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Generals Villa and Orozco at the Elite Confectionery, El Paso, 1911.
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A company of Rurales (federal rural militia) loading horses.
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U.S Army motorpool in Mexico, 1916. Courtesy El Paso Public Library.
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Felipe Angeles, Villa’s master of artillery, 1914.
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Public executions were common during the Revolution.
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After the raid. Courtesy El Paso Public Library.
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Soldadera. Courtesy El Paso Public Library.
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Prologue



AS chronicler of this Villa story I lay no claim ever to have “ridden” with him. I was not oneof his Dorados; nor did I know him personally.I am not one of the coterie of border merchantsand gun-runners who, during the time of Villa’sgreatest harassment, sold and resold him worthless ammunition, antiquated rifles and nondescript uniforms, collected his gold and smirked with relief when word camefrom Parral that the famous rebel was dead.

If all the men who claim to have “ridden” with Villa had actually done so, Pancho’s rebel battalions would havemade Mexico resemble a human ant hill. The Texas bordernurtures lurid tales; around roundup campfires and incantinas, prodigious stories are told of the Villa days: ofbloody battles and forays, of robust encounters and of executions. There is humor in some of the stories; there arehilarious incidents told, and recounts of deep tragedies.And granting the raconteurs a poetic license, you listen,trying to determine the thin line between fact and fancy.Often it is hard. Memory is both subtle and vicious. It iseasy for an oldtimer to drift with his dreams. He is notoffensive with his tall tales. You listen to him, enthralledby his dramatic discourse, and you justifiably excuse himif his grasshopper monograph does not exactly coincidewith history.

If this book is a patchwork quilt, remember that Villa’s life was of the same pattern. For twenty-two years I havecollected Villa legend and lore. At times it seemed hopeless, dove-tailing the various incidents of his life, seekingverification of certain conflicting incidents. Over the yearsI have visited strange places and met stranger people. Andnow in this actual writing I promise one thing: to stick tofacts as rigidly as humanly possible — facts derived fromthose persons who lived with Pancho Villa and knew him;who actually rode with him, watched him laugh and watchedhim kill. And who knew him for what he truly was.

I have tried to exclude prejudice in this writing, or fanciful flights into the dramatic. I have known intimatelyAmericans and Mexicans who were members of Villa’s famed Dorados, and from all walks of life they came: soldiers of fortune, gamblers, thieves with prices on theirheads, patriots and preachers, men with ugly memories, andjust men. Over copitas of nights, in side street cantinas,I have listened to them, and watched their eyes glow inthe lamplight as they relived those fabulous days ofPancho Villa.

It was in 1927 — while haphazardly on the El Paso Times payroll — that I first met Otis Aultman. He operated a photographic shop adjoining the newspaper, probably one of the most unorthodox camera shops Texas hasever known. Otis was wiry, short and wizened; he wasin constant need of a haircut; he was wrinkled and ageless.Like an animated gargoyle he pranced through life, alternately grinning and snarling, hating hypocrisy, and lovingthe humble.

Otis, a voracious eater, was a steady patron at Gus the Greek’s restaurant. One night while sitting at thecrowded counter he kept eying another man farther downthe row of diners. Otis squirmed until he had gulped hislast bite. Then he walked to where the stranger was sitting and stuck out his hand. The man, slightly non-plussed,accepted the handshake.

“Mister,” Otis said, “I don’t know your name, but I want to shake your hand. Up till now I've been called theugliest man in El Paso, and I’ve accepted that dubioushonor gracefully. However, I’ve been looking at you sinceyou came in. This is a happy moment for me, mister.I’m conferring my title upon you from now on. Any fairminded judge will back me up. You are, unquestionably,the ugliest man in El Paso.”

The man thus addressed was a prominent El Paso attorney, an oldtimer. Why he and Otis had never metbefore was a peculiar quirk of fate. He was certainly noAdonis; but his lack of physical beauty was offset by abrilliant sense of humor. He accepted his extra-curriculardegree in good grace. From that night on he and Otiswere the closest of friends.

Otis had been Villa’s official photographer. He went through the entire revolutionary campaign in Mexico.Steeped in the philosophy of fatalism, profane and unpredictable, he won Villa's heart because he was a firebrandand an indigenous rebel. Legend has it that he was theonly man to curse Villa and live. Perhaps Villa admiredthe bantam rooster display of gall on the part of the littlegringo.

Villa always hated luxury. However, he was enthralled when Otis presented him with a toilet seat for his privaterailway coach. Otis had the porcelain stool piped for water.The more squeamish of Villa’s aides, shaken by the audacityof Otis’ gift, predicted all sorts of horrendous tidings.

Instead of rage, Villa’s round face broke into a grin when he saw the bathroom gadget. He flushed it not oncebut repeatedly. His joy was a sight to behold. He loweredand lifted the white enameled lid.

“Thank you, Little Rooster,” he told Otis.

“Por nada,” said Otis.

“Tomorrow, or the next day, Little Rooster, you can show me how you Americanos bathe in things so small.”

While with Villa, Otis came to know Floyd Gibbons, who was covering the revolution for the Chicago Tribune.In the same contingent were Alfred Henry Lewis of theHearst papers, Willis of the New York Tribune, John Reedof the New York World and Gregory Mason of the Outlook.When the revolutionary hi-jinks in Mexico had quieted,these robust journalists were qualified as war correspondents for the big uproar in Europe.

In the summer of 1928, just prior to the Escobar Revolution in Mexico, I spent many leisure hours in therear of Otis’ photographic shop, while he puttered in andout of the dark room with dripping negatives. Hot sunlight streamed through the rear screen door, which openedonto a can-littered alley. Flies buzzed listlessly throughthe stifling air. The Rio Grande River and Old Mexicowere only six blocks to the south of us: Juarez was quiet;but, of nights, in that symphony of silence, Otis and I hadstood in the Crystal Palace Bar, feeling the tension thatstrums at one’s nerves. Two American Border Patrolmenhad been killed in less than a year. Guns and ammunitionwere crossing the river.

“How soon will it be, Otis?” I asked.

Otis grinned, but his eyes mirrored the sight of fresh blood in the sun-baked dust. “Next March 1,” he said.

He missed the starting date of the Escobar Revolution by two days.

In that rear room, by way of the alley door, I saw strange men come and go: tan-faced men with restless eyes.They were of an era now long dead. They had helpedmake history — in the banana republics of South America,with Villa in Torreon and Chihuahua, with the FrenchForeign Legion in African outposts. They were quiet-spoken rebels with an allergy for society. They scorneddeath and laughed at life.

They were a strange fraternity, those men. Without exception they were soft spoken and self-effacing. Theysensed the futility of their battle to right injustice, butnever spoke of it. Life to them was an erratic play,prompted by death; and when the curtain call came, otherperformers could take the bows, for they, restless souls,would be off in the dark wings answering the inexplicablesiren call of new adventures.

There were Emil Holmdahl, Tracy Richardson and Sam Dreben. Usually they were alone. After months ofunexplained absence they would enter the rear door ofOtis’ place with the casual greeting of a delivery clerk.No hearty shouts and Rotarian backslaps.

“Things okay, Otis?”

“Okay, Tracy.”

They accepted me because I was a friend of Otis. They spoke of the Villa days, and of Villa, as more academicmen speak of college wool-gatherings; they told of politicalintrigue, macabre deals and queer plottings. Sometimesthey were “hot”; they never straddled a political fence.They were either for or against.

From them I learned many things about Villa. Never did I pose before them as a third-string Boswell, pencil andpad in hand, and ply them with questions. And never oncedid they ask me. in confidence, to refrain from bandyingtheir remarks on newsprint. That was understood. Inthat dingy room of cobwebs and drying negatives therewere some verbal utterances that will never be printed.

Those men are dead now, including Otis Aultman. To write of their lives would, in these days of cultural warsand atomic bombs, mean nothing. But the true story ofVilla and his Columbus, New Mexico raid, should be recorded. For as Otis used to say, “He was the most uninhibited cuss I ever knew — half devil and half saint,who defied the laws of man and God, and got by with it.Almost.”

“Tracy Richardson,” Otis once said, “was with the Princess Pats during the first World War. He got allshot up, but recovered. Tracy was always getting himselfshot. He was always peering around corners for one morepotshot when he should have been running.

“They used to call Sam Dreben The Fighting Jew.’ One day during the Mexican revolution Sam got cut off from his outfit. When things got so hot no man in his right mind would have stayed, Sam took off, heading forthe open country and safety. Out of firing range Sam wasstill breaking all records for the hundred yard dash whenhe came upon Tracy Richardson.

“Tracy was sprawled out beneath a tree with blood spurting from his chest where he’d been shot.

“What can I do for you, Tracy?” Dreben panted.

“Just light a cigarette and poke it in my mouth, Sam,” Tracy said.

“I’ve got cigarettes but no matches,” said Dreben.

“Then go back to town and get some matches.”

“Dreben, still panting but calm now, took it as a dare and returned to the town where the battle still was raging.An hour later he returned to where Richardson lay — withan enemy doctor as hostage, matches and two quarts ofwine.

“Sam Dreben, a Russian Jew, was bullet-headed and squat-built. He’d been a soldier of fortune all over theworld, in wars big and little. One thing about him: hehad the gall of an army mule and was one of the bravestmen that ever lived.”

One night in 1932 a friend phoned me at home. I knew him as a sane man, not given to hysteria or alcoholichallucinations.

“Richardson just crossed the border two jumps ahead of the rurales, and not wounded — for some strange reason.Word is that he opened Villa’s grave and cut off his head.They say the craniometrists at the University of Chicagooffered him ten thousand dollars for the old boy’s head ...”

I hurried down to the old Sheldon Hotel, knowing that Richardson had, in the past, used the hostelry’s back roomsas a sanctuary. He wasn’t there. I hurried down to Ault-man’s photo shop and found it dark. For a week I hauntedthe place, but Otis was gone. Wild rumors flew aroundEl Paso like crows in a dust storm; the police knew nothing;the Mexican customs shrugged.

A drunken newspaperman, who when sober was more than a little mad, told me: “Sure he got Villa’s head. Gotit buried up on the side of Mt. Franklin. I’m going upthere tomorrow and dig it up if somebody doesn’t beat me to it. Always did want old Villa’s head. Be nice to keep setting around on my dresser . . . .”

At the end of a week Otis was back, puttering around with his dripping negatives, humming off-key. He nevergot around to telling me where he had been, and I didn’task.

“All a bunch of old wives’ tales,” he said. “You know damn well if Richardson had done a thing like that he’dhave been wounded. And I happen to know he ain’tbeen shot lately. I just got a letter from him postmarkedChicago.”

Señora Luz Corral Villa, Pancho’s first wife, lives in Ciudad Chihuahua. Her home is spacious and neatly furnished. She is a gracious lady of middle age, plump andmellow and slightly aggressive, who lives with her memories.She loves to talk of Pancho, and somehow you get the ideathat he was her erring son rather than a husband. He wasthe only man in her life: un gran hombre.

Señora Villa will show you the ancient, bullet-riddled Dodge automobile in which Pancho was killed that fatefulday in Parral. She will guide you through her home,pointing out the family pictures on the walls. You listento her talk, watch the expression in her eyes and you sensethe unswerving love she had for the man who conquered allof Mexico. You remember that Pancho was, paradoxically,a romanticist, a lover with a bull-in-the-china-shop affinityfor attractive women. Yet when his other three hot-breathmarriages fizzled he, with his lagging fidelity, returned toLuz Corral. And she took him back.

“I,” said Señora Villa recently, “have just written the true story of Pancho. I, you must remember, am his onlylegitimate wife. Some day I shall have it translated intoEnglish. It is the only true story of my husband.”

Pancho Villa was not what the academicians call intelligent. Yet he was imbued with magnetism and charm; men fawned upon him and he hated it. Scholars, doctors,men of brilliant minds — along with the untutored, theriff-raff and the wastrels — eagerly heeded his beck andcall. He was at times the abysmal brute, a ferocious beastlusting for the blood of his enemies; a man of whimsiesand hates; a man of moods and daring who, more oftenthan history shows, was a shocking sentimentalist, kindand unobtrusively benevolent, a soft touch for children.

“He was all mans, was Pancho,” Pablo Gomez once told me. “A game cock, a fighter. Wan good mans, Pancho.No capon was he, Señor, believe me. He had no needs forthe moonlight to make love . . .

In my opinion he was, above all, a good salesman. Luz Corral always took him back, didn’t she?
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1.

Birth of a Rebel
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HE drum-roll of distant thunder reverberated over the towering Sierra Madres, ebbing andflowing into the valley below like' a portentousvoice filled with evil tidings. Storm cloudsblotted out the brassy Mexican sun, and thevalley lay in shadows, hushed and dreadfully still as thewind abated and the thunder quieted.

In the center of the valley the naked adobe buildings of the Hacienda Rio Grande were engulfed in gloom. Candlelight suddenly shone at the windows of the main house, asprawling, flat-roofed building with a high walled patioand garden, and more pretentious than the hovels of thepeones. The house servants of the hacendado, fearful ofhis wrath, were preparing for the storm.


A good quarter mile away the huts and corrals of the peones stood in a grove of cottonwoods. The yowl of amongrel mingled with the bray of a stray burro. The shrillcry of a buxom mother screaming at her half-naked broodcame from a doorway. Pigs and chickens, wallowing inthe hot red dust, roused to the sudden turmoil.

Farther across the valley a peon paused in his work, a hoe in hand, to glance across the tilled field toward hishut. His faded shirt was dark with sweat. As he straightened, the ache in his back was agony. In the distance theleafy limbs of the cottonwood trees were stretched skyward,as if in supplication for the sins of men.

“I wonder of Micaela, Ignacio,” he mused. “With child as she is, the storm could be frightening.”

The second field worker glanced up apprehensively. “I read bad omens, Augustin.”

Augustin Arango smiled. “You are a man of great superstitions, Ignacio. The merciful Dios will be good to us, this being our first born—”

“Don Lopez,” snapped Ignacio, “will have our backs lashed to bloody ribbons if he sees us loitering, companero.Storm or no storm, we must hurry and finish the field.”But Augustin Arango continued to smile, even as heworked. He recalled the happiness in Micaela’s eyes whenhe had left her for the field that morning. She had toldhim she wanted their first-born to be a boy; and Augustinhad built a crib, fitting it into one corner of their hut nearthe open hearth. He’d tried to hide from Micaela the tiredness of his own body; the fact that he was not well andstrong like other men.

Augustin Arango wanted a boy, not of his own image, but of Micaela’s father: a strong boy, daring and brave.In whispered prayers of nights, while Micaela slept, hehad asked God to provide for his child so he would neverknow the torture of belly hunger, the gritty, terrifyingpain that came from the lash of the mayordomo’s whip.And he prayed that the church, as represented by FatherBenedito, would some day accept the union of himself andMicaela Arambula, and tender its blessing. Much of thechurch’s doctrine, particularly the laws governing divorceand marriage, puzzled Augustin. Had not he, Augustin,when Micaela’s church-wedded husband deserted her monthsago, taken her in, fed her, clothed her and shown her allthe tender devotion a man can know?

What mattered the pomp and ceremony of a church wedding, Augustin reasoned. Micaela was without a husband when he took her unto his own. Their love was deepand abiding; the only thing that had blighted their happiness was the refusal of the church to sanction their union.But the workers and their families at Hacienda Rio Grande,and the people in the nearby town of San Juan del Riounderstood.

A crippled viejo, unfit for field work, came hobbling hurriedly through the gathering gloom to where Augustinand Ignacio were laboring. “Come, Augustin,” the mancried excitedly. “Don Lopez says you may leave the field.Micaela is calling for you.”

The storm broke in all its fury before Augustin and his companions reached their peasant abodes. Thunderboomed and lightning crashed, a kind of celestial omenpresaging the turbulent life of the baby boy who was bornjust past midnight June 5, 1878, in the State of Durango.Two weeks later, Augustin Arango and Micaela Arambula named their first-born Doroteo. Father Benedito, mellow with understanding, baptized little Doroteo Arango,pronounced his unqualified blessing, and the world wasbright for gentle little Augustin and his mate. The otherpeones and their families at the Hacienda Rio Grande rejoiced with the parents, including Ignacio, whose forebodingof tragedy was momentarily forgotten by frequent tipplingof the mescal jug.

Did Ignacio read mystic warnings in the storm that day Doroteo Arango was born? Strangely, in later yearsthis same Doroteo Arango — then Pancho Villa — waspeculiarly affected by thunder storms. He would becomesilent, gripped by a spell of brooding, as if his soul wereattuned to the violence of the elements.

“A storm,” he once said, “reminds me of a battle — man's battle to live. I mean the men I have known — theslaves of the wealthy hacendados and mine owners. I canclose my eyes and see the rain beating down on the poorfield workers. Ah, the pity that some men live in luxurywhile others must know belly hunger, biting cold, and thehurt of the lash. I’ll change that some day!”

And to the monumental task of changing Mexico’s caste system, Pancho dedicated his life, his every thought,his vast reservoir of energy. No historian ever can claimthat personal gain was a factor with him. He could haveretained millions in cash, along with his glory, but hescorned them both.

Villa was a complex human dynamo; a man of contradictions, a paradox. We cannot evaluate him with the yardstick of our own American philosophies or psychology. He was born in a land where violence and bloodshed werecommonplace; where the yoke sores of the Spanish Conquest, under Cortez, had barely healed. For over a hundredyears Mexico had known independence but the blood-redpages of history reveal an era fraught with fantastic idealism, with brutalities and romance, with revolutions andbizarre plottings.

