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INTRODUCTION:

THE MAN WHO
DEFINED AN ERA

Few figures in Mexican

history are as
polarizing, complex,
and endlessly

fascinating as Antonio
Lépez de Santa Anna.
His name is
synonymous with
dramatic shifts in
power, military
ambition, and the
turbulent birth of a
nation. For anyone
exploring a detailed
Antonio Lopez De

Santa Anna
Biography, it quickly
becomes clear that he
was not merely a
leader but a
chameleon of
politics—a man who
served as president of
Mexico eleven times,
switched allegiances
with  bewildering
frequency, and left a
legacy that Mexicans
still debate today.
From the Alamo to the
loss of half of Mexico’s
territory, Santa Anna’s
life is a sweeping saga
of glory, defeat, exile,
and relentless self-
promotion. This article
delves deep into the


https://everybodystreet.com/

life of the man often
called the "Napoleon of
the West," examining
his early years, military
campaigns, political
maneuvers, and
enduring impact on
North American
history.

EARLY LIFE AND
FAMILY
BACKGROUND

Antonio de Padua
Maria Severino Lépez
de Santa Anna y Pérez
de Lebrén was born on
February 21, 1794, in
Xalapa, Veracruz, New
Spain (modern-day
Mexico). His family was
of Spanish criollo
descent—meaning
they were of pure
Spanish blood but born
in the colonies. While
not among the ultra-
wealthy elite, the
Lopez de Santa Anna
family was respectable

Lépez de Santa Anna y
Pérez, worked as a
subdelegate in the
Spanish colonial
administration, a
position that gave the
young Antonio early
exposure to the
workings of power and
bureaucracy.

Young Santa Anna
showed little interest in
formal education or the
priesthood, paths often
chosen by second sons
in colonial families.
Instead, he was drawn
to adventure, action,
and the military. At the
age of 16, he joined
the Spanish colonial
army as a cadet in the
Fijo de Veracruz
infantry regiment. This
decision set the course
for a life defined by
warfare, strategy, and
an unquenchable thirst
for recognition.

MILITARY
and moderately well-
off. His father, Antonio
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BEGINNINGS: inst
UNDER SPANISH

RULE

Santa  Anna’'s  first
military experiences
came during Mexico’s
early independence
struggles, but
ironically, he initially
fought for Spain. In
1810, when Miguel
Hidalgo launched the
first cry for
independence, Santa
Anna remained loyal to
the crown. He served
under Spanish General
Joaquin de Arredondo,
a commander known
for his brutal
suppression of rebel
forces. Santa Anna
learned much from
Arredondo, particularly
the importance of
decisive, often
ruthless, action and the
art of political
maneuvering within a
military framework.

His early campaigns

insurgent
forces in the northern
provinces of New Spain
taught him the
geography and tactics
of guerrilla warfare. By
1821, Santa Anna had
risen to the rank of
captain. However, the
winds of change were
blowing. When Agustin
de Iturbide proclaimed
the Plan of Iguala and
shifted allegiances to
seek Mexican
independence, Santa
Anna saw the
opportunity and did not
hesitate. He switched
sides, throwing his
support behind
lturbide. This act of
political pragmatism
became a signature
pattern throughout his
career.

THE RISE: FROM
INDEPENDENCE TO
THE FIRST
PRESIDENCY

Following Mexico’s



independence in 1821,
Santa Anna initially
backed Emperor
Agustin de lturbide.
However, when
[turbide’s imperial
regime faltered, Santa
Anna again shifted
allegiances. In 1823,
he helped lead the
revolt that overthrew
the emperor,
positioning himself as a
champion of
republicanism. This
was a masterful
political stroke. He
became a hero to
federalists and
republicans, even as
he harbored personal
ambitions for supreme
power.

Santa  Anna’'s  first
major taste of national
glory came in 1829
when Spain attempted
to reconquer Mexico.
General Isidro Barradas
landed with Spanish
forces at Tampico.
Santa Anna,

commanding the
Mexican army,
defeated the invasion
decisively. He was
hailed as the "Hero of
Tampico" and the
"Savior of the Nation."
This victory catapulted
him into the national
spotlight and gave him
immense political
capital.

