endowed with the same rights as those born in 
Europe. Mexican independence ended Spanish control of Texas, but it did not end the 
desire of local authorities to stop the growing trickle of immigrants from the United 
States. The fledgling Mexican government eventually approved Austin’s colonization 
plan in the hope that legal settlers brought by authorized empresarios like Austin would 
become loyal to the Mexican government rather than their U.S. roots.

By 1824, Austin had assembled the 300 families allowed under his initial contract 
and began to settle in Texas. While these colonists suffered more than their share 

Empresario
an entrepreneur who made 
money colonizing areas of the 
Mexican territories

The Alamo, the most famous historic site in Texas, was originally part of the network of 
missions that the Spanish hoped would establish their presence in Texas.
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