Mexico, like other nations, has had its share of larcenous leaders who, shielding themselves behind the thin cloak of decency, schemed for their own personal gain. It hashad great patriots, like Juarez, who struggled untiringlyand made tremendous sacrifices to make Mexico the proud,self-governing nation it is today. Mexico has risen unashamedly from the dirt and the blood. Like other nationsit has skeletons in the closet but, unlike some, it makes novirtuous effort to cover the closet door with a gaudy zarapeof hypocrisy.

To understand Villa one must understand Mexico. Today there are more than thirteen million people in Mexico.They are a heterogeneous people, proud of their heritage.The blood of the Spanish dons is in them; also the bloodof the Aztecs. There is no middle class. If you are borna peon, in bondage, the chances are you will remain there.If born of aristocratic parentage, you must retain thatheritage. Some day the system may change. Quien sabe?Democracies work slowly.

The Mexican peon is fundamentally honest. He accepts life’s drudgeries with fatalistic stoicism. Deeds of daring enthrall him; his plaintive songs hearken of a soul-weariness. He wants more of life, but his shrug attestsvolubly of the hopelessness of attaining more. Death tohim is commonplace; he is scornful of it. I have seen Mexicans cry out with pain and fear when beaten in a fist fight ;yet that same Mexican, when facing the firing squad, willsmile contemptuously, puff on a cigarette and face deathwith utter scorn.

Pancho Villa was a peon, proudly, defiantly so. Let no historian misinterpret the zealous drive in him to changeMexico’s caste system as a spiritual call. Nor did he sethimself up as a divine leader. Villa was far too practicalfor that. He had his star, but he made that star. Heworked for one end: to abolish Mexico’s feudal system andeliminate the horrors of slavery. And, if in his fight toattain this end, he displayed a shocking savagery, it mustbe remembered that he adhered to the principle that ultimate results were worth any cost.

Villa killed his enemies; he catered to his friends. He swaggered and laughed. He never looked back, but alwaysahead. Time after time he hurled back defeat, shoutinghis defiance, when lesser men would have gone down tocrushing ignominy. Given to violent fits of rage, he couldbe the abysmal beast one moment and a weeping sentimentalist the next. Women were his weakness; his loves weremany, his marriages — four. A weeping child, or a hungryone, would bring tears of compassion to his eyes.

“There were nights,” said Manuel Gonzales, “when Villa and I often talked of women. He never boasted ofhis amorous conquests. They chased after him, not becauseof his physical attraction, but because he was the greatVilla. He would have given them money, clothes — anything they wanted, if they had been true to him. Once he said, ‘An unfaithful woman ought to be shot.' ”

Villa loved a good joke. He would laugh uproariously at some Rabelaisian tale. He was as elemental as the earthitself; he robbed the rich and gave to the poor, not as amaudlin idealist, but because the poor needed help and therich were on his despised list. He was sincere, despitewhat his antagonists might say; his one purpose in lifewas to help Mexico.

“Life is one great game,” Villa once said. “If you do not kill your enemy, he will kill you. Killings are sometimes necessary to right a great wrong. I intend to keep onfighting and killing until our country is in safe hands.”

He could have been president of Mexico, this “badman” with his egoistic faith in a star. Yet he turned away fromthe opportunity, saying, “The president of Mexico must bea good man and one of education. I do not qualify for theposition. I am a soldier, and will continue to fight forwhat is right.”

He was ribald and uncouth; he was unschooled and unpredictable. He was a fierce warrior from the DarkAges, certainly no paragon of virtue; but deep within himwas an indefinable magnetism that made him a leader.His battle cry brought men running, stirring them to ahysterical fervor: men of all creeds and races; wastrels andkillers; patriots and pelados; men of great intelligence andbreeding. He had the spark, the bravado, the quixoticcharm that make men leaders. He was feared, loved, hated.He was the one and only Pancho Villa.










2.

The First Killing




LIFE became intolerable for Augustin at the Hacienda Rio Grande. The field foremen underthe powerful Lopez Negrete, and at the latter’s insistence, wielded their back-lashings for theslightest infraction of the rules. More thanthat, Augustin’s health failed noticeably. But despite flagging health and miserable living conditions, Augustin’sfamily grew.

After Doroteo, two girls and two other boys were born to Augustin and Micaela: Mariana, Marquita, Hipolito and Antonio. Except for Hipolito, little is to be heard of the other children in later life.

Doroteo was a quarrelsome youth. His fire-cracker temper got him into fights. In his early years the fiercefires of an inner rebellion revealed themselves; he wasdefiant and bold; he lived in abject poverty and hated it.But his flare for leadership asserted itself. The other boystrailed after him, a little awed and frightened.

Doroteo was nimble-witted. When there was an obstacle' to overcome he solved the matter quickly, with the least effort, and with a native shrewdness. Said one of hisboyhood playmates:

“Yes, sir, Pancho was always smart. One day several of us decided to bet who could draw the straightest line onthe ground, using as the final point a tree that grew severalfeet away from the starting place. I was the first one,then the others followed. All of us drew our lines makinga long curve. Pancho’s turn came and he drew a verystraight line. We asked him how he did it and this is whathe told us: ‘You failed because you kept your eyes on theground. I did not. I looked at my goal and the line cameout straight.’ ”

Doroteo was still a very small lad when Augustin died. The loss of his father was a blow to the boy. He weptbitterly. His father, he knew, would have lived longer hadhe not suffered from so many floggings or if he’d had one-fifth of the nourishing food that Don Lopez Negreteenjoyed.

Love and pity for his mother was a strange admixture in Doroteo; he loved his smaller brothers and sisters deeply.They had to be fed. There was to be no schooling forDoroteo. He buried his sorrows in field work, slaving longhours.

In later years Pancho Villa seldom talked of those gruelling boyhood days. It was a period of frantic yearnings and frustration; they were the fitful nightmare yearsof a youth whose soul cried out in anguish against theagonies of starvation and brutal punishment.

After he had won the acclaim of all Mexico, in a moment of moody retrospect, Pancho once said to a trusted colonel:“Poverty is mankind’s greatest evil. A man born in slaveryis one of life’s greatest tragedies. The talk of peace inthe world makes me laugh. There can never be peace solong as one man has his belly full and another is starving.”
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“First Chief” Venustiano Carranza (second man from left)

holding a conference with his staff officers.
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Francisco Madero, "The Redeemer", during his brief rule as president of Mexico.




On rare occasions, when Pancho spoke of his boyhood, his dark eyes smoldered. He made you see the horrors of the whipping post and hear the pitiful cries of the tormentedpeones. You knew he was living again the biting coldnights of hunger, the sweltering hot days under a scorchingsun when he worked in the fields, when every fiber of hisbeing cried out from exhaustion.


At fourteen Doroteo was doing a man’s work, giving the paltry pesos he earned toward the support of the family.Despite a starvation diet he developed a large frame. Hewas thick-chested and broad-shouldered, agile and muscular.His pantherish stride was that of a boxer, not the trudginggait of a field worker. As a boy, and in later life, hisbrown eyes had a magnetic, penetrating quality. He lookedclear through a man, sharply and analytically — whichmade most people squirm. His teeth were uneven andtarnished.

Subsistence was Doroteo’s greatest problem — for himself, his mother, sisters and brothers. With each passing day the fires of his restlessness grew. Storm warningsshone in his eyes. Though forced to grovel in the dirt, hehated it. He had fantastic dreams of grandeur and power.He wanted a pistol. A gun was symbolical of power toDoroteo. Some day he would have one. Some day —

He left the hacienda without form or formality, taking a job on a neighboring rancho with the promise of a livablewage. He had a deep love for horses. In a matter of dayshe was an adept rider. With a borrowed pistol he learnedto shoot, and shoot well.

Don Lopez, of Spanish aristocracy, believed as most wealthy hacendados: once a slave, always a slave. Youwere to work and die on his land, as were your children,and your children’s children. The irate Don issued ordersthat brought Doroteo back to the Hacienda Rio Grandein bonds. The subsequent flogging put scars on Doroteo’sback that he took with him to the grave.

This punishment only served to fan the hate-flames inside Doroteo. He confided his plans to his mother. Hescoffed at her frightened counsel. Some day he’d have themoney to buy her and the children out of serfdom. Someday they’d have money. He’d steal — fight — kill to get it!Spaniards like Don Lopez would suffer ....

The brave cries of tormented youth, the heart-break sobs of a boy in agony, and no one to believe in him, onlya bereaved mother whose pleadings were in vain.

Again Doroteo disappeared from the Hacienda Rio Grande. He got a job driving a freight wagon between Guenacevi and Chihuahua City. The job paid well. Histerritory of operation, thought Doroteo, was beyond thedomination of the all-powerful Don Lopez. But again hisplans collapsed.
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Don Lopez’ influence reached far. On a trumped up charge of thievery he had Doroteo jailed and severelypunished. For several months Doroteo languished in jail.Once, because of a slight infraction of the rules, he wasseverely beaten. And once more he cried out in bitter furyagainst the injustice of the courts, the Diaz regime andthe whole lopsided social order of the country.

The fires of vengeance are unpredictable; they can smolder or erupt with explosive abruptness. Docility ina peon is inbred; but in Pancho Villa docility was lacking.He could, and did, bide his time while waiting for anauspicious moment to lash back at his enemies. But atno time in his cyclonic career did he display docility. Herefused to be cowed. And in analyzing this rampant individualist one readily sees that his entire life was a fight,not for something, but against something.

The desire for vengeance was the driving factor inside him. It was an obsession; it was the underlying reason forthe Columbus. New Mexico raid, as we shall see.

“While there in jail,” he once said, “I was thrown with the lowest type of criminals. Some of those birds couldread and they read to me. They told me of famous Mexicanoutlaws who were robbing the rich to help the poor. Oneof the outlaws, a great bandido named Parra, impressedme much. I swore then that I’d be like him some day.”

After his jail sentence was served he made secret visits to the Hacienda Rio Grande to visit his mother, brothersand sisters. He found employment on various ranches, butit was his nature never to stay long in one place. He gota job as a laborer in Chihuahua City.

Most of his earnings he took to his mother. By stinting himself on food he had managed to save enough money to purchase a pistol and a horse. During those brief clandestine visits home we find him displaying a certain fatuousworldliness. His field-working friends gathered with thefamily group and listened in awe to Doroteo’s tales of themagnificent city.

“Some day,” he promised his mother, “I’ll return for you and the children.” He was now eighteen years of age. There was a rubic softness to his round face when he smiled; but therewas no mirth in his dark, restless eyes.

During one visit he told his mother about a girl he had met in Chihuahua City. She was attractive, and good.Her name was Luz Corral. She had promised to be hiswife. The day would come, he said, when they would havea church wedding.

He returned to Chihuahua City. Weeks later, when a letter arrived from his mother hinting of misfortune,Doroteo headed back to the ranch. Intuitively he sensedsome horrible wrong. He rode up to his mother’s abodeboldly, scornful of Don Lopez’ wrath. His mother, brothersand sisters met him with hugs and tears.

His one sister, Mariana, was not present. She was only two years younger than Doroteo, and his favorite. She waspretty and desirable. In her veins was the warm blood ofOld Mexico. Her mother, like a watchful dueña, had discouraged the advances of the field-working swains.

Mariana, Doroteo’s mother told him uneasily, had gone to the village for supplies. She would return shortly. ButDoroteo read the heart-break in his mother’s eyes. Later,when Mariana returned he hugged and kissed her. Heknew then, and as he expressed it years later, “Somethingseemed to tear loose inside me.”

The meal that night was a cheerless thing. Micaela put the younger children to bed. Mariana went to the wellfor water. Doroteo watched her leave. His usual swaggerwas gone; his temper, a raging conflagration, threatenedto consume him.

“Who betrayed her, mother?” he cried out hoarsely. “Why did it have to happen ? She is not to blame!”

His mother, sobbing now, said, “She will not tell me the devil’s name, Doroteo.”

“I’ll find out mother. Let me talk to her alone when she returns.”

Doroteo did talk to his sister that night. After many tears he finally wrung the truth from her. She admittedto the trifling attentions of Don Lopez’ arrogant son. No,he had not mentioned marriage. That was unthinkable,the son of wealthy hacendado marrying a peon girl. Thebrutal assault had happened three months ago. One night.

Mariana begged her brother not to do anything drastic. She would return with him to Chihuahua, bear the child,then search for work. She pleaded, dropping to her knees,a frightened, bewildered child.

The rage in Doroteo was an ugly thing. He kissed his sister and went to bed. Next morning he left the housebefore other members of the family awakened. He rodeup to the spacious hacienda which belonged to Don LopezNegrete. His loaded pistol was in his coat pocket.

Much has been written about the scene that followed. One historian, in a fantastic flight of fancy, had Doroteoseeking out the town sheriff and killing him as the guiltyman. Another recorder, adept at dialogue, portrays ahigh-pitched drama of tear-jerking quality and gunplaythat smacks of an early movie.

The truth is, Doroteo encountered Don Lopez’ abusive son. In a showdown of this sort men seldom hurl wordyaccusations and wait for tiresome rebuttals. It is questionable if young Negrete was even armed; but that he wasa lascivious coward cannot be denied.

Blind with rage, Doroteo whipped out his pistol and began shooting. Young Negrete wilted, his body bullet-riddled. He was dead before he hit the 'ground. ThenDoroteo was back on his horse, riding like a demon towardthe distant hills.

Doroteo Arango had killed his first man. He had taken the law of retribution into his hands. The sight of bloodhad not sickened him. He was one tough hombre. Therewould be more killings now, he knew. The soldiers ofPresidente Diaz, or the rurales, would never catch him.

The strange thoughts that crowded into Doroteo Arango’s brain that fateful day will never be known. Twelve years of banditry, killings and robbery lay ahead of him —weeks and months of bizarre travel, stranger than fiction.He was to see California, Arizona, New Mexico and Texas,a lowly tramp peon in gringo land. He was to rise frombanditry, his name a magic word, to the glory and fameaccorded national heroes.


3.

Days of Banditry


IN the wild, canyon-gashed Sierra Madres of Chihuahua, Doroteo Arango found refuge fromthe law. Capture now meant summary death,for Don Lopez Negrete’s wrath would nottolerate the dilatory action of a Federalistacourt. He ranted with such ferocity at the laxities of the medal-bedecked state officials that many of the more uneasy politicos resigned their offices and found solace in a bottle.

For days Doroteo played hide and seek with the bounty-hunting rurales. Like a cub wolf he hid in dark caves when his searchers came close. To allay his hunger he atewild berries and green mesquite beans. Finally, one day,he chanced to ride into the outlaw camp of the greatbandido, Parra.

He was half-starved and sick, but he displayed the same audacity that was always part of him. “I want to joinyour band, Señor Parra,” he said bluntly. “I have killeda man and the soldiers are after me. You can depend uponmy loyalty.”

Bandido Parra, a case-hardened criminal with a sentimental streak, grinned at the boldness of the desperate youth. The outlaw’s men stood with leveled rifle. Theywere taking no chances. Life has always been cheap inMexico.

“What is your name, muchacho” Parra asked.

Doroteo hesitated, then said, “Pancho Villa!”

Parra laughed uproariously, but Doroteo was serious. “You mean,” Parra said, “the great bandido of manyyears ago.”

“His namesake,” Doroteo lied.

From that moment on Doroteo Arango lived under the name of Francisco (Pancho) Villa. What prompted himthat day to assume the name of a long-deceased Mexicanoutlaw was never explained by him. The name stuck. Inlater years, when close friends referred to him as DoroteoArango, he showed resentment. It was another of hisunexplained vagaries.

In 1914 Pancho Villa and some members of his staff were royally entertained at a banquet in El Paso by a groupof Border Babbitts, Army officials, dyspeptic merchantsand shirt-tail politicians. There was much falderol, strainedgaiety and brave repartee during the dinner courses.

Women in dazzling evening gowns, diplomats in uncomfortable tails, and army men embued with the Wilsonian doctrine of goodwill, all strove discreetly for Villa’s favor.What did it matter if Pancho, donned in the uniform hedespised, had split some soup on his jacket front? Or ifhe preferred to sit and munch candy instead of partakeof the dessert?

Pancho Villa was the man of the hour in Mexico. The erudite President Wilson, aware of Villa's power, washandling the Mexican badman with silk glove diplomacy.Word was momentarily expected in El Paso that Washington, weary of its neighbor’s turbulence, had chosen thelesser of several evils and had agreed to recognize the Villagovernment.

Much to the distress of the diners, an American newspaperman, flush with champagne, disregarded decorum and hailed Villa for an interview.

“I hear,” blurted the renegade reporter, “your real name is Doroteo Arango, Señor”

“My name is Pancho Villa,” said Villa.

“And you don’t smoke or drink?”

Villa shook his head, still munching candy.

“You must have some redeeming faults, Señor,” said the facetious newsman.

“I do,” Villa replied. “Women. I am what you Americanos call a son of a bitch when it comes to women.But I'd call you one, Señor, without women.”

A few people remember, still nervously, how narrowly an “international incident” was averted that night. Todaythe erstwhile newspaperman operates a cantina in Matamoros. He could, of course, if so inclined, be writing forradio.





“Despite his deep yen for banditry,” Otis Aultman once said, “Pancho was one of the most completely honestmen I ever knew. He robbed with charming finesse. Ifhe owed you money he’d pay it — in all probability by robbing some one else. Love of money was certainly neverone of his sins. Money to him was only the means of attaining something else. At one time he had millions, andflung it to the winds like confetti.”




