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UNDERSTANDING

THE SIEGE: WHAT
WAS THE ALAMO
ABOUT?

Few events in
American history carry
the emotional weight
and symbolic power of
the Battle of the
Alamo. The phrase
“Remember the
Alamo!” has echoed
through centuries,
becoming a rallying cry
for courage, sacrifice,
and defiance. But for
many, the deeper story
behind this legendary
1836 conflict remains

shrouded in myth and
Hollywood imagery. To
answer the question,
what was the Alamo
about, we must move
beyond the
romanticized

portrayals of Davy
Crockett and John
Wayne, and instead
look at the raw,
complex reality of a
desperate siege that
helped shape the
destiny of a continent.

At its core, the Alamo
was about a revolution.
It was a pivotal battle
in the Texas
Revolution, a thirteen-
day siege (February 23
- March 6, 1836) where
a small, outnumbered
garrison of Texian and
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Tejano defenders held
an old Spanish mission
in San Antonio against
the might of the
Mexican army led by
General Antonio Lépez
de Santa Anna. But to
truly grasp its
significance, we need
to peel back the layers
of political turmoil,
cultural conflict, and
individual ambition
that led men to make
the ultimate stand.

The
Seeds of
Rebellion:
Why
Texas
Wanted

Independ
ence

To understand what
the Alamo represented,
one must first
understand the volatile
situation in Mexican
Texas during the 1820s
and 1830s. Mexico had
won its independence
from Spain in 1821,
and the new nation
was eager to populate
its sparsely settled
northern territory,
Coahuila y Tejas. The
Mexican government,
therefore, invited
Anglo-American
settlers—often called
"empresarios"—to
move into the region,
offering generous land
grants in exchange for
loyalty to Mexico and
conversion to
Catholicism.

Thousands of settlers
poured in, primarily
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from the southern
United States. They
brought with them
their culture, their
language, their
Protestant faith, and
most controversially,
their economic reliance
on enslaved labor. For
a time, this
arrangement worked,
but a cultural and
political chasm was
steadily widening. The
Anglo settlers, who
outnumbered Tejanos
(Texans of Mexican
descent) by a
significant margin,
chafed under Mexican
rule for several key
reasons:

¢ Centralism vs.
Federalism: The
settlers wanted a
federalist system
where local
states had
significant
autonomy,
similar to the
United States

model. When
General Santa
Anna abolished
the Mexican
Constitution of
1824 and
installed a
centralized
dictatorship in
1835, it was seen
as a direct attack
on their liberties.
Slavery: Mexico
had officially
abolished slavery
in 1829. The
Anglo settlers,
many of whom
were cotton
farmers from the
American South,
relied heavily on
enslaved labor,
viewing its
prohibition as an
existential
economic threat.
Trade and
Immigration
Restrictions:
Mexico imposed
high tariffs on
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American goods
and closed the
border to further
Anglo
immigration,
attempting to
reassert control
over a territory
that was quickly
becoming
culturally
American.
Cultural and
Religious
Differences:
The requirement
to convert to
Catholicism was
often ignored,
but it created
friction.
Language
barriers and a
general distrust
between the
Anglo settlers
and the Mexican
government
created an
atmosphere of
tension.

1835, these

simmering grievances
boiled over into open
rebellion. The Texas
Revolution had begun.
The initial skirmishes,
such as the Battle of
Gonzales where
Texians refused to
return a cannon, were
small but significant.
The Texian army
managed to capture
San Antonio in
December 1835,
forcing the Mexican
garrison to retreat. It
was a tactical victory,
but it set the stage for

a Mexican
counterattack that
would center on the
town and its old
mission-fortress: the
Alamo.

The
Alamo
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Fortress:

A Flawed
Stronghol

d

The Alamo was not a
purpose-built military
fort. It was the Mision
San Antonio de
Valero, a Spanish
Catholic mission
established in the 18th
century that had later
been used as a military
garrison. When the
Texian forces occupied
it in late 1835, they
found a structure that
was more of a liability
than an asset.

The outer walls were
thick but crumbled in
places, forming a
perimeter of roughly
three acres. The
complex included a
large open plaza, the

long barracks, the low
barracks, and the
iconic chapel with its
famous curved facade.

