Chapter 12 – Section 3 

War with Mexico

Narrator: In the mid-nineteenth century, many Americans agreed with the notion that their young country should fulfill its destiny by stretching from the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific. No president did more to bring that vision to reality than James K. Polk. 
In spite of little schooling in is boyhood home of Tennessee, James K. Polk graduated from the University of North Carolina with top honors and returned home to practice law.

Legal skills and his marriage to the smart and ambitious Sarah Childress helped fuel a speedy rise in state politics. By the age of twenty-nine, Polk had reached the U.S. House of Representatives. His 14 year tenure there included two terms as Speaker of the House. A term as Governor of Tennessee followed. 

By the age of 49, the veteran politician was the Democratic candidate for the 1844 Presidential race. The main plank in Polk’s platform was the aggressive westward expansion of U.S. territory via Texas and the Oregon territories.

On his inauguration in March of 1845, Polk was the youngest man to ever hold the office of president. He was the first to have news of his swearing in carried by telegraph.

Determined to serve just one term, Polk quickly focused on how to fulfill his primary goal of gaining western territory. He set his sites on the annexation of Texas, the purchase of California from Mexico, and a resolution of the dispute with Britain over the Oregon territories. 

After a lengthy negotiation, British Representatives relented and ceded the Oregon territories below the 49th parallel to America. Today this land is primarily Oregon, Idaho and Washington State.
The expansion along the Southern border would come at a far greater cost. Abolitionists accused Polk, a slave owner himself, of being motivated by a wish to expand slavery into Texas and opposed the action.

Undaunted, Polk annexed Texas, considered by Mexico to be Mexican land. Adding to tensions, Polk sent a representative to offer Mexico twenty million dollars for California.

When Mexico angrily refused, Polk sent troops into the disputed border area around the Rio Grande, a move which soon escalated to war. After two years and 70,000 casualties on both sides, Mexico was defeated and Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, Utah, Nevada, and California were part of the United States. 

Having achieved his central goals, Polk did not seek a second term. Just three months later, as he lay dying of cholera, thousands of Americans were swarming toward California in search of gold, and their own destiny.
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