Bandit chieftain Parra accepted Pancho as a member of his band without further ado. Something about theyouth’s brash candor and swagger appealed to the olderout-trailers. More than that, as a neophyte into outlawry,he immediately displayed a tremendous aptitude for theholdup game.

Fate played a strange hand on the first “job” in which Pancho participated. Plans were carefully laid to rob theMexican Mining Company’s stage of its $100,000 payroll;but plans sometimes go awry in holdups. Instead of thestage carrying its usual guards, suspecting mine officialsjammed the inside of the vehicle with Federal soldiers.

As the outlaws pounced down upon the coach, it seems that all unshirted hell broke loose. Several of the outlawswere killed before they got the situation — and the payrollmoney — in hand. Among those to die was ChieftainParra. But during the fracas, Pancho shot, rode and issued orders with such gusto and agility that his futureleadership was assured.

If any of the more seasoned members of the dead Parra’s band resented the blazing-eyed upstart’s leadership, it was never revealed. Also, it is interesting to notethat three members of this original fraternity stayed withPancho from that day through the many years of bloodyrevolution. They were Tomas Urbina, Martin Lopez andJuan Salas.

The next twelve years of Pancho Villa’s life does, undeniably, assume a piquant Robin Hood flavor. Still, there were brutal atrocities committed that taint the flavor.Whether his sanguinary deeds overshadowed his acts ofbenevolence is purely a matter of personal opinion.

Why search back through the haze of time and yellowed records for reasons to justify Villa’s acts? To me it alwayshas been faintly amusing to watch the pained expressionson the faces of moralists who decry murder but who condone war.

At this period of Pancho’s life his sole motive was one of vengeance. He and his men had no “Cause” to pointto for justification of their unsavory acts. Villa had hisfirst taste of power; his promptings were atavistic. Helashed out at the hacendados, the Spanish dons and thewealthy aristocrats with the fury of a man obsessed. Thebull-whip scars on his back still pained him. He wantedrevenge.

After assuming leadership of the outlaw band, one of his first moves was to return to the Hacienda Rio Grandeto see his mother. He returned in the dead of night. Hispockets bulged with his share of the Mexican Mining Company loot. His mother, brothers and sisters embraced himtearfully.
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Bodies of dead men on a side street in Jimenez immediately after

the town was captured by Villa.
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Mass hangings were common place. Traitors and men disloyal to Villa were

promptly hanged from the nearest cottonwood limb.




“My son,” his mother sobbed. “Each day and night I have prayed for your safety. Tell me what has happened.Where did you get this wealth of money ?”

The tough young outlaw grinned, though his eyes were wet with tears. He dumped the money on a table, saying,“It is yours, Mother. From now on you and the childrenwill live well —”

“But. Doroteo —”

“I have a job that pays much money, Mother. This is what I have saved. Remember, I always said I would takeyou away from this life of slavery.”

Before dawn next morning, Pancho rode safely away from the ranch, not knowing it would be the last time hewould see his mother alive. By artful lying he kept thetruth of his outlawry from her. Why she stayed on atthe ranch and sent the children to live in Chihuahua Cityhas never been explained.

Pancho’s next return to the ranch brought with it a shock that he told about to only one man—Jose Jaurrieta.These are Pancho’s exact words, translated from Spanish:

“Imagine my horror when I entered the house and saw my mother lying on the bed, dead. Tapers were burning,and there were mourners in the room, but I didn’t see them.So absorbed was I in my grief I dropped to my knees atthe bedside and kissed one of mother’s hands. I was cryinglike a baby when I heard voices outside the room callingfor help and saying, 'Catch him! Catch him! It’s Doroteo.’

“Kissing my dead mother for the last time I hurriedly left the room. With a pistol in each hand I fought my wayto my horse. In the squabble I killed two men.”




In the years that followed Pancho gained full stature as an outlaw. Mostly his nefarious operations were in theState of Chihuahua, where he came to know the far-flungdeserts, the sheer-walled, isolated canyons of the mountainswhere an army of men could find safe refuge from theblundering searches of the Federal troops.

Pancho delighted in playing hide and seek with the law. Life to him was a Game. He grew more daring witheach passing year, recruiting more men to his band, smashing out at hacendados with increasing fury. The AmericanSmelting & Refining Company and El Potosi Mining Company, big operations in Chihuahua, felt the sting of hisdepredations.

The vast, feudal estate of the mighty Don Luis Terrazas suffered from cattle losses and property damage that drove the Señor Terrazas into a frenzied, white-faced rage.In helpless fury the kingly Don tried to halt the scourge byrecruiting an army of his own; but in the eyes of his peontroopers the Villa rampages were acts of gallantry. Secretly they admired the daring Pancho. Was not Villa robbingthe rich and giving to the poor?




The story of Don Luis Terrazas is worthy of a volume in itself. It is a saga as rich in fantasy as “Alice In Wonderland," as imperiously chivalric as Henry the Eighth'scourt, as tragic as a Teutonic legend. In northern Mexico,prior to 1912, his empire consisted of thousands of acres,including towns and remote villages. His word was law;he owned fabulously rich mines. His cattle herds defiedcounting, as did the peones whose lives he controlled.

The great Don's hacienda was rich with the furnishings of Old Spain. His art treasures alone were worth millions. He entertained royally, with all the pomp of aCaesar. His ladies rode in a gold-trimmed carriage pulledby dazzling white horses. The vainglorious rule of thisproud, dignified dandy prods even the most vivid imagination.

Once, one of the large Chicago packing plants wired Don Luis, asking him if it would be possible for him tosupply them immediately with 15,000 head of beef cattle.

The imperious Don wired back: “WHAT COLOR?''

But no desert storm equals the fury and devastation of a country in the throes of a bloody revolution. Don Luislived to see his land confiscated, his multitude of peonesrebel, his wealth usurped — by Villa. Don Luis escaped,a broken, bitter old man, to El Paso, Texas. His eldestson died as a result of Villa's torture.

In El Paso Don Luis once stood on the front porch of his home and watched the Villa forces drive his cattlefrom out of the hills to the Juarez slaughter house pens.Don Luis’ health was gone; death was soon to claim him.But in those last days of anguish his soul cried out withall the bitter torment a man can know.

A few years ago I bought the old Terrazas home in El Paso, and lived there. Though no psychic manifestations were ever in evidence, one had the uncomfortable sensation at times that the Don’s ghost was following onethrough the creaky halls, still declaiming his wrath againstVilla in whispered monotones.




But back to Villa and out with the spiritual didoes. That Pancho did rob the rich and help the poor is indisputable. He raided villages, smashed down store fronts, andtold the hungry peones to cart off all the food and suppliesthey wanted. He kidnapped influential, wealthy citizens,and held them for king-sized ransoms.

Pancho Villa! The name swept the country. It gained an aura of magic. To the men of position and wealth thename was anathema; to the peon it was his spark of hopefor salvation. Newsmen north of the Rio Grande clungto the lurid Villa tales and shouted joyously, “Brother,he’s good copy!”

There was drama in Villa’s movements: dust and the thunder of racing hoofs, the lusty cries of defiance fromthe throats of his men, blood and excitement — and alwaysthe unexpected. His outlaw band swelled as peones threwdown their hoes and joined him.

Frantic cries for help were heard in far off Mexico City. The hell-for-leather forays of this Pancho Villawere no shoot-and-run affairs. In Washington, a rotundPresident Taft cocked an ear to the rumblings, shook freeof his inertia, and kept the wires humming to the Americanambassador in Mexico City.

Villa’s trumpeting vengeance shouts were suddenly lost in the rising clamor for rebellion. Millions of peones,galling under the yoke of Diaz tyranny, began a chant ofunrest that was soon to rise to thunderous proportions —and to ten years of revolution.

Word came out of Mexico City that President Porfirio Diaz was on his death bed. Since 1876 he had guided thedestiny of Mexico with an iron hand. He was past hiseightieth year. He had been an Empire builder; he haddeveloped the country’s natural resources, built railroadsand encouraged foreign investments. But from his dictatorial heights he had forgotten the human element: thatmillions of peones were starving in a land of plenty.

Rumors flew like wildfire. Plots and counter-plots were hatched overnight. Mexican intrigue — as only theLatins know it — was rampant. “Death to Diaz!” chantedthe mob in front of Chapultepec Castle. In a side-streetcantina, General Victoriano Huerta, the inscrutable Indian,was in conclave with other powerful army officials.

General Huerta, over his copitas, listened quietly to the fawning solicitations of his underlings that he takeover the reins of government. He was playing a cautiousgame, ever conscious of the mob’s fickleness. Diaz hadmade Huerta what he was; Huerta had sworn loyalty tothe ailing monarch. But Huerta coveted the president'sjob. He’d wait for the propitious moment, then ride topower on the tide.

In El Paso a mild-mannered little man, who called himself The Redeemer, and who spoke with such evangelicalfervor as to enlist a following, claimed that all of the Stateof Chihuahua was back of him. And, politically speaking,as Chihuahua State goes, so goes Mexico.

This pint-sized patriot was named Francisco I. Madero. He had visited President Diaz a few months before, andurgently requested the dictator to dismount his throne.He had spoken so eloquently and with such sincerity thatDiaz listened enraptured, forgetting to dispatch a messenger for his firing squad.

It seems that Madero’s visionary diatribe rose to such spellbinding heights of double-talk that the old dictator wasflabbergasted. He did manage to ascertain that Maderowas in favor of a Utopian democracy of sorts, wherein allthe Mexican people were to live in ethereal bliss.

“And who,’’ Porfirio demanded, “could possibly do all this for Mexico — were I to abdicate?”

“I could,” said the modest Madero, and walked out — miraculously safe.

In the face of this cyclonic furore, Villa, from his secluded aerie, peered off in the direction of ChihuahuaCity and let his thoughts turn to love. During all theseyears of his buccaneering he had never forgotten LuzCorral. He had on numerous occasions, with swashbucklinggallantry, kept secret appointments with her. Just howardent was Villa’s love-making at these rendezvous is amatter for speculation. But the sincerity of his heart-tugfor the loyal ever patient, plump little Luz can never bedenied.

In later years, when other love-yearnings carried him far afield, he consistently returned to Luz, his first wife.He consorted with other women — women of exotic beautyand breeding, barroom trollops, and seductive adventuresses; and he held these consorts with such a show-windowdisplay of naivete that the stunned moralists could at firstonly sputter.

Villa was to marry three other women beside Luz. Three are recorded. Perhaps there were more. He hadchildren by them. There were, naturally, intrafamilyjealousies, hair-pullings and screamed threats; but whenthese tornadic brawls threatened of mayhem, Villa walkedaway from the with the charming indifference of a full-fed bull in a pasture.

The complicated laws of marriage and divorce, to Villa, were like an Einsteinian calculus problem to a small child:he never understood them. The ritual and ceremony of achurch wedding were boresome. He saw a woman; hewanted her. What other rite was necessary than for himto say: “You’re my wife now. Here is some money. I’llsee that you get more. Remember, there’s nothing I hateworse in life than an unfaithful woman.”

Luz Corral and Pancho were married by a padre October 17, 1909, in the small town of San Andres, nearChihuahua City. It was a brief ceremony, attended by thebride’s parents and a few select friends, all of whom keptone eye cocked for the police. The girl’s parents hadbravely consented to her marriage with the hell-raisingfugitive; they had no other choice.

“I was the only woman that Pancho really loved,” says Luz Corral de Villa.


4.

Comet in the Sky




THE next ten years of Mexican history takes on an operatic aspect, with Pancho Villa emerging from the wings, grizzled and unbathed,to usurp the leading role with such gusto andcharm that the audience sat momentarily entranced ; then, as one, they rose to their feet, their hystericalcries of “bravo” shaking the rafters.

At times it was “above the pitch, out of tune, and off the hinges" as Rabelais said. At times the warring actors, unknowingly, assumed the comic roles of a Gilbert andSullivan masterpiece; again, it was a phantasmagoria offlashing knives and gunshots, when the players, completelyoff their lines, shouted to be heard. There were momentsof Lydian measures from the orchestra; then the shockingcrescendo of crashing cymbals and kettle drums. ButPancho held to his leading role until his curtain fell withan ignominious crash.

Of this period the late Bill Greet used another analogy “It was a game of chess, with death the only stake. All theplayers involved—Diaz, Huerta, Madero, Orozco, Carranza,Villa and the kibitzers—they all died tragically. It wasa game of such swift fury and treachery it takes a scoreboard, a mathematician and a score of Philadelphia lawyersto arrive at any kind of a conclusion as to the winner.

After his marriage, Pancho got word by the grapevine of Francisco Madero’s uprising in the State of Chihuahua.With a rag-tag army, Madero already had captured suchtowns as Guerrero, Janos, Cerro Prieta and Mal Paso. Thetide was turning in his favor. He was a dreamer, a spiritualist, a crystal ball gazer. He was a Messiah, a man witha Message. His beard resembled a Biblical prophet’s outcropping. His dark eyes were soft and lustrous, filledwith visions.

This Francisco I. Madero was only thirty-three years of age at the time. Born of aristocratic parents in theState of Coahuila, he had studied at one of the larger universities, but his rabid reform utterances cut short hisacademic days. His advocacy of the Diaz regime overthrow sent him to jail. He spent years behind the bars,finally escaping across the border to San Antonio, Texas.

In languid San Antonio no great furore was caused when the dignified Madero, October 10, 1910, issued amanifesto to the effect that President Diaz was a dictatorand a scoundrel. A little more than a month later he proclaimed himself the Provisional President of Mexico. Hebrought his Message, his charm and promises to El Paso,and won the populace to his Cause.

He recruited a small army; he promised the enslaved masses of Mexico an earthly paradise. Moral support ofTexas was assured; also rifles and ammunition by surreptitious river crossings. Madero was a “natural”, andknew it.

A spell-binder, but no soldier, Madero turned his army maneuvering over to a Pascual Orozco, a tall, grim-facedrevolutionist — a complete opposite to Madero. GeneralOrozco was tough and cruel; human life to him was dirtcheap. He was a dangerous foe, ready always to changepolitical affiliations when the chance for personal betterment offered itself.

Further tidings came to Villa that were to change his entire career. The report was that Don Abran Gonzales,a man of sterling character, now Provisional Governor ofthe State of Chihuahua, was supporting Madero.

Pancho had heard of Don Abran’s trustworthiness. He began doing some deep thinking. His life as a banditwas fast losing its glamor. He was tired of constantlybeing hunted by bounty-grabbers. His marital life was akiss-and-run affair that no woman could tolerate long.

Did Villa’s wife, Luz Corral, exert a woman’s influence and plead with him to make a change? Perhaps. But nowoman’s charms influenced him too greatly. Villa, stillseeking vengeance against the ruling class, realized thatif he could join the Madero-Gonzales faction, he would becontinuing his own fight under the protective flag ofa Cause.

Let no charitable historian imply that Villa, because of an overwhelming patriotic fervor, wished to join Madero.He, Villa, was far too earthily realistic for that. He wasthinking of his own hide, his own welfare, his own fightagainst the wealthy.

Pancho sent an emissary to Don Abran Gonzales, offering the services of his outlaw band to the revolutionarycause. Surprisingly, Gonzales hurried back a message ofenthusiastic acceptance. Men like the great Pancho wereneeded for The Cause. He would be a soldier now, nota bandit.

“I appoint you, by the authority vested in me,” Governor Gonzales wrote, — “a Captain in the revolutionary forces.”

With jubilation tempered by caution, Pancho and his men rode into Chihuahua City. Villa met Gonzales, andan instant friendship was formed. With genuine humilityPancho listened to the older man’s advice and instructions.This eventful day was December 10, 1910. Villa wasthirty-one years of age, but he looked older.

Gonzales spoke with high praise of their leader, Francisco Madero. “I like you, Señor Villa, despite the fact that you are branded a killer and an outlaw. Society hasmade you what you are. I know you hate Diaz and allhe stands for. Now is your chance to fight on the side ofright. We want to free the enslaved masses of our country.We want equality — a democracy like the Americanoshave . . .

Villa listened. For the first time in his life a great man was talking to him, as an equal.

“I know,” Villa mumbled. “I know. And believe me, Señor Gonzales, I shall never forget this day. I know thetorture and hopelessness of being a slave, for I’ve been one.I'll fight, or die if need be, for the revolution’s success.”

Pancho had a Cause.

He and his men were directed to report to General Orozco, Commander of the Revolutionary forces. Orozcotook one look at the unkempt Villa and his forty men, andgreeted them coldly. He had heard of Villa, the outlaw.

An instant enmity was born between Orozco and Villa. It may be that in Villa the revolutionary commander sawa man destined to go places.

Villa said later, “In General Orozco’s eyes all I could see was treachery.”

Orozco had no choice but to accept Villa and his men as soldiers of the revolution. Villa at this time did notorganize his famed Dorados as is sometimes claimed. Notuntil 1913, in the town of Ascension, State of Chihuahua,did Villa conceive the idea of organizing his “Golden Ones.”

The meeting of Villa and Francesco Madero was a memorable one for Pancho. The little man of illusionsand dreams, Madero, barely came to the thick-shoulderedPancho’s chest. He addressed Villa politely, warmly; hisSpanish was faultless. He had the credulous charm of asmall child, the intellect of an Oxford professor, the energyof a powerful turbine.