However, the walls
were not designed for
modern artillery

warfare. They had
gaps, they were not tall
enough to easily repel
scaling ladders, and
several key defensive
positions, like the
wooden palisade in the
gap between the
church and the low
barracks, were patched
together with dirt and
timber. Crucially, the
fort had no interior
water source—no
well—meaning
defenders would have
to risk drawing water
from an irrigation ditch
outside the walls. In
the eyes of military
engineers, it was a
defensive death trap.

Despite its flaws, the
Texian commander,
Colonel William B.



Travis, chose to hold
the position. Why? The
strategic value was
debatable. Some
historians argue that
holding the Alamo was
a political act, a
symbol of defiance
against Santa Anna's
army. Others suggest
that Travis was under
orders from General
Sam Houston to delay
the Mexican advance,
giving Houston
precious time to raise a
proper army in the
east. Regardless of the
reasoning, the decision
to fortify the Alamo
and await the
inevitable attack set
the stage for one of
history's most famous
last stands.

Key

Figures:
The
Defender
s of the
Alamo

The defenders of the
Alamo were not a
monolithic group of
professional soldiers.
They were a diverse
collection of
volunteers,
adventurers, settlers,
and freedom fighters.
Their number has been
the subject of much
debate, with modern
historians estimating
the total at around 180
to 260 men. Among
them, several names
stand out as iconic
figures in the narrative
of what the Alamo
was about.
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1. William Barret

Travis: The
official
commander of
the garrison. A
young, ambitious
lawyer and
soldier from
South Carolina,
Travis was only
26 years old at
the time of the
siege. He faced
the impossible
task of holding
the fort with a
small, poorly
supplied force,
and he was
insistent that
surrender was
not an option.
His famous letter
"To the People of
Texas & All
Americans in the
World" is a
masterwork of
persuasive
writing and
military
determination. In

it, he wrote, “I
shall never
surrender or
retreat... Victory
or Death!” This
letter became a
powerful
testament to the
defenders'
resolve.

2. James Bowie: A

legendary
frontiersman,
land speculator,
and slave trader
famed for his
fighting knife.
Bowie was
initially a co-
commander of
the volunteer
forces, but was
severely ill
during the siege,
reportedly
bedridden with
typhoid
pneumonia.
Despite his
condition,
Bowie’s
reputation for



ferocity and his
decision to stay
rather than leave
the fort inspired
the men. He was
a symbol of the
rugged,
independent
spirit of the
Texian cause.

. Davy Crockett:
The most famous
of the defenders,
Crockett was a
former
Tennessee
congressman
and a national
folk hero. He
arrived in Texas
seeking a fresh
start and,
according to
legend, joined
the garrison at
the Alamo in
February 1836.
Crockett was
assigned to
defend the
palisade. His
presence at the

Alamo elevated
the battle from a
regional skirmish
to a nationally
significant event,
ensuring that
news of the fall
of the fort would
spread like
wildfire across
the United
States.

4. Juan Seguin

and the
Tejanos: Often
overlooked in the
“us vs. them”
narrative of the
Alamo, a
contingent of
Tejanos—Mexica
n-born Texans
who supported
the
rebellion—fought
and died
alongside the
Anglo defenders.
The most
prominent was
Captain Juan
Seguin. These
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men believed in
the ideals of the
Mexican
Constitution of
1824 and fought
against Santa
Anna’s centralist
dictatorship.
Their presence is
a crucial part of
the story,
proving that the
Texas Revolution
was not simply a
race war, but a
political and
ideological
conflict.

The
Siege:
Thirteen
Days of

Terror

The siege began on
February 23, 1836,
when the advance
cavalry of Santa Anna’s
army appeared on the
outskirts of San
Antonio. The Mexican
general, a master of
political and military
maneuvering, had
marched his army
across hundreds of
miles of harsh terrain,
pushing his men to the
limit. He arrived with
an army estimated at
between 1,800 and
6,000 soldiers—a force
of professional soldiers,
many of whom were
conscripts. Travis
immediately sent out
riders with desperate
pleas for
reinforcements, but
only a small group
from Gonzales—32
men—managed to slip
through the Mexican



lines. They arrived on
March 1, bringing the
total number of
defenders to around
188. For thirteen days,
the Mexicans
bombarded the Alamo
with cannon fire from
positions in San
Antonio. The
defenders, though
vastly outnumbered,
were skilled riflemen
and used their long
rifles to pick off
Mexican artillerymen
and soldiers who came
too close. Santa Anna,
eager to crush the
rebellion swiftly and
make an example of
the rebels, grew
impatient. His own
officers suggested
waiting for heavier
siege guns, but Santa
Anna wanted a
spectacular,

overwhelming victory.
He ordered the final
assault to commence
at dawn on March 6.

