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 Cadets in Major Justine Meberg’s 
History of the United States class gathered 
around as she held up a strange wooden 
cylinder, with brass caps on each end, and a 
small brass plaque in its center. She explained 
that they would use material culture to begin 
their lesson on the Mexican War and that she 
would tell them three stories centered on this 
object. These stories would launch the class into 
a seminar discussion about the war and its 
consequences. Before she began, the cadets had 
an opportunity to interact with the object, which 
was a portion of the flagstaff that General 
Winfield Scott’s army had captured after 
storming Chapultepec, a fortification on the 
outer edge of Mexico City. They touched the 
weathered wood and the polished brass, and 
they noted the plaque that described how the 
brass ends came from captured Mexican 
muskets that the Americans had melted down.  

 Then, the stories began. First, Major 
Meberg told the cadets how American units had 
won the fight for Chapultepec, and how Scott 
claimed the flagstaff as a war trophy and then 
donated it to West Point, commemorating the 
martial contributions of academy graduates and 
marking the war’s place as a glorious victory in 
American military memory. Next, she 
described how the Mexican republic also considered this battle to be an important site of 
historical memory. According to legend, several young cadets refused to evacuate from the 
Colegio Militar located on Chapultepec and instead fought the American advance. One of the 
boys, Juan Escutia, was said to have taken the Mexican flag down from this flagstaff, wrapped it 
around his body, and leaped to his death rather than allow it to fall into enemy hands. The story 
of the Niños Héroes helped Mexico to remember the battle as a glorious defeat and marked the 
moment when the Mexican Colegio Militar became the Heroico Colegio Militar in honor of the 
bravery of those cadets.  

 Finally, the cadets heard how raising the American flag over Chapultepec’s flagstaff was 
the signal Colonel William Harney had been waiting for. When he saw it, he gave the order to 
hang thirty men, members of the San Patricio battalion—named for its Irish contingent—who 

Major (then Captain) Justine Meberg holds 
a portion of the flagstaff seized as a war 

trophy from Chapultepec by General 
Winfield Scott during the Mexican War, 

which he then donated to West Point. 



had deserted the US Army to fight for Mexico.1 Cadets went on to discuss how the war fit into 
national memory in the sister republics of the United States and Mexico, and how nativism 
interacted with a regular army where most enlisted men were immigrants. They also tackled the 
paradox of how glorious victories in Mexico increased American nationalism in many ways and 
yet served as a major step on the road to disunion that ended in the Civil War.  

 Material culture is “the study through artifacts of the beliefs—values, ideas, attitudes, and 
assumptions—of a particular community or society at a given time.”2 It is both a method of 
historical inquiry and a pedagogical approach. This lesson allowed cadets to engage their senses 
in learning to create unique, powerful, and unexpected connections between the students and the 
history they are learning. Where historians are accustomed to connecting with primary sources in 
archives, students sometimes struggle to bring history off the page. Putting students into direct 
contact with objects encourages them to listen, touch, and observe historical artifacts firsthand. 
These interactions help students to approach the object and its place in history with a curious and 
open mind. History courses that use material culture weave historical arguments and objects into 
opportunities for cadets to learn new lessons. By practicing material culture, we can encourage 
students to critically examine their assumptions, confront their biases, and experience history 
anew. This is especially relevant in the case of the “Road to Disunion” lesson because it 
establishes important connections to the Civil War that soon follows in HI105.  

 After the initial portion of the lesson, 
where cadets considered the different 
national narratives bound up in the 
single object of the flagstaff, the class 
split into small groups. Each group 
interacted with items from a collection 
of artifacts. Each group was required to 
consider specific artifacts and describe 
what the objects had in common using 
at least one course objective and at 
least one primary source. Groups also 
proposed a thesis that argued for the 
historical significance of their 
assessment. One group’s artifacts 
focused on American myth-making 
and included the flagstaff, Winfield 
Scott’s note donating it to West Point, 

and the medallions struck by Congress to commemorate Scott and Zachary Taylor’s wartime 
victories. The second groups’ artifacts focused on Mexican myth-making. They also used the 
flagstaff, in addition to a presentation saber from the Heroico Colegio Militar and original 
Mexican uniforms. The third group had a combination of epaulettes, uniforms, sabers, and 
pistols. They had to confront the clear similarities between American and Mexican artifacts that 

 
1 George Rollie Adams, General William S. Harney: Prince of Dragoons (Lincoln and London: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2001), 102-103. 
2 Jules David Prown, “Mind in Matter: An Introduction to Material Culture Theory and Method,” Winterthur 
Portfolio Vol. 17, No. 1 (Spring, 1982), 1. 