“It made me feel good when Madero treated me like a man of his own equal,” Villa said. “I would gladly havedied for him then and there. I loved him like a father.”

No people on earth love a parade like Mexicans. For hours they will stand in the scorching sun. docile and patient, waiting for the banners and bands to pass. No otherpeople, once aroused, flock so fervently to a Cause. Religious by nature, volatile and passionate, sentimental andkind, trusting and courteous—they have all these attributes.But they must have a Cause. It is a fetish with them.
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 A rare picture of Villa’s crack Dorados.
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One of the few pictures taken of Villa wearing shirt,

tie, civilian coat and vest.
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Americans who formed an outfit of their own to fight for Villa’s Cause.
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 Rodolfo Fierro, “The Butcherer,” so named because

of his love for executing prisoners.
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 Attack on Torreon. Villa in center, surrounded by American newsmen and staff officers.




Madero gave them that Cause. And they responded with all the fire of religious fanatics. Pancho Villa—oncethe great bandido—was on their side. Pancho’s legendgrew; stories of his tiger-like courage, his valor and hisdefiance of the Diaz tyrants brought peones swarming tothe colors.

The Revolution spread like a prairie fire. Juarez was alerted, and the people were in a state of near panic; streetfighting was reported in Zacatecas, Gomez Palacio andChihuahua City. All of Chihuahua State echoed to thehue and cry, “Viva Madero! Muera Diaz!” Rebels in Durango, Coahuila and parts of Sonora were on the march.

President Diaz, genuinely alarmed, issued peace feelers, fatuous and vague while parrying for time. His powerand very life were teetering on the brink; the distantrumble of thunder held fearful tidings. At his back,smiling inscrutably, stood General Huerta.

In sporadic fighting Captain Villa distinguished himself as a hero. Where the dust, din and bullets were thickest — there was Pancho, six-shooter spewing death, his brown teeth flashing beneath his untrimmed mustache.In Chocolate Pass, March 19, 1911, he and his men completely routed the Federalistas, inflicting heavy losses.

American newsmen, intrigued by Pancho the firebrand, came running. They liked Villa and disliked the colorlessOrozco. Villa’s devil-may-care swagger, his bawdy senseof humor appealed to them. He was good copy, any day.His language sparkled, like his eyes; his obscenities wereuproarious. And General Orozco, disgruntled at his ownsecond-fiddle accompaniment, looked on, hating Villa withall his heart.

The United States Government, alarmed lest the tide of battle might wash across the border, immediately senttwenty thousand troops to the El Paso district.

President Diaz, realizing his own doom now, thought only of abdication and escape. May 9, 1911, GeneralOrozco ordered his troops to take Juarez, the key Mexicancity opposite El Paso. Colonel Guiseppi Garibaldi, grandson of the Italian patriot, was in charge of the artillery.Villa, now promoted to a colonel, had his own renegade outfit which included many Americans.

In that group with Villa were such fire-eaters as Sam Dreben, Oscar Creighton and Tracy Richardson — all captains. Richardson had in his own command a group of American cowboys. The way they captured the Juarez bull-ring, whooped, shot, and rode hell-for-leather into thethick of the battle is still remembered by El Pasoans whostood atop buildings on the Texas side and shouted themselves hoarse.

The battle raged one day and a night. Dead bodies littered the streets. Building fronts were smashed in andhouses wrecked by artillery fire. Stray bullets reachedEl Paso killing several Americans. Then General Navarro,Commander of the Juarez Garrison, surrendered unconditionally.

In Mexico City, at Buena Vista station, a tired, sad, old tyrant closed his eyes to the glitter of the city he loved.He wore his uniform bravely, but his eyes were filled withtears. Grizzled, white-haired, the old exile held in fondabrazo the only man he could trust.

“I came into power by a military coup, General Huerta,” he said tiredly. “I go out the same way.”

Huerta, the inscrutable Indian, smiled without mirth. “You ruled Mexico wisely, mi General,” replied Huerta.“The screaming rabble will never be satisfied. They havenot the intelligence to rule themselves. Talk of democracyin Mexico is the loose jabbering of fools.”

“You are a man of Destiny, General Huerta,” said Diaz prophetically. “Mexico can be yours if you want it.But I caution you: do not let my fate happen to you.”

The exiled ruler and his family steamed out of Vera Cruz two nights later aboard a liner bound for France.Porfirio Diaz was going to his Saint Helena. He died inParis, July 2, 1915, a forgotten figure.


5.


The Storm Clouds Gather




THE first act was over for Villa. From the shadows of the wings he had emerged, unwelcomed by some of the other actors; but the dazzling brilliance of his performance had wonthe fancy of the audience. He had heard theavalanche of applause and liked it.

With the affairs of state in the competent hands of Madero and Gonzales, Villa hearkened to the love calls of Luz Corral. She was soon to present him with their firstborn, a boy.

In mid-summer of 1911, Villa returned to Chihuahua City. The Diaz government was no longer existent. Hewas not a bandit now, but a war hero. He could live asother men, earn an honest living and enjoy family life.

But Villa’s innate restlessness was not compatible to the drab existence of a family man. He had vine leavesin his hair; applause still echoed in his ears. Being non-allergic to blood, he opened a butcher shop, and prospered.One reason he prospered was because he was never knownto buy a head of beef for slaughtering purposes.

If, during the dark hours of night, a rancher’s prize beef disappeared, it was generally assumed that the freshhide could be found in the rear of the Villa butcher shopnext day. But no irate rancher ever deemed it advisableto question Villa about such a delicate matter.

In later years when questioned about this phase of the meat business, Villa would laugh uproariously. “Poorcows,” he would say. “It didn’t matter to them who theybelonged to. Why should it matter to anyone else?”

In August, Abran Gonzales — Villa’s compadre — was formally elected Governor of Chihuahua. With swift formality, after a brief pro tern reign by another man, Francisco Madero was duly inaugurated President of Mexico.He took office November 5, 1911.

Outwardly, Mexico’s stormy days were past, but the lull that followed was a brief interlude to the chaos thatwas yet to come. Peace in a country once riled is a ficklething. Madero surrounded himself with soft-steppingdreamers, like himself, who gazed at the stars in aestheticdelight, deafening themselves to the rumble of the approaching storm.

As a ruler Madero was a failure. His year and four months in office produced none of the Utopian bliss hehad promised the laboring classes. His promises failedto materialize; he stood still when he should have been onthe run.

The first major thunderbolt came with news that General Orozco, intent upon the overthrow of the Madero government, was in organized revolt. This was in March, 1912. Orozco got a following, claiming that Madero wasspineless — a false prophet and a betrayer. Several townsin Chihuahua already had fallen to the Orozco troops.
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Top: Villa, posing in uniform, sits for picture with another one of his wives.
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Colonel Guissepi Garibvaldi and General Pascual Oroxco.




Villa hastily laid aside his butcher knives and went to Mexico City to consult with the president. Madero received him warmly, accepted the erstwhile bandit’s offerof help, and got in touch with Governor Gonzales. Withcustomary vigor, Pancho returned to Chihuahua City,was summarily put in command of a large force of men,and went in search of the traitorous Orozco. He struckfirst at Parral, capturing the garrison and quieting thingsgenerally. Orozco and his men fled into the mountains.

Madero, still pacing the floor of his astral heights, ordered Villa to take his troops to Jimenez, Chihuahua;there Pancho was to report to General Huerta. Anotheruprising was rumored to be in the offing in that locale.

Huerta’s game of waiting was still progressing. Behind thick-lensed glasses his black eyes masked his cruelty and cunning. He felt only contempt for Madero; but hishate for the uncouth Villa was a searing flame. Villa hadwon all the applause and had stolen the spotlight. Huertafumed.

That meeting between Villa and General Huerta can best be described by Pancho himself. “Huerta and hisstaff officers did not get up from their chairs that morningI walked into headquarters. I was dusty and tired. Allthe men there were dressed in gala uniforms. But becauseI was not in the regular army I was wearing my usual oldclothes.

“I never forgot the way those men looked me up and down as if I were a stray mongrel that smelled bad. Myloyalty to the president was the only reason I was there,but right then I wished I had been miles away. Later,when Huerta had Madero assassinated, I lived from thatmoment on to square things with Huerta.”

With no effort to disguise his feelings, Huerta assigned Villa and his cavalry to quarters. Tension mounted between the two leaders. Trouble was inevitable. But itcame sooner than expected, all through Villa’s inordinatelove of horse-flesh.

A horse disappeared one night from a neighboring rancher’s corral. Next day Villa was seen riding theanimal. The indignant rancher loosed his wrath uponGeneral Huerta. The seething Indian commander detailedsome staff officers to arrest Pancho. Andale!

Villa exploded when the officers suggested arrest for his larceny. “This horse is mine!” Villa roared. “Yousniveling bastards can go to hell .... and take Huertawith you!”

He was still charging the welkin with unprintable phrases as the officers stalked off. That night he wassleeping soundly when a detail of soldiers roused him. Thetroopers' guns were cocked and leveled. They were takingno chances with the man who could wield a butcher knifewith such dexterity.

“Come," said the officer in command.

Confronted by Villa, Huerta let loose a tirade that all but blistered the white-washed walls. Villa was given nochance to defend himself. “You have insulted me, ColonelVilla!" Huerta shouted darkly. “You are a common thief.The horse you have stolen is punishable by death .... andthat’s what it will be — death! You will be executed bya firing squad at five o'clock in the morning!"

The camp was stunned when the news spread of Huerta’s verdict. Under heavy guard, Villa was imprisoned. What his emotions were that night, no one canknow. In the darkness of his cell he stared into emptyspace. He loved life, but death held no horror for him.

What else happened that night assumes all the elements of a movie thriller, perfectly timed. In camp was MajorRaoul Madero, the president’s brother. The major wasexceedingly fond of Villa; he knew that Villa was sometimes incorrigible, but the ex-butcher was loyal to theMadero Cause.

Major Madero secretly wired the president explaining the situation. No reply came back. Midnight came andpassed. More anxious waiting. Another wire, frantic withappeal, sped on its way to the capital. Major Madero pacedthe floor, his face pale, drawn. Dawn was breaking. Thenclick, click .... clickety-click ....

Major Madero snatched the message from the telegraph operator. It was a reprieve for Villa from the presidentof Mexico. The major raced out to his horse, leaped astride.

Villa was standing in front of the execution wall. He had refused the blindfold. His head was held high, hiseyes feverish with contempt for death. The firing squadmembers raised their rifles at a barked command. Justthen up wheeled Major Madero, waving a telegram thatsaved Villa’s life.

The incident that followed is one that commentators have related in many strange ways, and no two storiescoincide. What happened was that Huerta, livid withfrustration, forced Villa to crawl through the dust to where he stood near the firing squad. And in order to save his own life, Villa obeyed.

“It was the most humiliating experience of my whole life,” Villa said later.

In El Paso, years after, the dying Huerta spoke of this incident and said regretfully, “I should have killed Villathat day regardless of Madero’s reprieve. It was one ofthe biggest mistakes I ever made.”

Villa was taken to Mexico City and placed in the penitentiary instead of being shot. Here he had plenty of time for meditation. His thoughts were far from languid lovedreams about Luz Corral. Night and day he thought ofone thing: how he could kill General Huerta.

He worked with avid patience, while another actor entered the scene. This man was Carlos Juaregui, Clerkof the Military Court. He and Villa became close friends;they had long secretive talks. From a mysterious source,Villa got money — more than enough to buy favors. Thismoney unquestionably came from the Maderos.

At high noon one day Villa, his mustache shaved off, walked boldly out of the penitentiary. Certain guardsturned their heads. At the railroad yards Villa met hiscohort, Juaregui. They climbed aboard a freight train andwent into hiding. Upon arrival in Chihuahua City theyhid in the homes of some political friends. The Huertafaction raged: Get Villa, dead or alive!

In Juarez Villa found a friend who helped smuggle him across the line into El Paso. South El Paso has always been called “Little Chihuahua”. It is a district ofshabby tenements, dark alleys and blaring honkytonks,cheap hotels and brothels, squalor, pestilence, beggars,half-naked urchins and eyesore facades.

Here is poverty at its worst, life at its ugliest, and death a surcease from travail. The population is mostlyMexican; there are a few Chinese and Greeks. At nightsthe lighted store fronts reveal a motley stream of humanityalong the walks. Cries of hawkers rise above the stridentundertone of traffic. From a sagging balcony a child wailsfitfully, a mother scolds. In a gloomy stairway a hollow-eyed girl with lips too red smiles at a passing boy; shespeaks suggestively. He nods and follows her. In anotherdoorway the bedraggled figure of a man stirs, lifts his head,mumbles his sneers.

Little Chihuahua! Hotbed for years of Mexican intrigue and an incubator of Mexican revolutions—a sanctuary of the damned, a hide-out for political refugees, a melting pot of restless, stirring, sweaty humanity.

A tourist steps out the front door of the elegant Paso del Norte Hotel. He faces El Paso Street. Three blockssouth is Little Chihuahua. He looks off in that direction.The Chamber of Commerce winces. We're fixing to cleanup that squalor, a man says. The visitor smiles; he heardthe same thing in El Paso thirty years ago.

In the dingy, odorous hallways of a Little Chihuahua “hotel” a heavy-shouldered Mexican with burning eyesasked a frowsy witch of a woman for a room. She eyedhim with unveiled suspicion, this landlady of garlic aroma.

“You have money?” she demanded, in Spanish.

The man nodded.

“You’ll have to sign the record. It’s the law, and the police are not to be tampered with. Pay me now in advance.And what did you say your name was, mister?”

The man said quietly, “Doroteo Arango.”




No preening dowagers, mindful of El Paso’s social whirl, sought out the colorful Pancho with gilt-edged invitations to attend the glittering balls and banquets of agay city. Lost in the squalor of South El Paso, he was atthe low-tide ebb of his erratic career. He was an outcast,a fugitive from the blood-red turbulence of his own country.

January 13, 1913, the El Paso Times carried the following brief news item: “All doubts as to the whereabouts of Colonel Pancho Villa, the federal volunteer army officerwho recently escaped from prison in Mexico City, wherehe had been placed for insubordination on orders fromGeneral V. Huerta, were removed last night when he waslocated in a South El Paso street rooming house by a Timesreporter.

“Villa would not talk for publication. He said he did not care to discuss his escape from the penitentiary, norwould he tell how he crossed the border. At his room inthe hotel were four bodyguards stationed at various placesabout the house. When seen by the Times representative,Villa was armed with two revolvers and a large dirk.”




If, however, Villa’s sudden appearance in El Paso caused little disturbance in police and social circles, his snow-balling eminence in Mexico was under way. The tideof prominence was suddenly to turn and miraculously lifthim to breath-taking heights.

Always about Villa was the aura of mystery. His cloak-and-dagger escape from the penitentiary enhancedthat mystery. In smelly squalor, he was dramatic. He sentand received strange messages; his contacts with the“higher ups” in Mexico were common knowledge. “Things”were happening; no one knew for sure quite what.

Villa watched the events in Mexico City from afar, but nonetheless keenly. His love for Madero bordered onadulation. His hate for Huerta, Orozco and his “RedFlaggers” was like a horrible disease eating away at him.He made sudden and mysterious trips to Los Angeles,always reappearing in one of the lowlier dives in SouthEl Paso.

Pancho learned to speak a smattering of English; his penned signature took on the Spencerian flourishes of anartist. He was not a drinker, but he would sip beer andwatch amusedly as others got thick-tongued. And, exceptfor an occasional cigarette puff, he avoided tobacco.

“Pancho never seemed to have time to smoke or drink,” Manuel Gonzales said. “But let a woman smile at Panchoand he would cavort around like a lewd colt.”

Pancho’s sudden appearance in a side-street barroom charged the place with as much excitement—possibly more—than if Saint Augustin had walked in to the accompaniment of blaring trumpets. Men trailed after him, hopefulof a nod or a smile. He bought drinks promiscuously,waving at the mob; he swaggered; he hinted of esoterichappenings; he flashed much money. And the Mexicansof South El Paso went wild, their hysterical cries for thegreat Pancho rising to monstrous reverberations.

Nor were the Mexicans in El Paso alone in this hue and cry. In Chihuahua, in Mexico City and far-off Coahuila, the enslaved masses shouted the magic name. They weretired of Madero; they hated Huerta; they scoffed at thecolorless Orozco. They wanted .Villa! Villa, who was aone time slave! Villa, who knew how to fight and kill, theMexican way! Ah, Señor, they cried, he can save Mexico;he will give us food to fill our bellies; he is brave anddaring ....




[image: ]

Top Left: Victoriano Huerta, one-time president of Mexico, who fled from the country, later dying in El Paso, Texas.

Top Right: Villa conferring with an unidentified staff officer.

Above: Bodies strewn along street in Parral after one of the many revolutionary battles.




In Mexico City, a weary, nerve-tense American Ambassador was in constant touch with Washington. The roaring revolutionary tornado was already in the outskirts of theMexican Babylon. An American newspaper's headlinesscreamed: 5 MILLION ROUNDS OF AMMUNITIONSHIPPED INTO REPUBLIC FROM U. S.

Washington favored Madero, distrusted Huerta, and chose to ignore the clamor for Villa. Senator WilliamAlden Smith, Chairman of the Senate Committee investigating Mexican affairs, let go a broadside: “Approximately 5 million rounds of ammunition have been shippedfrom New Orleans to Mexico since the neutrality proclamation was issued by President Taft last spring. It appearsthat the Madero faction in Mexico has been permitted toget unlimited quantities of arms and ammunition, whilehis opponents have been forced to comply with the president's proclamation."