10

The final battle was a
brutal affair. At 5:30
a.m., Mexican columns
advanced from four
directions. The
defenders fought from
the walls, firing into the
dense ranks. The first
attack was repelled,
but the second and
third waves breached
the north wall, the
weakest point of the
fort. Once the walls
were breached, the
battle devolved into
hand-to-hand combat.
The  fighting was
savage, moving
through the barracks,
the chapel, and the
open plaza. By the
time the sun rose, the
Alamo had fallen. All of
the Texian defenders
were dead. Reports
vary, but estimates
suggest that between
400 and 600 Mexican
soldiers were killed or
wounded. Santa Anna’s
order to take no

10
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prisoners meant that
the few survivors of the
assault—possibly
including a handful of
non-combatants,
women, children, and a
few enslaved
people—were either
executed or spared
only through the
intercession of a
Mexican officer. The
bodies of the
defenders were burned
on pyres, their remains
left as a grim warning
to any who would
oppose the Mexican
government.

The
Aftermat
h: From
Defeat to

11

Victory

If the Alamo was a
military defeat, it was a
propaganda victory of
incalculable value.
News of the slaughter
spread, and the phrase
“Remember the
Alamo!” became the
battle cry of the Texian
army. General Sam
Houston, who had been
retreating eastward to
build his forces, used
the anger and outrage
to galvanize his troops.
The culmination came
on April 21, 1836, just
six weeks after the fall
of the Alamo. At the
Battle of San Jacinto,
Houston’'s army of
roughly 900 men
launched a surprise
afternoon attack on the
resting Mexican army.
The Texians charged
into the Mexican camp,
shouting “Remember
the Alamo! Remember



Goliad!” (referring to
another massacre of
Texian prisoners). The
battle was a rout,
lasting only 18
minutes. Santa Anna
himself was captured
the following day. In
exchange for his life,
he ordered his army to
retreat back across the
Rio Grande, effectively
granting Texas its
independence. Thus,
the Alamo was not the
end, but the beginning.
It bought precious
time, created a martyr
myth, and inspired the
decisive victory that
created the Republic of
Texas, which later
joined the United
States in 1845.

The
Enduring

12

Meaning:
What the
Alamo

Represen
ts Today

So, what was the
Alamo about in the
long arc of history? It is
a story with many
layers. For many in the
19th century, it was a
clear tale of liberty-
loving men fighting for
freedom against a
tyrannical dictator. The
Alamo symbolized the
ultimate sacrifice for a
cause, the idea that
some principles are
worth dying for. It was
about courage in the
face of impossible
odds. However,
modern scholarship
has added crucial
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nuance to this
narrative. The role of
slavery as a primary
driver of the revolution
is now widely
acknowledged. The
Alamo was also about
the preservation of an
economic system built

on the backs of
enslaved people.
Furthermore, it was a
story of conflict
between Anglo-
American

expansionism and
Mexican sovereignty.
The heroic defenders
were also, in many
respects, participants
in a war of conquest.
The legacy of the
Alamo is thus complex:
it is a symbol of
heroism, but also a
reminder of the painful
costs of empire and the
brutal realities of the
19th-century frontier.
The Alamo is also a
story of cultural
memory. For Tejanos,
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the Alamo is a
complicated site. It is a
place where their
ancestors died fighting
for a shared cause, but
it also became a

symbol of Anglo
dominance that
marginalized the

Tejano contribution.

Today, there is a
growing effort  to
present a more

inclusive and accurate
history of the siege,
one that honors the
bravery of all the
defenders—Anglo,
Tejano, and the
enslaved—while also
confronting the darker
aspects of the conflict.

Conclusio
n

In answering what
was the Alamo
about, we find a story
that transcends a
simple battle narrative.
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It was about a marked by
revolution sparked by desperation, heroism,
disputes over freedom, and tragic fatalism.
rights, culture, and The Alamo was a
slavery. It was a siege
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