In 1833, Santa Anna
was elected president
of Mexico for the first
time. True to his
nature, he quickly grew
bored with the
mundane tasks of
administration. He
often left the
presidency to his vice
president, Valentin
Gémez Farias, while
Santa Anna retired to
his hacienda, only to
return when crises
arose. This pattern of
abdication and
dramatic return
became a hallmark of
his political style.
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The
Centralist
Shift and
the Road
to Texas

Santa Anna’s early
presidency initially
supported federalist
reforms, but he soon
made another dramatic
shift. In 1834, he
overthrew his own vice
president, dissolved
Congress, and
established a centralist
dictatorship. He
revoked the federalist
Constitution of 1824,
concentrating power in
Mexico City. This
decision had profound
consequences,

especially in the
northern state of
Coahuila y Tejas

(Texas).

American settlers in
Texas, many of whom
were slaveholders and
had immigrated under
federalist promises,
were outraged by
Santa Anna’s
centralism. They saw it
as a violation of their
rights and autonomy.
Tensions escalated into
open rebellion in 1835,
beginning the Texas
Revolution.

The
Alamo
and the
Goliad
Massacre

Determined to crush
the rebellion, Santa
Anna personally led an
army north in the



winter of 1835-1836.
His campaign was
marked by harsh
conditions and forced
marches. In February
1836, his forces arrived
at San Antonio de
Béxar, where a small
band of Texan rebels,
including famed
frontiersmen like Davy
Crockett and Jim
Bowie, had fortified the
old mission known as
the Alamo.

Santa Anna laid siege
to the Alamo for 13
days. On March 6,
1836, he ordered a full-
scale assault. The
battle was fierce and
bloody. Outnumbered,
the Alamo’s defenders
were overwhelmed and
killed to the last man.
Santa Anna ordered
that no prisoners be
taken. The exact
number of casualties
remains disputed, but
the battle claimed the
lives of approximately

180 to 250 Texan
defenders and perhaps
600 Mexican soldiers.
While a military victory
for Santa Anna, the
Alamo became a
powerful symbol of
resistance for the
Texan cause.

Weeks later, Santa
Anna committed an
even more

controversial act. At
Goliad, he ordered the
execution of over 300
Texan prisoners who
had surrendered under
the promise of fair
treatment. The Goliad
Massacre hardened
Texan resolve and
galvanized support for
independence across
the United States. The
cries of "Remember
the Alamo! Remember
Goliad!" became
rallying shouts.
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The

Disaster
at San

Jacinto

Santa Anna’s campaign
in Texas initially
seemed successful, but
he made a critical
strategic error. He
divided his forces,
believing the Texan
army under Sam
Houston was retreating
in disarray. On April 21,
1836, while Santa
Anna’s army was
encamped and resting
at the San Jacinto River
near present-day
Houston, Sam Houston
launched a surprise
afternoon attack.

The Battle of San
Jacinto lasted only 18
minutes. It was a
complete rout. Santa

Anna’s army was
shattered, and
hundreds of Mexican
soldiers were killed or
captured. Santa Anna
himself fled but was
captured the following
day, disguised in a
private’s uniform. His
capture effectively
ended the Texas
Revolution. Under
duress, Santa Anna
signed the Treaties of

Velasco, recognizing
Texan independence
and withdrawing

Mexican forces south
of the Rio Grande.
Mexico’'s government
repudiated the treaties
as having been signed
under coercion, but the
die was cast: Texas
was lost.

THE RETURN AND
THE PASTRY WAR

Disgraced and exiled
after Texas, Santa
Anna’s political career
seemed finished. He



lived in Cuba and later
in the United States.
But Mexico’s instability
was his greatest ally.
By 1839, the nation
faced a new crisis: the
so-called Pastry War
with France. French
forces blockaded
Veracruz and
demanded reparations
for damages to French
citizens’ property. The
Mexican government,

desperate for a
commander, recalled
Santa Anna.

True to form, Santa
Anna returned, led the
defense, and lost a leg
in battle during a
skirmish at Veracruz.
The leg was
amputated, and Santa
Anna turned this injury
into a propaganda tool.
He had the leg buried
with full military honors
and regularly displayed
a cork prosthetic leg.
He presented himself
as a martyr who had

sacrificed  for  the
nation. This macabre
spectacle revived his
popularity, and he
returned to the
presidency in 1839.

WAR WITH THE
UNITED STATES
AND THE LOSS OF
THE NORTH

The most
consequential chapter
in any Antonio Lopez
De Santa Anna
Biography is the
Mexican-American War
(1846-1848). When the
United States annexed
Texas in 1845 and
tensions erupted over
the border dispute,
Santa Anna was living
in exile in Cuba. But he
saw an opportunity. He
secretly communicated
with the U.S.
government, promising
that if he were allowed
to return to Mexico, he
would negotiate a
favorable peace and
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sell California. The U.S.
facilitated his passage
through the naval
blockade.