But Washington kept thumbs down on Huerta, flatly promising him no recognition if he came into power. Therewere even dark hints of intervention, and subtle politicaljabs that infuriated Huerta to the point of fiery denunciation. Warnings flew thick and fast. Washington hadstuck out its proverbial neck; there was no pulling it backnow.

One incensed editorialist, a prenatal internationalist, raged: “We shall send our soldiers into Mexico, if need be.American and English investments, as well as lives, mustbe protected . . .




The storm broke overnight, frightful in its fury, terrifying in its devastation. For exactly a fortnight it raged, starting February 10, 1913 and ending February 24. Headlines and front-page articles from the El Paso Times tellthe story with admirable vigor.

Feb. 10, 1913

ANOTHER REVOLT IN CITY OF MEXICO IS CHECKED BY THE BRAVERY OF PRESIDENT MADERO AND 1,000 LOYAL TROOPS NOW WITH HIM.

Feb. 11:

MADERO IS CONFIDENT OF VICTORY.

Feb. 12:

TERRIBLE STREET ARTILLERY DUEL RAGED ALL DAY YESTERDAY IN MEX CAPITAL.

FOUR ARMORED U. S. CRUISERS ORDERED TO FOUR PRINCIPAL MEX PORTS

These transports will receive troops, should further action be deemed necessary. The purposemerely is to take precautionary steps to protectAmericans and foreigners in the City of Mexico,should conditions of violence continue and anarchysucceed.

The attitude of the government still is strongly against intervention and it was determined to takeno step at this time which would commit us to sucha policy, and to take only reasonable precautions tomeet an exigency which is earnestly hoped and believed will not arise.

Feb. 14:

MEXICO CITY BATTLE CONTINUED ALL YESTERDAY WITHOUT BRINGING THE GENERALLY EXPECTED RESULTS.

PRESIDENT MADERO SAYS THE PROMISED CRUSHING BLOW WAS NOT DELIVERED FOR HUMANITARIAN REASONS; THE ENGAGEMENT YESTERDAYWAS CONTINUATION OF ARTILLERY DUEL WITHMUCH DESTRUCTION OF LIFE AND PROPERTY.

Feb. 15:

FEAR OF AMERICAN INTERVENTION HAS PROBABLY CAUSED VOLUNTARY RESIGNATION OF PRESIDENT MADERO.

Feb. 16:

PRESIDENT MADERO WILL DIE BEFORE HE WILLRESIGN.

Feb. 17:

MADERO’S MESSAGE TO PRESIDENT TAFT PLEADING AGAINST AMERICAN INTERVENTION.

Feb. 18:

FIGHTING CONTINUES IN MEXICO CITY WITHOUT APPARENT DECISIVE RESULTS.

PRESIDENT MADERO CERTAIN THAT VICTORY ISIN SIGHT.

GENERAL HUERTA TO BEGIN FLANK MOVEMENT

IN WHICH HE WILL USE BOMBS AT SHORT RANGE.

GEN. BLANQUET LOYAL AND PLACED IN COMMAND OF RESERVES AT NATIONAL PALACE.

Feb. 19:

MADERO IS FORCED TO RESIGN THE PRESIDENCY OF MEXICO THROUGH THE NEW PLOT FORMEDMONDAY BY FEDERAL GENERALS BLANQUETAND HUERTA.

GEN. HUERTA PROCLAIMS HIMSELF PROVISIONAL PRESIDENT UNTIL GENERAL ELECTIONSARE HELD.

ALL OF MADERO’S CABINET PLACED UNDERARREST.

JOSE PINO SUAREZ, THE VICE PRESIDENT, WAS ARRESTED LAST NIGHT AND HELD PRISONER INANOTHER PART OF THE PALACE FROM WHEREMADERO WAS CONFINED.

Feb. 20:

GOV. OF TEXAS ON WARPATH REGARDING CONDITIONS ON THE BORDER.

JUAREZ DISLIKES NEW “PRESIDENT”.

PRES. MADERO WILL BE EXILED BY MEXICAN MILITARY GOV.

GUSTAVO MADERO EXECUTED BY CAPTORS WEDNESDAY MORNING.

HUERTA CLAIMS MADERO ATTEMPTED HIS LIFE AND MAY PREVENT EXILE: MEXICAN CONGRESSSECRETLY

ELECTS HUERTA PROVISIONAL PRESIDENT OF MEXICO.

Feb. 21:

MADERO’S ENEMIES FILE CHARGES IN ORDER TO HOLD HIM A PRISONER; ONE CHARGE FILED ISMURDER,

ANOTHER DEPLETING TREASURY, TERRAZAS WILL GET MILLIONS:'

Friends of General Luis Terrazas, known as the “Rockefeller of Mexico” received word today thatunder the changed Mexican military administration, General Terrazas would be refunded landsand cattle valued at $20,000,000, and restored tohis position of power in Mexico.

Feb. 22:

ANOTHER REVOLUTION HAS BROKEN OUT IN MEXICAN REPUBLIC IN OPPOSITION TO DEPOSINGOF MADERO

AND MILITARY RULE INSTITUTED BYCONSPIRATORS.

LOYAL MADERISTA GOVERNORS BUSY RAISING TROOPS TO BATTLE FOR THE CONSTITUTIONALGOVERNMENT.

HUERTA ADOPTS PORFIRIO DIAZ POLICY.

U. S. INTERVENES TO SAVE FALLEN PRESIDENT.

Feb. 23: (Sunday)

MADERO AND SUAREZ TRANSFERRED FROM PALACE TO PENITENTIARY; WIFE OF DEPOSEDPRESIDENT NOT ALLOWED TO SEE HIM.

Feb. 24:

(El Paso Times devoted entire front page to this story) :

PRES. MADERO AND VICE PRESIDENT SUAREZWERE SHOT AND KILLED SATURDAY NIGHT INMEXICO CITY WHILE

THEY WERE UNDER MILITARY GUARD.

Francisco I. Madero and Jose Pino Suarez are dead. In a midnight ride under guard from theNational Palace to the penitentiary they werekilled. The circumstances surrounding the deathof the deposed president and vice president of therepublic are unknown except as given in officialaccounts which do not conform in all cases. Theonly witnesses were those actually concerned inthe killing. The tragedy occurred shortly after midnight. Madero and Suarez were placed in an automobile which was accompanied by another car andescorted by a hundred rurales commanded by Commandant Francisco Cardenas and Colonel RafaelPimiente.

With instructions not to outdistance the escort, the cars moved slowly. No incident occurred untilthey reached the point near the penitentiary, wherein an open place, the guards’ attention was attracted, according to the official version, to a group ofpersons following. Shots were fired at the escortout of the darkness.

The rurales closed in and ordered the prisoners out of the car. Thirty of the guards surroundedthe prisoners, while the remainder disposed themselves to resist an attack. About fifty men, someafoot and some mounted, threw themselves upon the detachment guarding the cars and the exchange of shots lasted 20 minutes, when the attacking party fled. The dead bodies of Madero and Suarez were found.


Reports of the murder of Madero and Suarez reached Huerta in a matter of minutes. It is said he spent thenight drinking copitas, smiling and jesting with intimatepoliticos. Behind his thick-lensed spectacles his black eyeswere feverish with new plans. Had not Diaz called hima man of Destiny? He had never liked Madero. What didit matter if the finger of murder-guilt pointed his way?

“Men,” he said, “do not have the intelligence to guide themselves. They must be told, and led.”







6.

Tiger of the North


THE day after Madero’s murder, Governor Abran Gonzales of Chihuahua was assassinated. Political tyrants in Mexico City, like checker players, were sacrificing men to make final victory complete.

With the fire-and-fall-back tactics of a fourth rate revolutionary, Orozco rushed into the spotlight with criesof allegiance for Huerta. And because of the untenablefurore, Huerta, grasping at thin straws of support, accepted Orozco’s alleged loyalty as bona fide, and sent hisrag-tag army afield to quiet the rioting masses.

When word reached Villa of the deaths of Madero, Suarez and Gonzales, the ex-butcher raged and cursed andcried. When the storm of his passions had subsided hespoke in a voice husky with hate:

“Squaring accounts with Huerta is all that matters.”

Again the desire for revenge was his motivation; and, as pointed out, he was not fighting for, but against.

February 27, 1913, Pancho vanished from El Paso as mysteriously as he had arrived there. Carlos Jauregui,his prison benefactor, went with him. West of El Paso,near the smelter, horses, supplies and other men were waiting for them in the high salt cedar that flanked the river.

They crossed the Rio Grande that night, heading into the black-shadows of Chihuahua where fate was to playa strange hand. From the inky heavens peered downVilla's star, its twinkling radiance like a benediction.Thorny mesquite tore at the riders’ pants legs as they rodethrough the chaparral at the toe of the Juarez mountains.

They came to plowed fields and halted. Some of the men dismounted and stole up to adobe hovel. The dimfigure of a half-dressed man answered their furtive knock.There was whispered talk.

“Come,” the peon was told. “Villa is waiting. He is to lead us. We are meeting at the dam outside ChihuahuaCity. Pancho will give us liberty and crush Huerta beneath his boot heel. Tell your old woman to pass the wordon to other men. If you have a gun, get it and come.”

The man was back inside the house but a moment. He kissed his wife, his sleeping children. He was tremblingwith excitement; his eyes were those of a man mesmerized.He was caught in the spell. The great Pancho needed him!What did it matter if he suffered and died? Life now wasa living hell.

“Viva Villa!” he cried fervently.

He came running to join the waiting group. He had a horse and a rifle. What else he needed. Villa would furnish. His ecstasy was a religious experience. The nightseemed to echo the vibrant, thrilling, soul-stirring whisper:Viva Villa!

The group rode on, adding to their numbers at each adobe jacal and scattered village. At the head of the cavalcade rode Villa, grim-faced and silent. The tide had turned;in a few short months he was to become dictator of theState of Chihuahua, then all of Mexico, in one of the mostincredible handsprings into prominence the world hasever seen.




In exactly three weeks after his El Paso exodus, Villa had an army of three thousand men, mounted and heavilyarmed. Chihuahua City was his goal, but with Orozcofirmly entrenched there under the Huerta banner, Villastruck at smaller towns — and won them to his side.

In Mexico City, Huerta waited, angry but confident, finding surcease from worry by bottle-tippling. It galled him no end because the new presidente of the United States, Woodrow Wilson, refused to recognize him as Mexico'sruler; but he masked his wrath, referring to Wilson as“a great man of much intelligence."

Events now began happening with the rapid-fire outburst of a Gatling gun. The towns of Parral, Jimenez and Torreon fell before Villa’s onslaughts. He converted orkilled. He and his men rode like Apaches possessed, andfought like demons. Men flocked to the Villa Cause, shouting and singing. He was a demi-god, cursed by his enemies,idolized by the masses. Again American newspapers frontpaged him in screaming headlines. Newsmen, caught byhis glamor, made of him a Robin Hood, a sweat-stainedknight with lofty ideals, a Sir Galahad with outlandishmanners, a heller with the women, a military genius, aone-man army, a purveyor of lewd stories, and God’s giftto Mexico.

But Villa was not alone in the revolutionary field. In the State of Coahuila, a man named Venustiano Carranzahad recruited an army against Huerta. Carranza, fifty-four years of age at the time, was tall and compactly built.He had served as governor of his home state; he was a manof affluence and wealth. Although wealthy by inheritance,and a hacendado, he had been devoted follower of Madero.

Carranza was a man of much academic intelligence; he had not the dreams of Madero, nor the cunning of Huerta;but he was a schemer, a politician. His iron-grey mustachios and patriarchal beard lent impressiveness to hisaustere posing. Behind steel-rimmed spectacles his eyescould glare; but he practiced the amenities of courtlybehavior.

To Carranza, Pancho was crude, obscene, primitive. He disliked Villa passionately; he was bitterly jealous ofVilla’s favor with the American press — of Pancho’s popularity with the unpredictable gringos.

Carranza, terming himself "First Chief of the Constitutionalist Army,’’ however, was too astute a politician to display his true feelings. He wrote Villa, beseeching theex-butcher to join him. Pancho wrote back a cracklingrefusal that rolled back the dignified Carranza’s scalp.

With a mighty effort to control himself, Carranza visited Pancho in Parral. He scolded Villa for cold-bloodedly executing Huerta officers and soldiers; he decried theatrocities laid to Villa. He, Carranza, didn’t condone theplundering and thieving enjoyed by the Villa men. Couldn’the, Villa, realize that such horrendous acts would eventuallybring down the wrath of the United States upon them?And they needed the gringos good will; also gringo guns,bullets and money.

Consider the Great Cause, harped Carranza.

Villa laughed, belched, and walked away.

Carranza fumed and pouted. The only help he could depend upon now would come from Alvaro Obregon, a fiery-tempered young revolutionist whose views coincided withthe disgruntled Carranza.




The next two years were to see Villa’s star glitter with a brilliance that dazzled the entire world. It is an era ofnightmarish fact that reads like absurd fiction; it is a stageset wherein all the actors go berserk and start fightingamong themselves, unmindful of the rioting audience, untilVilla grabs the prompt book and spotlight, restores order,and is bowled over by the down-crashing curtain.

It is a tableau of dirt and blood, of intrigue and treachery, of laughter and tears. Indeed, it was a spectacle of such outlandish grotesqueries and paradoxes and contradictions that it is little wonder the historians become confused.Battle followed battle in such swift procession as to bewilder a mathematical wizard.

But wherever there was something happening, there was Villa. His sense of the dramatic and theatrical timingwere an innate gift. As a military strategist he gainedrecognition as a genius; his every move was swift, daring.He did the impossible. He shattered Mexican tradition byfighting at night and disregarding siestas.

He was unpredictable as a tornado, and just as devastating. If he was a murderer, cruel and sadistic, he was also, at times, a maudlin sentimentalist. He had his vices andhis virtues; he was a paradoxical paragon. But alwayshe was a great actor.

Because of his ferocity he was called “The Tiger Of The North." His battle strategy was often elemental, butit brought results. Prior to the bloody battle of Torreon,Villa called in his staff officers for a conference. Variousopinions concerning battle plans were discussed by themen; they began haggling, each trying to impress Panchowith his own knowledge of military warfare.

Villa sat in silence, amused. Then he rose like a great stevedore, his eyes stabbing the group. “Compañeros,”he said acidly, “tomorrow we take Torreon. Each of youhave your own ideas of attack. Tomorrow morning weshall all meet at seven o’clock in the city square. Those ofyou who are not there will be executed. That is all.”

Next morning at seven o’clock, Pancho put in his appearance at the city square. The shooting had stopped. His staff officers were there, waiting. They had beenthere since six o’clock.




Several years ago a viejo who called himself Perro Negro — Black Dog — was care-taker of the Juarez graveyard. This gnome-like guardian of the graves, toothlessand crippled, hobbled along on a wooden leg like a tiredcentipede. His wizened face was the shriveled mask of apirate; his bloodshot eyes mirrored gore and tragedy. Butwith all his shocking physical aspects, Perro Negro waskind. His smile and politeness were those of a third-ratemortician. He liked to talk.

November 14, 1913, Villa first captured Juarez with hardly a shot being fired. He struck like lightning. Atmidnight a freight train, on schedule, wheezed into thestation near the center of town. The station-master,wiping sleep from his eyes, took one look as the car doorsflew wide, started to yell, then dropped dead from a singleshot.

Villa’s Dorados swarmed out of the box cars. They swept over the town like flood waters from a broken dam.Federal soldiers at the garrison, taken completely by surprise, dropped their rifles and surrendered. Most of theFederal officers, believing Villa to be two hundred milesaway, were enjoying themselves in a main street cantina,drinking themselves to victory. They were captured withall the formality of Mexican politeness. Visiting El Pasoans left drinks untouched and headed for the internationalbridge like blatting sheep.

Within two hours the mopping up exercises were over. It was a rich haul for Villa; the bank vaults yielded muchwealth; many of the prisoners were Villa traitors andpolitical enemies who had caused the ex-Chihuahua butcheruntold misery.




[image: ]



Pedro R. Gomez, called “The Dead Man”, was a major in Villa’s Dorados.He was wounded In battle 2 times, captured and executed with 5 shots, giventhe “grace” shot twice—one in foreheadand one behind the ear—a total of 9shots, all in one day, AND LIVED!
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One of the few pictures of ..Villa in uniform.
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"Battle of the Ditch Bank” outside Juarez. Man crouched in center of picture is Tracy Richardson.




At dawn, seventy-five of the prisoners — many of them high-ranking officers — were selected for execution.In the chill of early morning they were marched out to thegraveyard. From building tops in El Paso the Americanospeered through field glasses, horrified. Along the Juarezstreets the natives watched the death-processional in awedsilence. It was war, they whispered. Men must die inwar. They shrugged.

At the execution wall the prisoners, haggard and pale, lined up for death. There were no heroics among thedoomed men. Most of them smoked. All of them refusedthe blindfold. They glanced at the rising sun; they lookedat one another. Their scorn for death was superb.

One of them smiled wanly, said, “It will be warm today. I hope they bury us soon. I should hate to be bloated."

The firing squad formed. A straggling line of witnesses stood in the background, shaken and silent. Eyes brimmed with tears. One witness, convulsed with sobs,turned away and began to vomit.

From a group of officers suddenly stepped Villa. His heavy, round face was dark; his eyes were burning coalsas he faced his captives.

