Choosing Colonists
Creating an Engaging Learning Opportunity

7" Grade

Those wanting to move to Mexican Texas
under lead from Stephen F. Austin often had to
prove their benefit to the colony. Mexico
wanted to build Texas’ population in a way that
would make the region more economically
and politically stable. Butin order to do so,
those moving into Texas needed to have the
same motivations to stablize Mexican Texas. If
the colonists were not loyal to the Mexican
government and movtivated to make Texas a
better place, Mexico’s hold on Texas could
have disintegrated... as it eventually did.

Stephen F. Austin showed his loyalty to Mexico
by showcasing his eagerness to learn social
customs, Mexican laws, and learn the Spanish

language. In doing so, Mexico’s belief in Austin’s

role grew stronger.
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Stephen F. Austin’s Spanish Grammar Book
Image: The Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, The
University of Texas at Austin

Those interested in getting land in Mexican Texas would sometimes write to Stephen F. Austin in an
effort to prove their worthiness to the cause. The best characters had strengths in the following

categories:

o Skills useful to the colony: those who had skills in trades such as running mills or
blacksmithing are examples of useful skills. Those willing to bring their equiment to Texas

were also seen as a bonus.

e Strong eithics or demonstrations of citizenship: People who had assisted in building

communities in the past or demonstrated eagerness to do so were beneficial.

e Lack of debts: Stephen Austin did not want to bring people with large amounts of debt into

the colony, as doing so may lead to those tensions following them into Texas — despite

Stephen F. Austin having large debts of his own.

o Having a family: Those that were married or had children were seen as beneficial from the

fact that it would lead to more people living and working in Texas, helping reach Mexico’s

goal of populating the region.

o Being friends with Stephen: Those who were friends with Stephen F. Austin or related to

him usually were allowed to come into Texas; even if the other categories were lacking.
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How can | bring this activity into my classroom?
Approximate setup time: 5 minutes (copying worksheets)

Approximate activity time: 35-45 minutes (10 minutes instruction, 15 minutes for activity, 10-20
minutes for students to write their letters and present if desired)

Materials Needed:

o  Worksheets (found later in this document)
e Example Letters of Character (found later in this document)
e Pencils

Allow time to instruct students on the “good characteristics” of those coming to Austin’s Colony.
Students can participate in the discussion by answering questions such as “What traits
demonstrate good citizenship?”

Once students have an understanding of the desired traits of those moving to Texas, read aloud a
few of the letters found later in this document. Have students describe why or why not the person
would be a good fit for Texas, reenforcing the prior discussion. Alternatively, use the letters as a
worksheet with included questions and allow students to work independently or in groups.

Once students have participated in multiple letters, have them fill out the following worksheet.
Students should be using examples of good character traits and using letter writing skills. Things to
discuss include:

o Who should this letter be written to? Stephen F. Austin

e How do we address Stephen F. Austin in a letter? To be formal, address him as Mr. Austin;
Empresario Austin; or, as many Spanish officials called him, Don Estevan Austin.

o What makes a good argument in a letter? The “prep” questions are useful in students
knowing that these answers are useful in making a convincing letter.

e How should you sign off on the letter? Use sign-offs such as “Sincerely” or “Thank you.”

e Areyou using good punctuation and grammar? Doing so will help your chances into the
colony!

The following TEKS standards are met with this activity by using the accompanying discussion
questions and information:

TEKS 7.2E: |dentify the contributions of significant individuals, including Moses Austin, Stephen F.
Austin, Erasmo Seguin, Martin De Ledn, and Green DeWitt, during the Mexican settlement of Texas.

e How did Stephen F. Austin help bring people to Texas? Why did he want to do this? As an
empresario, it was Stephen F. Austin’s job to help Mexico by increasing the population of
Texas. Because people wrote to Austin about their best traits, it helped him in choosing only
the best to move into Texas! Even though Stephen F. Austin had a lot of debt of his own, he
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hoped he could repay people with money he earned working for Mexico. Unfortunately,
Stephen F. Austin saw very little money from his job and was paid mostly in land.

