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Stephen F. Austin is a man few people have heard about. They may 
know that the Texas state capital of Austin is named after him, but they 
don’t know why. When people think of Texas, it is the Alamo they think 
of, the doomed battle bravely fought by Crockett, Bowie, Travis, and 
others, and of the subsequent heroism of Sam Houston and his army at 
San Jacinto. Austin isn’t mentioned in either of those accounts.

Yet without Austin there may never have been a Texas. Without 
this small, frail man from Missouri, the history of Texas would likely 
be quite different. It was Austin who initially brought colonists into  
Texas . . . Austin who dealt with the Mexican government to clarify 
matters that threatened the survival of Americans in Texas . . . and 
Austin who braved bad weather, starvation, hostile tribes and rebellious 
settlers to maintain the American presence in Texas. The story of 
Stephen Austin is the story of Texas.
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1
Imprisoned

Stephen Austin sat alone in cell #15 in a prison in Mexico City, 
with nothing to do but stare at the stone walls. A few weeks earlier, 
on January 3, 1834, Austin had been arrested on his way back to the 
Texas town of San Felipe de Austin—a town that ironically had been 
named in his honor by the Mexican authorities. 

Austin was a well-known figure in Texas and Mexico—the first 
and best-known Texas empresario. He remembered how he hadn’t 
even wanted to go to Texas at first. It had been his father, Moses 
Austin, who had dreamed of going to Texas and starting life all over 
again, leaving behind the debts he had accumulated in Missouri and 
starting anew. In Texas, Moses was going to rescue the Austin name. 

But Moses had died before he had a chance to put his plans into 
motion, so it had fallen to Stephen to carry them forward. It was 
Stephen, also strangled by debt, who decided to pick up where his 
father had left off, make his fortune in Texas, and restore the Austin 
family’s good name. 

Now he sat in a Mexican prison, his dreams in tatters. He thought 
he had been a friend of the Mexican government. Even while the 
Texas air was filled with talk of revolution against Mexico, he had 
preached patience and loyalty. Mexico had asked him and the 
families who’d followed him to be loyal to it; Austin had steadfastly 
honored that request. 
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Austin had come to Mexico City to present a petition asking that 
Texas, which was part of the Mexican state of Coahuila y Texas, 
become its own state. Antonio López de Santa Anna, the Mexican 
leader, had seemed sympathetic to Texas. But now Austin was in 
prison. 

His jail cell was dirty, dingy, and reeked with foul odors. The 
only feeble light came from a filthy skylight high up in the roof. He 
wasn’t allowed books, or to socialize with other prisoners; his only 
conversation with someone from the outside came with the occa-
sional visit from his lawyer. He shared food with a mouse, which 
had become trusting enough to let him pet it. His only other compan-
ions were the spiders, ants, and other insects that crawled around 
his cell as he watched. Otherwise, he did nothing all day but stare at 
the walls in his sixteen-by-thirteen-foot cell. 

Weeks and months passed. The wheels of the Mexican legal 
system ground glacially forward. No court seemed to have jurisdic-
tion over Austin’s case, which bounced from one court to another. 
Eventually the conditions of his imprisonment were softened—he 
was given books, allowed to socialize with other inmates, and 
moved to less odious jails—but he was still a captive.

Day after day went by, with no hope, no chance that maybe 
tomorrow he would finally be able to answer the charges against 
him. Austin knew that Mexico’s legal system allowed the govern-
ment to keep a person jailed while it collected evidence. He knew 
that he could be in prison a very long time. 

As time went on, Austin became more and more depressed. He 
was forty years old, of slight build, with a lined face. He was prema-
turely losing his hair. His reserved demeanor masked the fire he felt 
inside for Texas—and his outrage over being jailed.

His health was poor. The food was bad. The air inside the prison 
was foul and filled with disease. How much longer could he hold 
out? What did the future hold? Did he even have a future? 

“I expect,” he wrote, “to die in this prison.”1
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