One of the prisoners said, “I beg of you, Señor Villa—”

He got no further. In one of his maniacal tantrums, Villa screamed himself hoarse. “Shut up, you back-stabbingtraitor! I don’t want to hear your begging. You’ve lived offthe fat of the land while we’ve starved. You’re lice—dogs—sons of goats .... hear me? Now die ....’’

Without waiting for blasts from the firing squad, Villa began emptying his own forty-five pistol. A frightenedsubordinate handed him another loaded pistol, and thenanother. Prisoners toppled to the ground. Blood soakedinto the dirt. A raging Villa cursed and killed ....

The horrors of that blood-red dawn were in Perro Negro's eyes forever after. He witnessed that mass shooting. Later he had helped bury the bodies. When I methim, years ago, he pointed to the bullet-pocked adobe wall;he stood where the prisoners had been; he posed, mimickingVilla, his right arm extended as if holding a gun, and saying,“Boom . . . Boom . . .’’

In atrocious Spanish he said, “Some of them pitched forward, Señor. Others leaped into the air, like frighteneddogs. But they all died bravely. All but the man on theend. Ah, he was only a boy, and frightened. He turnedto run, as a rabbit runs. Villa shot him before he reachedthe corner of the wall. Ah, what a sight, Señor. Wouldyou like to see the body of the boy who ran?”

“His body is here?” I asked.

“Come, Señor” said Perro Negro proudly.

We walked past the bleak, sandy mounds of sagging wooden crosses, where occasional fruit jars contained flowers as dead and ugly as the cadavers beneath. Mid-way ofthe cemetery Perro Negro paused, then lifted an ancient,cellar-like door. A creaky ladder afforded us passage intothe dingy, lime-splattered vault. In the darkness of thesmall, earthen tomb a crude coffin was visible. Beneaththe glass lid lay a corpse.

Outside again the fresh air, I said, “What did you think of Villa, Perro Negro?”

Black Dog rolled his eyes. “Ah, what a man was Pancho! He did things, Señor!”




In the heat of battle, during the capture of Jimenez, Pancho and several of his Dorados came charging downa side street on lathered horses. A small girl, crying andclutching a tattered doll, stumbled and fell in her franticeffort to reach the sidewalk gate of a parochial school. Agood Sister came running to the rescue, oblivious of theflying bullets.

Villa wheeled up, bellowing at his men, letting loose a blistering reprimand at the Sister. Then he caught aglimpse of the tearful urchin and saw the tell-tale pallorthat comes from hunger. He leaped from his horse, clutched the girl up in his arms while tears filled his eyes.

“She is hungry, Sister?” he asked.

“Soldiers have confiscated most of the food in town,” the Sister said humbly.

“You shall have food!” Villa promised.

A wagon load of food and supplies was delivered to the convent that night. As dictator of Chihuahua, Panchosaw to it that the state supplied all the schools with necessary funds for maintenance. He “adopted” several childrenthrough agents, sent them to the United States for theireducation, and paid the expenses out of his own pocket.To this day those “children” have no idea that their benefactor was Pancho Villa.

Louisa Villa was a favorite niece of Pancho’s. When she was small he bounced her on his knee; he got down onthe floor and amused her with his antics. He laughed whenshe laughed. He bought her a huge doll that said, “Mama.”Louisa grew up to be a beautiful girl. El Paso washer home.

“Uncle Pancho,” she said quietly, “was one of the kindest men I’ve ever known. He loved children so very much.”


7.

Star at the Zenith


IT was bitterly cold that night of December 11, one of Villa’s aides-de-camp related. “Aftermoving through San Jesus Pass we could seethe enemy campfires near the Camargo railroad station. The Federalistas were huddledaround those fires trying to keep warm.

“The winter wind whipped out of the north, freezing us to the marrow. We tried running and jumping to keepfrom dying, but the exercise didn’t help. Villa’s orderswere not to build any fires for fear the enemy would detectus. But by midnight the cold was so terrible we wereafraid the horses would freeze to death.

“Villa came down the line of men then with orders to go ahead and build fires. My orderly and I soon had afire going. We were behind a small hill. I took some ofthe hot ashes and made a bed. We were without blankets,so I wrapped myself in an old coat and laid down on thehot ashes. For a while I felt relief, but three hours laterI awakened so stiff and cold I could hardly move. The coatI had been sleeping in was ashes.

“We were to attack at six o’clock. The minutes dragged. I kept looking at my watch. The soldiers were huddled together in groups. They were so cold their faces were blue.They kept asking what time it was. They wanted the battleto start so they could warm their hands on the hot barrelsof their rifles.

“Villa kept walking up and down the line. Several times I heard him say, ‘God, it’s cold. God, it’s cold.’

“At last the word came for the attack. The men came to their feet and stumbled forward, heading for the station. General Uribe’s men opened fire first. Villa instructed hisDorados to attack the home of General Rosalio Hernandezand bring him in dead or alive. We went there but foundhis home deserted.

“Villa then led us back to the station. We heard a lot of shooting, but it sounded like a one-sided battle. Whenwe got to the scene of battle we saw what was happeningthen. The Federalistas, newly arrived from southern Mexico, were completely unaccustomed to the cold. They wereactually frozen as stiff as statues. Their rifles were intheir arms, but their trigger fingers were frozen.

“Our men advanced, shooting and yelling for them to drop their guns. Our men didn’t understand at first. Theywanted to get the battle over. The poor enemy devils criedout in pain and terror as they dropped to the ground.

“Nobody will ever know the horror of that sight except the men who were there. Everywhere I looked were corpsesand blood on the ground. The nearby box-cars drippedblood. Some of the enemy escaped, but very few of them.General Uribe reported that General Hernandez had beenin town, but had fled, leaving a considerable sum of moneybehind.

“General Uribe’s talk stopped as a screaming, hysterical woman came running up to Villa. She dropped to herknees in front of him, sobbing, her arms outstretched.

“ ‘Please do not kill my husband! In your mother’s name, please let him live!’

“Villa asked her who her husband was. She described him, saying that General Uribe had ordered some soldiersto take him away. Her husband, she said, was a civiliangovernment employee. Then Villa turned to Uribe, askinghim about the man.

“General Uribe replied, ‘General, it is too late. He is already gone.’

“The woman, hearing the truth, rose to her feet. Never have I seen such hatred and loathing on a woman’s face.She had the immense courage peculiar to our women. Shebeat Villa’s chest with her fists. She spit on him. Sheshrieked, ‘Assassin, thief! You murdering son of a bitch!Why don’t you kill me ....?’

“I saw Villa’s pistol leap into his hand. The shot almost tore off the woman’s head. I looked away, sick to my stomach. Such crimes, I knew, were a necessary part ofthe revolution.’’

Mention should be made here of Villa's famed Dorados. They were organized in Ascension, Chihuahua, in 1913,and were called Villa's personal bodyguard. The groupconsisted of three squadrons of one hundred men in eachsquadron.

Each Dorado owned two horses. He was equipped with a 7mm carbine, a brace of .44 caliber Colt pistols, and 300rounds of ammunition. He was an early day commando,a man chosen carefully for his iron nerve and courage.

In need of a quick victory, Villa sent in his “Golden Ones.” If his ragtag peon soldiers began retreating, theDorados turned the tide of battle. They were his shocktroops, his pride and joy. He knew all of them by name.He purchased them 5-X Stetsons and olive drab uniforms.He had them drilled until they pranced with the precisionof the White Horse Guard.

During one of his meetings with General Hugh L. Scott in Juarez, Villa insisted that the American general witnesshis Dorados perform on the parade grounds. After theDorados had galloped past in rigid formation, Villa said:“How do you like them, General?”

Said General Scott: “As a cavalry unit, General Villa, I assure you that I consider it, the first in America.”




“The men of Villa's staff,” Manuel Gonzales said, “were as different in disposition, breeding and temperament as men could be.”

One of Villa’s “chosen few” was Felipe Angeles, one time president of Chalputepec, the military college. Hehad studied in France; he had the intelligent face and eyesof a devout scholar. As an artillery strategist, he was agenius, an authority, an author of text books. Small andrather delicately built, he was anything but a robust adventurer.

Upon Madero's assassination, General Felipe Angeles returned to Mexico. He had been a loyal believer in Madero. He believed in The Cause as religiously as a manbelieves in the Diety. His friendship for Villa was foundedon understanding; their abiding devotion for each otherwas another paradox.
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Top: Villa soldiers on move through the mountains.

Middle: A troop train pulls out of Chihuahua City

Bottom: Bodies of men killed by Villa in the Juarez cemetery.




Rodolfo Fierro was another of Villa’s intimates. If Villa was immoral, Fierro was doubly so. Fierro ostensibly set out to out-do the master. He won the name “The Butcherer” — proudly so. His homicidal complex was as revolting to the civilized man as cannibalism.

Fierro simulated Villa’s swagger. A one-time railroader, he excelled in the business of moving troops via the steel rails. For this reason alone Villa kept him onhis staff. Fierro had beady black eyes, a heavy head ofhair and a mustache. He was tall and powerfully built.Men feared him, hated him, distrusted him.

He killed men, he admitted, because he liked to watch death come into their eyes. He enjoyed the sight of blood.Not a drop of sentimentality or kindness was in him. Ithas been claimed that he killed at least one prisoner beforebreakfast each morning; then ate a huge meal. He drankheavily, but was never known to become intoxicated.

The quarrels between Villa and Fierro were many, and violent. Why Villa did not kill Fierro on variousoccasions still remains a mystery. Or why Fierro, withambitions of his own, did not murder Villa is puzzling.Whatever the reasons, it remains a fact that Fierro, amurderous enigma, took Villa’s tongue-lashings stoically;he remained at Villa’s side, loyal to the end, like a greatmastiff with a lust for blood.

General Borunda was another. He was a short man, of round, cherubic face and restless eyes. On occasion hewas impetuous and gay; then again he was moody andsullen. Like Fierro, he had no more fear of death thanof a spring shower. He killed and enjoyed it, but not withFierro’s gargantuan appetite.

Tomas Urbina was an original member of Villa’s outlaw bunch. Fat-bellied and short, Urbina trailed along at Villa’s coat-tail for one thing: gold! His love of moneyamounted to a mania. When banks or stores were looted,Urbina was there. He could neither write nor add figures,but he knew how to hoard money, this mustached, round-faced little man.

He walked with a chicken waddle, this Urbina. He professed a great love for Villa; and in return, Villa trustedhim. He wept easily, but treachery and cunning were inhim like a poison. Love of gold was his downfall. Villa,suddenly aware of Urbina’s treachery, reluctantly killedthe little fat man.

Villa displayed strange whims; his perspective was often out of focus. He distrusted men and women alike;but, strangely, the men he trusted most were the ones whorooked him. But that he dominated the lives of men like Fierro, Borunda, Urbina and Angeles is a tribute to Villa’s power.




With the capture of Juarez, Villa turned his army of four thousand men toward Chihuahua City. His star wasat the zenith. He struck at Chihuahua, again employingtactics that caught the defenders off balance. He struckwith all the ferocity of the ancient Aztecs. Like hunger-crazed wolves, his soldiers swarmed over the town. Thiswas December 3, 1913.

Villa, now dictator of the State of Chihuahua, went into action with an energy and zest that inspired other men.He re-equipped his army with captured loot; he organizedthe White Cross, which was to care for the wounded; herelegated capable men to duties with the aplomb of a directing fire-chief. And the results were startling.

El Paso hailed the great Villa with a deluge of gilt-edged invitations, favors and a fanaticism that we great Americans perpetrate upon heroes. But Villa smiled andsaid no. Press men, feature writers and the fawning curioustagged after him. Bands played and people waved flags.

Villa kept himself isolated. Fierro got drunk.

Villa, the disciplinarian, cracked the whip and got action. He dislodged trembling officer-holders of uncertain political views and appointed men whom he knew hecould trust. In Juarez, he cooperated with the AmericanCustom Authorities to halt the dope traffic. From overthe entire state he confiscated millions of dollars in currencyand property, rebuilt public institutions and hospitals, increased the wages of school teachers, paved streets, builtnew railroads — and won the acclaim of the people.

He executed traitors, told the Church to continue with its Cause, but not to interfere with his. He broke up hugeestates into small farms and gave the peones each a plotof land, as he had promised. He taxed the wealthy atgun-point and spent money as only Midas and Roosevelthave before or since.

General Carranza, strangling in the tide of Villa’s popularity, edged on at a snail’s pace toward Torreon. In Mexico City, Huerta continued to rant and fume.

Back in Juarez, Villa continued his lavish spending, tossing money around like confetti. From the Tri-State Grocery Company he bought a carload of lard; Endicott, Johnson & Company got a lush order for 27,624 pairs ofshoes; Jas. T. Leonard & Co., Inc., of New York got anorder for 2,500 army hats — good ones. It was a buyingspree that bolstered El Paso's business to a high watermark and excited certain money-grabbing merchants tothe point of ulcers.

Hipolito Villa, Pancho's brother, acting as a purchasing agent, went to New York and headquartered at the HotelAstor. His bank book on the Guaranty Trust Company ofNew York is one of my documentary souvenirs. The stubbook shows expenditures that are reminiscent of the NewDeal: Madero brothers were paid a total of $100,000; F. A.Sommerfield, holding an ammunition contract, was delivered checks amounting to $9275.60, $4081.00, $46,700.00,$40,000.00 and $80,000.00 — all within three weeks.

A full carload of gold and silver bullion arrived in Juarez and was immediately changed into American currency. From all indications there were several millionsplaced on deposit in New York banks, San Antonio andEl Paso. Villa's purchasing agents had the plush carpetsrolled out for them by the mercantile tycoons. The Winchester Firearms Company detailed a representative, anexpense account unlimited, to remain at Villa’s beckand call.

Canned meats and foods were bought by the trainload. Clothing, shoes and war materiel rolled into Juarez ingigantic lots. Five airplanes were bought for the Villistas.American pilots were hired at exorbitant salaries asinstructors. Wooden train coaches were converted intoarmored cars and armed with machine guns. One coach,confiscated from a wealthy mining official, was refurbishedin Old World elegance for Pancho’s private car. Expensiveautomobiles were purchased for Villa, his brother Hipolito,and Pancho’s staff.

“Buy only the best,” ordered Villa. “And plenty of it.”




Villa's fame now was front page stuff; it crowded news of the rising turmoil in Europe to page four. Redbanner heads screamed of his eminence. Washington diplomats, despising Huerta, straddled the political fence butgave sly nods to Villa's agents, and waited like a group ofuneasy Pontius Pilates.In spite of the sympathetic clamor, calliope-tooting and circus press agentry, Villa remained unchanged. He was too earthy to be swayed by the mob’sapplause. For a man who could neither read nor writehis powers of perception were uncanny. Sham, pretense,hypocrisy — these things he hated with a passion.

“He was one sow’s ear,” said Bill Greet, “who refused to be made into a silk purse for society.”

Stories and legends sprang up about Pancho that put dime fiction to shame. He was “colorful” and “different.”Writers with kite-tail imaginations filled the newspapersand magazines with stories — some of them true, some wildflights of fantasy. The fact that Villa had been a bandit,a butcher, a philanderer made good reading.

There was news-value in everything he did or said. Exaggerations ran rampant about his loves, his generosityand sentimentality, his battle valor and quixotic moods.He was a man to watch. His killings were shocking, butgood reading.

Villa often had his staff officers read to him of his various deeds. He chuckled. Such prominence seemed tovindicate his peon heritage. A few months later one ofhis agents paid an El Paso newspaper $10,000 each thirtydays for “favorable” publicity.

Again, later in his campaign, Villa and his army were encamped west of Juarez, waiting to recapture the city.Norman Walker, a crack Associated Press man, got aninterview with Villa ahead of the other newshawks. Panchoconfided that his attack would start at dawn the next day.Walker smiled, long aware of Villa’s front page propensity.

“Tomorrow is not a good day, General,” he said.

Villa looked surprised. “Why?”

Walker explained. Tomorrow, he said, was the start of the World’s Series ball games. Americanos loved baseball. The front pages would carry pictures of the players.The story of Villa’s battle would, of necessity, drop backto the classified pages.

“Americans are strange people,” said Pancho.

“They think the same of you, General Villa.”

Pancho turned to his staff officers. “We shall hold off the attack, boys, until the Americans finish their ballgame. We don’t want those ball-playing birds to crowdus off the front pages.”

The fact that Villa and his men did commit atrocities is undeniable. But has there ever been a war withoutatrocities? Many of the untidy deeds attributed to himare true; many are false. One has a choice of which toaccept and which to deny.

One story, still current, is that Ambrose Bierce, a firebrand and man of letters, left the U. S. at the age of 72 and joined Villa for one last fling at adventure — and wasbrutally murdered by Villa for his trouble. When accusedof the murder Villa made vehement denial. Admittedly,Pancho was no paragon of verity. Did he kill AmbroseBierce ? Quien sabe ?

In the spring of 1914 a cutthroat renegade named Maximo Castillo took advantage of the turmoil and beganplundering on his own. He and his pelados held up aMexican train, stole the cash aboard, then headed the traininto a burning tunnel. Fifty-one passengers and the crewwere aboard. Three of the passengers were Americans.They all died.

It was a shocking atrocity to the civilized world. Fortunately for Villa, he was in Juarez at the time. He sent soldiers out for Castillo’s hide, but the wary bandit escapedinto the U. S. He was promptly imprisoned. This incidentwas known as the Cumbre Tunnel disaster.