TEKS 7.2F: Contrast Spanish, Mexican, and Anglo purposes for and methods of settlement in Texas.

Why did Mexico want to bring additional people to Texas? Why did Anglos want to move to
Texas? Mexico wanted to create better stability in the Texas region. Due to a low population,
Texas was not politically or economically stable. Plus, Mexico was at risk of losing Texas if
the United States decided to try and take it by force. Bringing in additional citizens would
make Texas have a stronger economy, make it more politically stable by establishing a
stronger governmental presence, and make it harder to lose to the United States with more
people to defend it. Anglos were motivated to move to Texas due to the cheap cost of land
there. Land in Mexican Texas was about 90-99% cheaper than land in America! For those

hearing rumors of people getting rich off cotton plantations, this was their chance to make it
big, too.

TEKS 7.10A: Identify why immigrant groups came to Texas and where they settled.

Many of the groups of people seeking acceptance from Stephen F. Austin were from
America, but there were also a handful of Germans that wrote to Stephen F. Austin, too. For
the Americans writing to him, they were hoping to strike it rich in land or cotton by moving to
Texas. Some had agricultural backgrounds and wanted to farm cotton while others wanted
to invest in land and had other skills to benefit the community, such as blacksmithing or
operating mills. For Germans looking to move to Texas, they were often escaping a turbulent
political and economic situation in Germany at that time. All of these people who were
accepted by Austin were settled in Austin’s Colony spanning from the coast between
modern-day Houston and Victoria, to Bastrop, to beyond Bryan-College Station today.

TEKS 7.20B: Analyze information by applying absolute and relative chronology through sequencing,
categorizing, identifying cause-and-effect relationships, comparing, contrasting, finding the main

idea, summarizing, making generalizations and predictions, and drawing inferences and
conclusions.

By analyzing the “letters of character” to determine whether or not citizens should be
allowed into Austin’s Colony, students are using many of these skills to identify why a
certain letter-writer would or would not be a good fit for Austin’s Colony.
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TEKS 7.20E: Formulate and communicate visually, orally, or in writing a claim supported by
evidence and reasoning related to a social studies topic.

e By using the worksheet for writing their own letter of character for Stephen F. Austin,
students are able to make a claim about their character, why they would be a good fitin the
historic context of the time, and support that claim with evidence organized in the leading

questions prior to writing their letter.

For more information about San
Felipe de Austin State Historic Site,
please visit our website by scanning
the QR code or going to
www.visitsanfelipedeaustin.com
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https://www.visitsanfelipedeaustin.com

Example Letters of Character for Stephen F. Austin
September 26, 1826

My name 1s Josiah Willis, and I am a blacksmith with fourteen years’ experience, 1
am looking for an opportunity in a new territory where I can own my own forge. I plan
on bringing my tools with me. My wife and I want to raise our children in a land with

more potential. Please let me know if you need a blacksmith with my skills.

Unsiah Withs

Should Josiah Willis be allowed into Austin’s Colony? Why or why not?

January 16, 1824
Mr. Austin,

I am writing to you today to request acceptance to join your colony in Mexican
Texas. I am a doctor who has traveled all over the United States selling my tonics even
though I have no formal doctoring training. These tonics are of my design and are sure to
cure any illness that might afflict you or the other colonists. Some people have called me a
liar and a charlatan and ignored my medical advice, resulting in the untimely ending of
their lives! In response to this, I have honed my dueling skills and am well known for my
quick aim. Due to my near-constant travels, I am not yet married and have no children. I

do hope that you respond to me soon so I may begin my long journey to join you in Texas.