Once back in Mexico,
however, Santa Anna
did the opposite. He
reneged on his deal,
assumed command of
the Mexican army, and
vowed to fight the
Americans to the
death. This double-
cross epitomized his
treacherous diplomacy.
Unfortunately for
Mexico, Santa Anna’s
military skills had
declined. He faced the
modern, well-led U.S.
Army under Generals
Zachary Taylor and
Winfield Scott.

Santa Anna’s campaign
was a string of
defeats—Palo Alto,
Resaca de la Palma,
Monterrey, and Buena
Vista. At Buena Vista,
he nearly succeeded
but ultimately
withdrew. The final

blow came in 1847
when Winfield Scott
landed at Veracruz and
marched on Mexico
City. Santa Anna
fought desperately at
Cerro Gordo,
Churubusco, Molino del
Rey, and Chapultepec,
but he could not stop
the Americans. Mexico
City fell in September
1847. Once again,
Santa Anna fled, and
the Treaty of
Guadalupe Hidalgo in
1848 cost Mexico half
its territory, including
California, Arizona,
New Mexico, and more.

Most Mexicans blamed
Santa Anna for the
catastrophic loss. He
was vilified, exiled, and
charged with treason.
His political career
seemed irrevocably
destroyed.

FINAL PRESIDENCY
AND EXILE

Incredibly, Santa



Anna’s political
resurrection was not
yet complete. Amid the
chaos and corruption
of Mexico's post-war
governments, a
conservative faction
recalled the aging
general one last time.
In 1853, Santa Anna
returned from exile in
Colombia and assumed
the presidency. He
styled himself as "His
Most Serene Highness"
and ruled as a
dictatorial monarch in
all but name. He sold
the Mesilla Valley to
the United States in
the Gadsden Purchase
(1854) for $10 million,
a move that enraged
Mexican nationalists.

His final rule was
characterized by
extravagance,

corruption, and

repression. He taxed
everything, including
windows, dogs, and
pianos. He erected
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grand statues of
himself and ordered
elaborate celebrations.
But his support quickly
evaporated. In 1854,
the liberal Plan of
Ayutla ignited a
revolution. Santa Anna
was overthrown and
fled the country for
good.

LATER YEARS AND
DEATH

Santa Anna spent the
last two decades of his
life in a restless,
impoverished exile. He
lived in Cuba, the
United States
(including Staten
Island, New York),
Venezuela, and Santo
Domingo. He
attempted to return to
Mexico multiple times,
but the government
always denied him
permission. He wrote a
self-serving

autobiography and
spent his final years in
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poverty in Mexico City,
having been allowed to
return under a general
amnesty in 1874.

Antonio Lépez de Santa
Anna died in Mexico
City on June 21, 1876,
at the age of 82. He
was blind, forgotten by
most, and nearly
penniless. His funeral
was a modest affair.
The man who had once
been the most
powerful  figure in
Mexico died in relative
obscurity.

PERSONALITY AND
LEADERSHIP STYLE

Understanding Santa
Anna requires
examining his
personality. He was
charismatic, charming,
and a master of
publicity. He
understood symbols
and spectacle. His cork
leg, his elaborate
uniforms, and his self-
proclaimed titles were
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all part of a carefully
crafted persona. He
was also endlessly
ambitious and
narcissistic, believing
that Mexico’'s fate
rested solely on his
shoulders.

As a leader, Santa
Anna was opportunistic
above all. He had no
fixed ideology. He was
a federalist when it
suited him, a centralist
when power required
it, @ monarchist, a
republican—whatever
was expedient. This
lack of principle made
him an unreliable ally
and a dangerous
leader. He was a
brilliant cavalry officer
and a courageous
battlefield commander,
but he was a terrible
strategist and a worse
administrator. He
repeatedly abandoned
his posts, leaving
governance to
subordinates while he



sought personal glory
or pleasure.

LEGACY AND
HISTORICAL
ASSESSMENT

Santa Anna’s legacy in
Mexico is
overwhelmingly

negative. He is widely
reviled as a traitor and
a buffoon who lost half
the nation’s territory
through incompetence,
corruption, and
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narcissism. The phrase
"Santa Anna" is often
used colloquially to
describe a pompous,
unreliable, or self-
serving politician.

Yet some revisionist
historians offer a more
nuanced view. They
argue that Santa Anna
inherited a nation that
was already fractured,
poor, and unstable—a
nation that was, in
many ways, ungo
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