Another incident, just as grisly, occurred in April of 1916. Another Mexican train was held up, its huge payrolltaken. The 18 Americans aboard were cold-bloodedlymurdered. The leader of the bandits was Pancho Lopez,a Villa officer. When captured, and just before his execution, he claimed that Villa had ordered him to commit thedeed. This Villa denied just as vigorously. Was the exbutcher really guilty?




William S. Benton was bull-dog British, hot-tempered when drinking, and very demanding. His ranch and miningproperties were located near the town of Inde, Durango.

In February of 1914, he arrived in Juarez, full of demands, and about half full of bottled dynamite. Rustlers had been stealing his cattle. He wanted justice, instantly.It mattered not to him that Villa, up to his neck in personaltroubles, was busy in a conference at headquarters.
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Top:  American cavalry on the search of Villa 

Taken in the rugged mountainous region south of Columbus.

Middle: The main street of Columbus, New Mexico, as it looked in 1916,

prior to the Villa raid.

Bottom: Villa soldiers killed by American troopers during the retreat from Columbus.




Benton stormed past the outer guards to face Villa at the latter’s desk. The irate Englishman explained his mission; he wanted Villa to halt the rustling at his place,immediately. Villa ordered the man to make a quiet exit.Benton raged. Epithets bounced around the room like hail.

“Get out!” Villa roared.

Benton roared back. Then, it is claimed by witnesses, he made the horrible mistake of reaching for his pistol. Rodolfo Fierro, with his strong affinity for blood, was present.Who or how many shot first will never be known; but it isa fact that Mr. Benton’s pistol was never discharged.

Villa's American supporters winced at the unfavorable publicity which followed. In London the British lionroared, started an investigation, and demanded that Villabe extradited for trial by English courts. Benton wasburied — no one to this day knows where.

When asked of the occurrence, Villa shrugged and said, “Benton reached for his gun first. He was a plain damnfool.”





8.


The Falling Star


THAT cold March morning of March 4, 1914, ten full train loads of soldiers and materiel ofwar pulled out of the Juarez station. The populace lined the tracks, waving flags, yellingthemselves hoarse, their voices rising above themartial band music. Villa sat at a window in his privatecoach, smiling. His boots were on the floor nearby; hisfeet hurt. Across from him sat Fierro and Urbina.

“Torreon first,” said Villa. “Then Mexico City.”

Said the El Paso Times: “General Francisco Villa was welcomed back to the city of Chihuahua with unboundedenthusiasm. Half of the population was at the station tomeet him.”

In Chihuahua City, already a Villa stronghold, the train halted only long enough for more trains to join the mightyparade. Thousands of soldiers, burdened with gear, piledon top the freight cars. Some of the men had their womenwith them; these were the soldaderas, the peon-soldier’scommissariat — tragic-eyed women, squaws of the revolution, who followed their menfolk with bovine loyalty.

Somewhere up the line, two small villages made a token display of resistance. Those villagers might as well havetried to halt the floor waters of an arroyo by waving flags.The mighty tide rolled on: men swaying atop the freightcars, some singing La Cucaracha, the Villa war song, thewomen clinging to ludicrous belongings.

More than fifty thousand men! Villa's men! Artillery in command of General Angeles. The Dorados, lusting forbattle, anxious to prove their mettle. Horses and gear.Shrill-voiced soldaderas. Peones in ragged jeans andfrayed huaraches, following the Pied Piper, clutching antiquated rifles.

March 19, 1914, they had Torreon surrounded. Outlying suburbs fell, but the main part of the city fought stubbornly. A cry rose, Send in the Dorados! The GoldenOnes went in, like a mighty tornado of destruction. Noliving force could have stopped them. But it took fourteenbloody days of fighting to make victory complete. Anestimated seven thousand men — and women — died. Itwas the bloodiest battle of the entire revolution. Thewounded alone numbered thousands.

General Velasco, the Federal commander, with his shattered army remnants, retreated southward to the cityof Zacatecas.

In Mexico City, Huerta raved like a maniac. He ordered the gunboat Zaragoza to stand by at Vera Cruz, ready for instant sailing. He had it loaded with provisions.The El Paso Times said: “Sentries guard the approachesto the ship and rumors persist that she intends to takeaboard President Huerta or some other high official. Itis also rumored that she carried a large consignment ofgold.’’

Times headlines screamed: HUERTA’S END NOTFAR AWAY: HUERTA’S FRIENDS FEAR HIS REASON IS GIVING AWAY.

The noose was tightening. Huerta tried desperately to find soldiers to send to General Velasco’s assistance, buthis troops were deserting. Carranza also was making revolutionary inroads. To add to the confusion, a group ofU. S. Marines got leave of their ship in Tampico harborand went shore to see the sights. Huerta’s officials, angered at Washington’s non-recognition policy, promptly arrested the leather-necks.

Washington, thoroughly aroused, called it an international incident. They demanded release of the marines immediately. Mexican authorities acquiesced to the demand and said they were sorry. But the trouble was done;the water was boiling.

Then at Vera Cruz, trouble popped again, only louder. A ship from Germany was unloading huge quantities ofammunition. American cruisers in the harbor stood ready.Washington demanded more than just “sorry” talk fromMexico over the previous incident. Mexican officialssulked. Washington demanded action, and got it.

U. S. Marines unloaded, took possession of the ammunition-loaded ship and Vera Cruz. Shooting was inevitable. Several Mexican cadets and a few soldiers were killed. Rioting against Americans broke out in MexicoCity. Inflamed Americans north of the border said warwas at hand. Villa watched the anti-American sentimentflare, but remained silent.

General Carranza, on the other hand, made his bid for recognition. He contacted the head of the Americanforces in command of Vera Cruz. He represented himselfas “First Chief of the Constitutionalist Army.” He talkedeloquently. And the U. S. Government promised its support! The American troops were immediately withdrawn.

In the governmental palace, Huerta stood staring like a stricken man, peering down upon the city. He had seenDiaz fall by a military coup; all too vividly he rememberedthe night Madero and Suarez were assassinated. The oldIndian was done; his shoulders sagged.

The night of July 16, he fled, deafening himself to the cataclysmic upheaval behind him. A ship at Vera Cruzcarried him to Cuba, then Europe. At the same timePascual Orozco, a Huerta ally, vanished from the Mexicanscene.




Exactly one year later, in July of 1915, an El Paso-bound train was halted at Newman, a water stop twenty miles northeast of El Paso. Federal men stepped aboard.They moved among the passengers until they found thetwo men they sought. Those two men were VictorianoHuerta and Pascual Orozco.

“We want you, gentlemen,” said one of the U. S. Government men, “for conspiring against the neutrality laws existing between the United States and Mexico.”

Both men were jailed. Later they were released, after raising huge cash bonds. Orozco fled. He was killedSeptember 2 — along with five cohorts — in Green RiverCanyon, near Sierra Blanca, Texas. Orozco and his men hadstolen horses from the Bob Love ranch and were on theirway to Hot Springs, Texas, to meet with other revolutionarysympathizers. They were killed by members of the 13thCavalry, custom officials and a posse of cowboys.

Huerta broken and sick, was allowed to live with his family in El Paso. He accepted his fate with the samestoical calmness he had displayed earlier in his career.Death and tragedy were not new to him. Toward the end,he embraced religion and asked for the last rites of theCatholic church.

He died quietly, expressing a love for Mexico with his last words.




Upon Huerta’s abdication, a pro tem president appeared by the name of Eulalio Gutierrez. Villa nodded his headwith satisfaction; but Carranza, still stinging from thelash of Villa’s insults, violently disagreed as to Gutierrez’office-holding, and persuaded Obregon to join him. ThisCarranza-Obregon alliance was to eventually cause Villa’sdownfall.

In November of 1914, Villa gave the greatest performance of his career. He and his famed Dorados rolled into Mexico City on a special train. The entire populaceturned out in one of the most stupendous celebrations thecity had ever witnessed. Flags waved and people cheered,bands played and the roar of the crowd was heard milesaway.

As the automobile carrying Villa and the president of Mexico edged through the throng, it was Villa’s name thatechoed to the heavens — not the president’s. Pancho, thebandit and ex-butcher, had all of Mexico in the palm of hishand. He was a fighter, this Villa — a gambler with Life.All of Mexico was at his feet, screaming, weeping forsheer joy.

Villa smiled and waved; he glanced back at his marching Dorados and gained reassurance. In that moment his star shone its brightest.

In the days that followed, Villa visited with the new president almost daily. They discussed affairs of the government; and Villa displayed an astute knowledge of civiloperations that surprised even the most learned. He posedin the president's chair for a picture. In a secret caucushe was offered the presidency, but he turned it down.

“I am not qualified to be president,” he said. “I am a fighter, and there is still fighting to be done.”

When word reached the capital that the Carranza-Obregon forces were growing in strength, Villa hurried back to Juarez, there to buy more war supplies. Rumorhad it that Woodrow Wilson, the new U. S. president, wason the verge of accepting Villa as the Mexican governmentin toto. Such recognition was what Villa had been hopingfor.

By April of 1915, Villa had his army well-equipped and was on the march again. Word reached him that Carranzahad control of Mexico City; that General Obregon was inCelaya. Confident of victory, Villa asked his favorite general, Tomas Urbina, to join him with the Urbina troops.Why Urbina ignored this Villa order has never been determined. But ignore it he did.

Against the advice of General Angeles, Villa attacked Obregon at Celaya — and suffered a Bull Run defeat, thefirst of many to follow. He retreated to Torreon, thenChihuahua City. His star had dimmed. It has been saidthat no one can fall faster than a man who has enjoyed aperch on the top rung of a ladder.

Such was the case now with Villa. Defeat followed defeat. He shook himself like a huge mastiff who hasbeen mauled by a little Fido. Then like a bolt from theblue came a flash over the wires — that memorable day ofOctober 12, 1915:

PRESIDENT WILSON FORMALLY APPROVES PAN AMERICAN PLAN TO ACCORD RECOGNITIONTO CARRANZISTAS.

Villa at first was stunned. Then he broke loose in a tantrum so violent no man dared to talk to him. He cursedand raged; he threatened death to every American he couldlay a hand on; he called President Wilson all the hide-blistering epithets in the Mexican language.

Then, October 14 — two days later — came another jolt, as shocking as the first. The El Paso Times brokewith the following headlines and story:

THE EMBARGO OF ARMS TO MEXICO IS ON!

“The embargo on munitions became effective this morning, when military authorities held up a shipment of twenty cases of cannon powder which was presented for export to the Villa faction inJuarez. The powder will be held by military authorities. It was further announced from militaryheadquarters that any attempt to export munitionsto the Villa faction would be stopped by the military.”

The Winchester Arms representative made a swift exit; his job was done. It was up to smugglers and gunrunners to keep Villa supplied with war essentials now.General Hugh L. Scott, termed the American peace-maker,criticized President Wilson hotly, saying, “He went againstall his promises!"

In Juarez, Villista General Tomas Ornelas traitorously surrendered the town and garrison to the Carranza government without firing a shot.

To facilitate quick movement, and to gain a military coup, the United States permitted Carranza’s troops totravel by train from El Paso to Douglas, Arizona. Result:Villa’s troops suffered another defeat in Sonora.

Shall we call this American intervention?

Villa staggered under the smashing blows like a boxer dazed and hurt, knowing he was done, and knowing thatsome of the blows were below the belt line. In white-faced,helpless fury he watched his men desert. With only a fewfollowers behind him, he found refuge in the hills. Wordcame that the very people who, just a year before, hadblessed him as a hero were now calling him a bandit.

General Obregon and Carranza were the country’s idols. Villa, they said, like water, had found his level. They placeda 100,000 peso reward for his capture dead or alive.

Villa licked his sores. The new scars, like the ones on his back, would remain over his heart. He swore that hewas not done; that the entire world would hear of his “comeback." But before he made big plans he had a job to do —several of them. Again we find him ruled by his elementalinstincts and emotions. Once more the desire for revengewas like a roaring inferno inside him.

General Tomas Urbina had double-crossed him at the battle of Celaya. Also Villa knew that Urbina had absconded with a fortune in cash and jewels from the Villistacoffers.

Villa and a handful of his men made a lengthy ride to Urbina's Chihuahua rancho. The unsuspecting Urbina was caught just as he was in the act of departing for Texas —with dreams of luxurious living the rest of his days.

Villa turned to Fierro, the butcherer. “You’ll have to do it, companero,” Pancho said. “I have known Urbinatoo long Fierro emptied his pistol. The fat Urbina, his belly torn with lead, dropped to the ground, dead.

General Tomas Ornelas, the traitorous Juarez commander, was next. He died while on his knees pleading for mercy. Villa did this “job” without Fierro’s assistance.

Then Villa returned to Sonora, riding by night for safety’s sake. He began recruiting a new army, but thepeones, weary of war and bloodshed, were slow in responding. While on another mission, Rodolfo Fierro drowned.It is claimed that Villa wept like a child.

Weeks passed. One night in the mountainous region of Chihuahua, Villa called his men together. All the oldfire was back in Villa’s eyes; he had pieced together theold dreams — shoddily, perhaps, but still dreams of powerand grandeur. And revenge.

“Villa is not through!” he exhorted. “Wait and see . . .

And some of his loyal followers believed him.


9.

The Columbus Raid


IN the spring of 1916, Columbus, New Mexico drowsed in the desert silence, peaceful andcalm; and when the sun became too warm theloafers in front of Dean’s Grocery Store movedtheir chairs.

A lone Mexican trudged along the dusty, sun-baked street. Behind him trailed a sleepy burro with great bundlesof mesquite roots loading him down. Hunkered down beside the loafers a pink-cheeked youth in the uniform of aU. S. Army private grinned and said; “You don’t see sights like that back in Chicago.”
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Top: American soldiers digging graves on the outskirts of Columbus the day following the raid.

Below: American soldiers standing beside the coffins of their comrades who were killed during the Columbus raid.




One of the men, a tall, booted and big-hatted rancher,said, without turning, “There’s a heap of things you’ll see down here that you don’t see in Chicago, son. One of thethings is trouble — in big hunks.”

The soldier laughed. “If you mean Villa trouble, you’re wrong, mister. He’d never have the nerve to come thisclose to the border. Anyhow, he’s done.”

They fell silent as the noon-day train from El Paso rumbled up to a halt, hissing steam and panting, in frontof the yellow-frame El Paso & Southwestern railroad station. Jess Fuller came out of the grocery and walked thehundred yards to the station. After the train pulled out,Fuller returned to where the loafers were sitting. His facewas grave as he scanned a newspaper headline.

'Read this,” he said to one of the men. “It’s this morning El Paso Times”

The newspaper was dated March 8, 1916. The headlines and lead story said:

VILLA EXPECTED TO ATTACK PALOMAS

Information received in El Paso last night fromthe 13th cavalry, stationed at Columbus, New Mexico, was to the effect that Villa had been sighted15 miles west of Palomas Monday night and wascamped there all day Tuesday. What his plans areat this time are not known.

Villa is reported to have between 300 and 400 men with him. They are all well mounted andsince arriving near Palomas have been slaughter-large numbers of cattle.

There is but a small Carranza garrison at Palomas and it is believed that Villa intends making an attack on the town.

Those men read the story with varying opinions; they knew Villa was fighting with the desperation of a corneredpuma. But with 120 regular soldiers of the 13th cavalrystationed there in town they felt little concern for theirown safety. Colonel Slocum, the commanding officer, hadfor weeks assured the little town of 300 population thatthere was no cause for alarm.

And for weeks the inhabitants of Columbus had watched the soldiers drill. They were almighty proud of the town and the way it was growing. The soldiers spenttheir pay; the merchants thrived. Broadway, the mainstreet, ran east and west; it boasted of a hardware store operated by J. L. Walker, J. T. Dean's grocery, C. Dewitt Miller’s drug store, the Hoover Hotel and a score of smallerbusinesses.

Most pretentious of the stores was the Ravel Brothers Mercantile, on Boulevard Street. Sam and Louis Ravelwere known for miles around as stolid merchants with eyesfor business. They handled bolt goods and cooking utensilsfor the housewives ;boots, overalls for the men, and all thesundry articles a frontier folk would want.

They lived in the rear of the store. When Arthur, their twelve year old brother, came to live with them hewas immediately put to work as chore boy. They enjoyeda patronage from across the line, and went out of theirway to encourage Mexican trade. The Mexicans paid cash.If they wanted guns and ammunition, who would have theaffront to question their use for such firearms?

The Ravel brothers were not inquisitive by nature. They could out-shrug a Mexican. Did the Ravels enjoylush profits by selling the Villistas huge quantities of gunsand ammunition ? And was there a shortage of $2500 worthof war supplies to Villa — paid for in advance — whichprompted Villa to make the Columbus raid to “square theaccount?”

On Taft Street, near the railroad station, was the two-story frame Commercial Hotel, operated by Mr. and Mrs. W. T. Ritchie. Across from it was a movie theater. Opposite the railroad tracks, south of town, was the armyencampment.

One has the feeling of vast expanse in Columbus. Exactly thirty-two miles north, straddling Highway 80, is the prosperous town of Deming. South of Columbus threemiles is the boundary line. When you cross the railroadtrack in Columbus, the American Customs men halt you.Big, tall, level-eyed Jack Breen is there at the Customs station. He remembers the Villa raid well: Jack Breen wasthere when it happened.

Jack has a slow smile and the respect of everyone who knows him. “Things might have been different in Columbus,” he says,” — if it hadn’t been for the raid.”