Dh. Thaddews Arclibald

Should Dr. Thaddeous Archibald be allowed into Austin’s Colony? Why or why not?
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November 5, 1829
Dear Mr. Austin,

Sir, I am writing to you today to request the ability to settle my family in your
colony in Texas. I am a stonemason and I have been involved in the construction of
numerous buildings and towns from Pennsylvania to Onio where I now reside. My family
and I have fallen on hard times or late and I have taken on many debts due to events
outside of my control. I have reason to believe that I will not be able to pay off those debts
In my current situation. I strongly believe that in joining your colony my family and I
will be a great asset to you and I shall be placed on a strong footing to be able to one day

pay my debts in full

Good health to you,

CWadter CGrant

Should Walter Grant be allowed into Austin’s Colony? Why or why not?

May 20, 1826

I am looking for good farm land in Texas. In Tennessee, I am farming tobacco, but
I look kindly towards growing cotton. I think Texas will be fine land for growing cotton,
so please let me know when I can move with my wife and eight children to your colony.

My oldest boy is married, and they are expecting a young one, so our family is set to grow.
With kindest regards,
%{/m c%ﬂl’/

Should Louis Taber be allowed into Austin’s Colony? Why or why not?
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January 2, 1823
Austin,

I think 1t’s a real shame that you’re setting up this colony on land where I already
live and own. I moved here with all my family in 1818 and I bought my land from
Spain. If the Mexican government disagrees, that’s their problem because I ain’t leavin’! I
know we have had our diferrences and I'm not going to say I regret getting into that
fistfight with you, but let’s leave that behind us. You mind your business, I’ll mind mine.

But I'm not leaving the land I was rightfully granted by Spain.

Should Isaac Harris be allowed into Austin’s Colony? Why or why not?

June 2, 1825
Mr. Austin!

I have been a solider in the U.S. Army, so I have a lot of experience with handling
a gun. Why, I can help you keep law and order in that wild land of Texas. Those
Mexicans need to be taught how to do things right, and I am just the man to do it. I've

farmed tobacco in the past, so I'm sure I’d be well suited to come to your colony.

Yours,
Franhlin Swith

Should Franklin Smith be allowed into Austin’s Colony? Why or why not?
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March 24, 1826
Kind sir,

It 1s with great excitement that I consider your noble undertaking in the wilds of
Texas, and the promise of a league and a labor is enticing indeed. My plan is to raise
livestock and plant both sugarcane and cotton. In addition, as an experienced physician, I
can ofer much to your Texas colony. My knowledge of herbs, medicines, and healing will
help in establishing civilization in the wild. Please reply to Madame Honore’s Boarding

Houst in New Orleans, as I will be taking residence there as of May this year.

%WW

Should Clayton Johnson be allowed into Austin’s Colony? Why or why not?

January 18, 1826

If you 1s lookin’ fer people ta go ta Texas, then I 1s yer man. I already know all
they is ta know ‘bout Texas. Why, one of my closest friends was none other than Dr.
James Long hisself! He done told me everything they was ta know ‘bout Texas, course
that was before them Spanishers grabbed him. Couse, I know all about Spanishers. A
while back, I done a lot a hangin’ around down in the nutral zone. I met up with some
deserters from their army ‘n they taught me everything they was to know ‘bout
Spanishers. ‘N don’t worry ‘bout a wife. Cuz I kin git a women heap easy, so they won’t be

no questions. All’s ya got ta do is say yea.
ng\ Tag]or

Should Wynn Taylor be allowed into Austin’s Colony? Why or why not?
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Preparing to write a letter to Stephen F. Austin

If you lived in Texas 200 years ago, what job would you want to have?

Why would this job be important to Stephen F. Austin or the town of San Felipe de Austin?

How do you show citizenship at home or at school?

How would your friends, family, classmates, or teachers describe you?

What special talents do you have? What subject in school are you good at?

How would those talents or subjects help Stephen F. Austin and San Felipe de Austin?
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Write a letter to Stephen F. Austin to say why you would be a good citizen in Texas. Be sure to
include the answers you gave on the other side of this worksheet as examples!
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