Cadet examine several pieces as part of their lesson. 



were often indistinguishable from each other and confront a common Euroamerican military 
tradition through material culture. Group three had to consider the significance of the United 
States going to war against a sister republic for the first time, and connect that war back in time 
to the Jacksonian era, and forwards to the Civil War.  

 These presentations often produced serious conversations on race and national expansion, 
to include the racialized language used by many Americans who participated in the war to write 
about their Mexican enemies. Following their group work, the class concluded with a discussion 
that covered several themes touched on throughout the lesson. How should we understand the 
Mexican War’s connection to American history? Was the Mexican War foremost a glorious 
victory that helped expand and nationalize the country? Or, it is better characterized as the 
prelude to the Civil War and the first major step on the road to disunion? Cadets left with a 
unique material culture experience that connected the early republic, to the antebellum era, and 
the Civil War that followed. 

 
 
For use of West Point instructors, the following items were used in this display: 
 
1. 214408: Bugle Major’s Coat (Mexican)  
2. 854: Flagstaff, Chapultepec, Portion, Mexican Army, Wood, Brown, Mexican, Circa 
1846, Mexican War (given by Winfield Scott)   
3. 9030.09: Letter, Surrender Note, Battle of Buena Vista, by Antonio Lopez de Santa 
Anna, US Army, US, 22 FEB 1847, Mexican War, transcription of his surrender, copies by 
Joshua Chamberlain while a student at Bowdoin   
4. 10150: Medallion, Congressional Medal, Battle of Buena Vista 1847 Major General 
Zachary Taylor, Bronze, Dull, US, Circa 1848, Mexican War   
5. 10148: Medallion, Congressional Medal, Mexican War Victories 1848 Major-General 
Winfield Scott, Bronze, Dull, US, Mexican War   
6. 19263: Epaulettes, Shoulder, Brass, Wool, Mexican, Mexican War HI105, Lesson 13, 
Mexican War (Reform and Expansion), National Myth-Making in Sister Republics  

Museum curators Mike Diaz and Albert Tellez pose with several Mexican War 
uniforms and artifacts.  



7. 18180: Epaulettes (Pair), Officer's, US Army, Metal/Cloth, Bright/TBD, US, Mexican 
War   
8. 619: Saddle, Service, US Army, Leather, Brown, US, Circa 1848, Mexican War   
9. 2125.2: Scabbard, Sword, Artillery, US Army, Steel/Brass, Bright, US, Mexican War   
10. 2125.1: Sword, Foot Artillery, US Army, Steel/Brass, Bright, US, Mexican War   
11. 5161: Epaulettes (Pair), Gilt Lace, Captain, Officer's, US Army, Gilt Lace, Gold, US, 
Circa 1846, Mexican War   
12. 5150: Epaulettes (Pair), NA, NA, US, Mexican War   
13. 5140: Straps (Pair), Shoulder, Colonel, Officer's, US Army, Cloth, Blue/Gold/Silver, US, 
Circa 1847, Mexican War   
14. 21439.2: Scabbard, Saber, Mexican Officer's, Officer's, Iron/Leather, Black, Mexican, 
Circa 1845, Mexican War   
15. 21439.1: Saber, Mexican, Officer's, Officer's, Iron/Steel/Wood/Leather, Bright/Black, 
Mexican, Circa 1845, Mexican War   
16. 19924: Pistol, Flintlock, Horse, Conversion, Mexican Army, Steel/Wood, Grey/Brown, 
.67 Caliber, Mexican, Mexican War, SN: ARM51843   
17. 19731: Musket, Flintlock, Mexican Army, Wood/Steel, Brown/Grey, India Pattern, .69 
Caliber, British, Circa 1816, Mexican War, SN: ARM51670   
18. 14925 F: Sword (Set), w/Scabbard, Cadet, Heroico Colegio Militar, 
Steel/Brass/Leather/Plastic, Bright/Black/Ivory, Mexican, Circa 1968, Late-20th Century  

 
 

The POC for this lesson package is MAJ Justine Meberg @ justine.meberg@westpoint.edu.  
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