
In Their Own Words: James Washington Winters 

 

James Washington Winters was born in Giles County, TN on January 21, 1817.  His family 

migrated to Texas in1834, settling along the San Jacinto River near the present day city of 

Huntsville.  Along with his father and two brothers, James volunteered for the Texas Army in late 

1835 and was on his way to join the Siege of Bexar when they received news of Cos's surrender.  

The Winters men returned home for a time, but in March 1836 James and his two brothers re-

enlisted in the Army and went on to fight in the Battle of San Jacinto.  The following is James's 

account of that battle and the capture of Santa Anna. 

 

 

 On the morning of April 20, as soon as we could see we set out for the ferry.  

Immediately after arriving there, one of our spies came running in with the information that 

Santa Anna was near us.  Houston immediately ordered his men to turn and march back to a 

small grove of timber, distributing them along the bank for protection.  We no sooner got settled 

in our positions than the Mexicans opened fire on us with their artillery.  There was more or less 

skirmishing all day.  I never heard of any talk of the Texans building a bridge for retreat.  

Houston intended to fight and fight to a finish.   

 After the first onslaught the Mexicans fell back, and we got our breakfast.   

 When we first reached Lynches ferry we saw a sail coming up the bayou.  Houston 

ordered a squad of men to see what it was and capture it, I heard the reports of firing as we 

continued our march.  It was a ferry flat which Santa Anna had previously captured.  It was 



loaded with flour and supplies, and was also intended to transport Santa Anna and his army 

across the bayou.  The supplies were very timely for the Texans. 

 Sherman was in command of the infantry, but with Houston's approval and permission he 

called for volunteers, who could obtain horses to attempt the capture of the Mexican artillery. 

Houston sent out Burleson's men to support Sherman and cover his retreat if necessary.  The 

attempt was not successful. Two men were wounded, one of whom afterwards died. 

 The next morning, April 21, a council of war was held.  Sometime before noon, Houston 

passed around among the men gathered at the campfires and asked us if we wanted to fight.  We 

replied with a shout that we were most anxious to do so.  Then Houston replied, "Very well, get 

your dinners and I will lead you into the fight, and if you whip them every one of you shall be a 

captain". 

 There had been so many "split ups" and differences that Houston preferred the opinions 

of the men themselves, feeling that before hazarding battle he must find whether they would 

enter the engagement with a will.  For the men had marched so long without food or rest that, 

perhaps, they might not be physically prepared.  

 I never heard orders given as to Vince's bridge.  I heard that Deaf Smith had asked 

permission to cut it down.  I never heard that Vince's bridge was mentioned in any address to the 

army, or any prominence given to the fact that it had been destroyed. 

 After leaving Harrisburg, I saw no wagon transports. We packed all there was on our 

backs. 

 After dinner the men were ready for battle.  I was in Sherman's division - left wing of 

attack - but under my own captain, Wm. Ware.  Rusk started out with us, but turned and went 

with the artillery.  When we ran over the ridge we lost sight of the rest.  On beginning the battle, 



before we got in sight of the Mexicans, they began firing at us.  They were lying down in the 

grass. We examined the places where many had been, and found as many as five ends of 

cartridges where each Mexican lay, so supposed that each man had fired at us as many as five 

times before we reached them.  Their breastworks were composed of baggage, saddle bags, 

and brush, in all about four or five feet high.  There was a gap eight or ten feet wide through 

which they fired the cannon.  I saw Houston in the midst of the enemy's tents near the first 

regiment to the right. A Mexican officer tried to rally his men, but was soon dispatched by a rifle 

ball and fell from his horse.  Our regiment passed beyond the Mexican's breastworks before we 

knew it, while our other two regiments came up in front of them, so then we did them up in short 

order.  I never heard any halt ordered.  We never halted.  The battle was won in fifteen or 

eighteen minutes.  The Mexican cavalry broke in disorder, while ours was hotly pursuing them. 

Houston had two horses killed from under him, and was on his third one before he passed the 

Mexican's works.  We ran and fought fully two miles. 

 After the fight was ended Houston gave orders to form in line and march back to camp, 

but we payed no attention to him, as we were all shaking hands and rejoicing over the victory. 

Houston gave the order three times and still the men payed no attention to him.  And he turned 

his horse around and said "Men, I can gain victories with you, but damn your manners,' and rode 

on to camp. 

 Joel Robinson and Sylvester brought in Santa Anna.  I was there when he was brought in; 

was digging the grave to bury our eight men.  They passed by us and halted at our guard lines. 

The Mexican prisoners clapped their hands, and gave other signs of joy, shouting, "Santa Anna, 

Santa Anna!" I dropped my tools and followed after them to Houston, who was lying on his cot 

at the camp near the bayou. Santa Anna introduced himself, and they began to talk. 



 I do not know who captured Cos, but he was the most frightened man I ever saw.  He 

covered his head with a blanket. I could see it tremble twenty feet off.  

 The greatest slaughter in the battle occurred between the breastworks and the lake; here 

the Mexicans and horses killed made a bridge across the bayou. 

 General Wharton tried to get us to cease and grabbed a Mexican and pulled him up 

behind him on his horse, saying that was his Mexican, but Jim Curtis shot the Mexican.  The 

Mexican infantry near the lake would jump in occasionally and would dive to get away from our 

shots, but the minute they would raise their heads they were picked off by our men. 

 Only a few followed the flying Mexicans to Vince's bayou; the Mexicans finding the 

bridge burned, tried to cross, but their horses bogged.  Only one of those trying to cross there got 

away - all the others were shot. 

 When Santa Anna was brought into camp some called out "Shoot him, hang him!" 

General Houston ordered the men who made these threats taken away. Next day after the battle, 

finding that many Mexicans were hidden in the marsh grass, someone set fire to the grass and 

burned or smoked them out.  In this way about forty were captured. One who tried to run was 

shot.  The same day I found a dead Mexican who had silver in his belt - about ten dollars. The 

money had slipped out when he was shot.  Orders were given that all money found be brought in 

to headquarters.  I turned this in. Money so captured was distributed to the soldiers, the amount 

so distributed averaging almost $11 per man.  Santa Anna's handsomely ornamented saddle was 

held up and the men voted that it should be given to General Houston.  Other officers' saddles 

were sold. One brought as high as $300. 
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