Back of the Customs house is Villa Hill, a landmark of dark lava stone and scant brush. Directly in front ofthe Customs station is a huge arroyo — a natural ditchwhich runs parallel to the road the full three miles to theborder.

A high wire fence marks the border, running east and west for several miles. Here are the Mexican Customs; here is Palomas: treeless, sunbaked and somnolent — aquaint village of squat adobe buildings, surrounded by thelimitless brush, quiet, serene. When the mission bell tollsyou start. A rider jogs past the cantinas; a mongrel risesfrom the dust to scratch itself. Two men in huge sombrerosstand in the shade of a doorway; they speak courteously asyou pass. From out of the hush comes the tinkle of aguitar, a gentle voice in song.

“Like Columbus,” you say, “nothing much could ever happen here.”

But something did.




Juan Favela, foreman for the extensive Palomas Land and Cattle Company, was riding through the high mesquitefive miles south of the border the afternoon of March 8,1916. The Palomas Land and Cattle Company was American owned, although the vast, king-size estate was inMexico. Since early morning Juan and some vaqueros hadbeen rounding up stray cattle.

It was rough, wild country. Juan left his men and turned his horse toward the headquarters ranch, severalmiles to the west. Juan was a realist, not given to illusions.He was a capable man, highly respected for his integrity.

Suddenly, as he topped a hill, he caught a glimpse of a large force of riders below him. One glance was enoughfor him to identify the army of horse-backers. He whirledhis horse, heading for Palomas. As he shot through thecustoms gate he yelled to the Mexican officers. They recognized him and divined the import of his Paul Revere haste.

On a lathered horse he covered the three miles to the army encampment in Columbus in record time. He excitedly demanded an audience with Colonel Slocum. Thestern army colonel listened as Juan revealed his findings.Pancho Villa, said Juan, had at least five hundred menwith him; they were heading for the border; they were justsouth of Palomas; they would raid Columbus before dawn!

Colonel Slocum, a disciple steeped in the sanctity of border-lines and covenants, listened to the report calmly.He suggested that Juan go have a drink; then taper off.Juan pleaded his case. Colonel Slocum was definitely notinterested.

“Colonel Slocum should have listened to Juan Favela," Jess Fuller said later. “Why he and some of the otherofficers left Columbus that night is a mystery. LieutenantCastleman was officer of the day. He more or less tookcharge of things when the shooting started."

That night the darkness seemed filled with eerie whisperings. Stars glimmered in the heavens. The heat of the day subsided as a cool, gentle breeze sprang up. Thepungent desert air was filled with the unforgettable fragrance of grease wood.

The scattered buildings of Columbus were dark for the most part. Kerosene lamps inside the railroad stationburned dismally; a weary dispatcher sat at his desk. Twowindows in the Commercial Hotel were yellow with light.At a desk in his room a cigar drummer worked late over hisreport. Beyond the center of town the adobe homes stoodlike inverted boxes in the darkness — huddled togetheras if for protection.

South of the track the army camp was a sea of dark tents. A sentry stopped his pacing, listening. An aliensound touched his ears. Imagining things, he told himself,and went on. But some ominous, intangible threat persisted. Ghostly sounds ebbed and flowed; man-madesounds of furtive movements. Then the throbbing silenceof the desert.

Three miles away, Villa and 600 hundred of his men circled Palomas. They were heavily armed with rifles,pistols and bandoleers. Thonged to some of the saddleswere 5-gallon cans of kerosene.

One mile west of Palomas they cut a hole in the high wire fence. The riders crossed into the United States.Slowly, cautiously, they moved eastward toward the bigditch. A signal passed down the line of riders for a halt.As they waited, three men merged out of the darkness.They held a brief consultation with Villa.

It is known now that these three Villistas. experts with knives, crawled up to an American army outpost and killedthe two soldiers on duty there. Captain “Bull" Studgy’soutpost, a quarter mile farther east, was by-passed When they reached the ditch, Villa strung his men out in a long line. They started northward, toward Columbus, moving with Indian stealth. The muffled click of ahorse’s hoof and the creak of leather were the only sounds.The darkness was in their favor. And the deep ditch whichhid their movements.

It took them a long time to reach Columbus. The town was completely enveloped in darkness. Peering over theditch bank, those Villistas got their bearings. The stationloomed up before them. A hundred yards away was thearmy camp; they saw the sentry, limned against the stars,slowly pacing his beat.

The Villistas turned to watch their leader. He was only a dark shadow. But they saw his arm raise. It wasthe signal.

The thunderous blare of the Villistas' rifles split wide the night, echoing over the sleeping town like the deafeningvoice of doom. The sentry dropped. Then on a wave ofkilling passion, Villa and his men clamored out of theditch, some afoot and some mounted. Across the town theyswarmed, shooting and yelling, smashing windows anddoor-fronts. They fired at every moving shadow; theylooted stores, burning and killing and destroying.

In the red flare of burning buildings, it was a tableau of death and horror, a reenactment of Dante’s Inferno.Americans, half dressed and dazed, fought valiantly toprotect their homes. They barricaded their doors andemptied their rifles. Screams of the women and childrenwere all but lost in the din.

Dean’s grocery store went up in flames. While it was still burning, Dean left his home and made a wild dashtoward the store. He staggered and fell, riddled withbullets, before he had gone fifty feet. The CommercialHotel was a roaring holocaust; Mrs. Ritchie managed toescape, but her husband was killed. Some other guestsin the hotel were caught like rats in a trap.

Miller, the druggist, died trying to protect his store. Dr. H. M. Hart, W. A. Davidson, J. J. Moore and N. R.Walker were among the first to die.

At the army camp Lieutenant Castleman and his men were trying frantically to break into the guard-house. Andwhat a strange commentary on army procedure:  The guard-house was locked with the rifles and ammunition inside!

With what arms they could find unlocked, Castleman and his troopers opened fire. They found a machine-gun.After one splendid burst, it jammed. Major Tompkins andsome other troopers showed up. They spread out, crepttoward town — and made every shot count.

Ravel’s Mercantile store claimed the attention of most of the raiders. They smashed the windows, broke down the doors. High above the bedlam rose the cry, mixed with profanity: “Where is Sam Ravel?” Inside the store theysearched every nook and crevice, stealing and destroyingas they went.

“Sam Ravel,” explained Jess Fuller, “was in El Paso that night. He had gone there for some dental work.Louis Ravel was in the store alone. When the raidersstruck, Louis hid under some cowhides at the rear of thestore. Those Villistas began tearing the pile of cowhidesapart. When they got down to the last few hides theyquit. Luck sure rode with Louis that night. He was flattened out beneath that last hide.

“Some of Villa’s men caught young Arthur Ravel farther down the street. The kid was in his underwear. Two Villista officers started back to the store with him. Inthe light of the burning buildings, Lieutenant Castlemansaw them and killed both of the Villa officers. YoungArthur broke loose and ran four miles before he stoppedfor breath.”

For two hours the battle raged. Then as dawn broke the Villa bugler blew retreat. On horses and afoot theyraced toward the fence gate at Palomas. By this time thesoldiers and civilians had gathered their wits and were organized. In the running fight which followed more thansixty of the raiders were killed.

Major Frank Tompkins, with approximately 50 American troopers, continued the chase into Mexico. Villa threw back a rear guard to halt the pursuit. A brief battle ensued. Then the outnumbered Americans returned to Columbus for re-enforcements.




The El Paso Times, dated March 10, devoted the entire front page to the raid. One story reads as follows:

After the American troops had followed Villa for about 18 miles the bandits threw out a strong rear guard, which met the advancing cavalry and asharp fight followed. The chase was then abandoned by the American troopers.

"The attack on Columbus was wholly unsuspected, and Villa was in the town before any one knew ofhis presence. His soldiers cried “Viva Villa,” and “Death to the gringos!” They shot every American civilian who was on the street and then shot throughthe windows and doors of the residences.

Villa was in the center of his men urging them on. He told them to give the Americans no quarterand to kill men, women and children. He was identified by many residents of the town. Villa wasattired in his military uniform and waved a sword.

When his men started retreating he flew into a frenzy and stabbed and slashed at those near him,telling them to continue fighting. But they retreated and when the line was reached, Villa wasleading.

17 Americans, eight soldiers and nine civilians, including a woman, are dead as a result of the attack. In the fight that followed the bandits weredriven across the line, leaving fully 125 dead on thefield of battle.

List of the dead:

Dr. H. M. Hart

W. A. Davidson

W. T. Ritchie

 J. T. Dean

C. Dewitt Miller 

J. J. Moore

N. R. Walker

An unidentified hotel guest

Sgt. John Nievergelt, band

Corporal Paul Simon, band

Corporal Harry Wiswell, Troop G

Private James Butler, Troop K

Frank T. Kind Vail, Troop K

Private Fred Griffin, Troop K

Corporal Michael Barmazel, M. G. T.

Private Jesse P. Taylor, Troop F 

Private James Venner, Troop M

Private John C. Yarborough, Troop K


Private Theodore Katzorke, Troop K

Lieutenant C. C. Benson

Captain G. Williams
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Top: Bodies of dead raiders were tossed into pile, soaked with gasoline and burned.

Below: Terrified men and women, civilians of Columbus, fleeing from the stricken town after the shooting stopped.

Otis Aultman, Associated Press photographer, was the first camera man to arrive on the scene after the raid. Hedrove the seventy-five miles from El Paso in record-breaking time. The town was in smoldering ruins, the peoplestill hysterical.

“Major Tompkins and his men returned while I was there. The major let loose some cussing that turned theair blue. He begged Colonel Slocum — who had put inhis appearance — for more men to pursue Villa, but wasrefused.”




That memorable day of March 9, 1916, Columbus, New Mexico rocketed to fame. In a matter of hours the StateNational Guard was on the scene. Other soldiers unloadedfrom Fort Bliss. Telegraph wires hummed. The hue andcry was: “Get Villa! Kill the murderous —!”

The dead Mexicans were hauled to a spot one mile east of town, soaked with gasoline and burned. The terriblestench of that human pyre remained in the air for months,according to Jess Fuller. It was estimated that between175 and 200 bodies were in that grisly pile, not includingthe dead horses. The eighteen Villista prisoners weretaken to Deming. Nine of them were subsequently hangedand the other nine were hurried off to the prison inSanta Fe.

In Washington war talk swelled to strident proportions. Prompt, decisive action was demanded. Whatever the cost, Villa had to be punished for his Columbus atrocity.Carranza protested when informed by President Wilsonthat polite dallying was at an end, and that American troopswould go into Mexico for Villa’s hide.

Carranza troops could, if they so desired, render assistance to the American soldiers in their chase. If, said Wilson, they did not care to cooperate, it made no difference. The U. S. was tired of insults and abuse.

March 15, 1916, General John J. Pershing with ten thousand American troops crossed the line into Mexico.In some of the Mexican villages the U. S. troops were received cordially; the Mexicans liked the feel of the American dollar after the worthless Villa currency. In otherMexican towns the temper of the natives was explosive;they resented the troopers’ presence and displayed theirresentment by throwing rocks, mud, offal, and firing afew shots.

In Carrizal, Mexican troops under General Felix Gomez, ordered the Americans to halt. The Americans went on.A battle ensued in which the outnumbered Americans paidthe costly price of 17 killed, many wounded and severalcaptured.

On February 7, 1917 — with the war in Europe beckoning — General Pershing led his men out of Mexico. The abortive one year chase after Villa had failed miserably;it had gained nothing but ill feeling, blistered feet, and adefinite taste among some of the “boys" for Carta Blancabeer.




Jess Fuller was mayor of Columbus, New Mexico for twelve years. He had been a lawman, a jailer in Deming,a barber, a pool hall operator, and a restauranteur. Hewas in Columbus the night of the raid, living in a shacknear the Commercial Hotel.

“The raid." said Jess, “started at exactly 4:20 in the morning and lasted until 6:20 — two hours. Villa’s menwere mostly farmers, but I’ll never forget the hopheadin the crowd. He was a bad one, that hophead.

“When all the hell started to pop I rolled a big barrel up in front of my shack door and got behind it. Sure, Igot in a few good shots. Funny setup, that raid. I’ll neversabe why Colonel Slocum didn’t listen to Juan Favela. Butthe one thing I’ll never be able to explain is why I didn’tshoot Villa’s bugler. He wasn’t over fifty feet away, andmounted on a grey horse when he blew for retreat. I couldhave shot him easy enough. But I just sat there, watching. Funny."




’Sus Carreon operates the U. S. Market in Columbus today. He has a nice smile, a sparkling wit and the respectof all who know him. “My Dad and I were a few milesbelow the line the afternoon before the raid," said ’Sus.“We had some mules down there, and knowing that Villawas in the vicinity, we thought we would herd them to theU. S. side. I was only a kid then, but I did the work oftwo men, whipping those mules north.

“We felt sure that, on this side of the line, the mules would be safe. Well sir, we hadn’t any more than crossedover when Villa struck. He didn’t get us, but he got themules. Boy, that hurt, him getting those mules. If we hadleft them where they were down in Mexico they’d havebeen safe.”




One can safely say that no other event in American history has caused more arguments than the Villa raid onColumbus. Get six people together and you will likelyget six different versions. Little wonder is it then thatsome writers, after spending a day in Columbus gatheringcursory interviews, return to their typewriters and let flywith their own hair-raising version.

Nor, in view of the facts, is it surprising that some historians let loose with poisonous barbs and vitriolic editorial comment which makes good reading, but tends toobscure the actual happenings.

To record the rumors, the bitter accusations, and the “factual” testimonies relative to the raid would, in itself,comprise a volume of interesting composition. With muchvehemence it has been argued that Villa was not in Columbus during the raid. With sly nods, and please-don’t-quote-me-but it’s a fact whisperings, the tale still persiststhat President Wilson and his Cabinet hired Villa to makethe raid so as to arouse the American people to a state ofwarmindedness.

Unfounded rumors are still to be heard that Villa was paid an enormous sum of money to perpetrate the raid,that he could have been captured subsequent to the raidmany times — but orders from “higher up” said let him go.

Ugly gossip sometimes tells, with dark implications, that the whole thing was a frame-up; that the Americanarmy officers were unaccountably thirty miles from Columbus that night, drinking; that because of earth-shakingtestimony later produced by an investigating committeeat Fort Bliss, the investigation was squashed.

To give credence to such flamboyant tongue-wagging is like listening to the lyre-plucking of Orpheus as he flitsfrom one poppy to another.

That Villa led the Columbus raid is a matter of record, written in blood. Why some people hesitate to accept thisfact is puzzling. Villa, with his monumental ego, was never one to stand coyly in the shadows and let other men do the job at hand.

A friend of mine, now a highly esteemed business man in San Antonio, was one of Villa’s colonels. For numerousreasons I shall call him Tony Garcia. That is not his realname, but it will suffice.

Tony Garcia was with the Villistas during the raid on Columbus. The past is dead for him; he is trying toforget it. I trust his word implicitly.

“Villa led the raid, on Columbus ,” said Tony Garcia.

Señora Luz Corral recently said, “On March 9, 1916, Pancho Villa, in person with some of his men, entered, atdawn, the small American town of Columbus . . . .”

Villa was an exhibitionist with a goal; he was a frustrated peon with the fighting and revengeful instincts of Neanderthalian man. He made the Columbus raid to satehis desire for vengeance. He hated President Wilson,claiming he, Villa, had been double-crossed; he hated Americans generally, particularly those who took his money andsold him short.

The Columbus raid was testimony of Villa’s wrath; it was his last frenzied, desperate gunblast of retaliation.

Columbus might have been the center of a thriving, irrigated farming community if Fate had dealt the cardsdifferently. Overnight it roared into fame. Townspeoplefled, and new people came in; but the people who flockedthere were not town builders: they were the curious, thegamblers, the parasitical camp-followers.

After the bubble burst the natives remained; they and their children are there today. They have their dreamsand their memories. But they are looking ahead, planning,building solidly on the bedrock of faith. Their courage ismagnificent; their quiet hospitality is an aura of godliness.

Like ugly monuments over the scattered town are bullet-pocked ruins, ancient foundations and decaying landmarks—mute evidences of devastation. But the 365 peoplein Columbus today look beyond the ruins and point totheir churches and school, their new homes; they tell oftheir healthful climate and the opportunities. A town likethat can never die.

Jess Fuller owns the Onyx Cafe in Columbus. He is never rushed with patronage; he wouldn’t want it that way.

He’d rather sit out in front and be “neighborly.”

Across town Floyd Blair lives alone in a comfortable little home. Floyd is 64, and blind. This gentle, white-haired oldtimer was a realtor years ago. He has time-yellowed maps of Columbus showing the streets and building plots — and non-existent sub-divisions. His dreams,too, were wrecked; but he smiles and says, “Columbus willcome back.”

Today the people of Columbus and Palomas are as one; they visit and intermarry, enjoying a friendship basedupon understanding. And whether you are in Pete Avillar’splace in Palomas, or in Columbus, you’re likely to hearsomeone say, not with historical accuracy, but pride:

“First time a foreign army ever invaded the Continental United States was right here.”


10.

The Curtain Falls


HERE were more battles to be fought by Villa against the Carranzistas which, if categoricallylisted, would be more repetitious than interesting. Time after time he hurled his men intoconflict with fanatical ragings; he won townsand lost them. His temper was explosive, dangerous; his bitter cries, once so enthralling, fell upon thedeaf ears of a Mexican people who were weary of bloodshed.

“Very few of us are left,” he shouted at his soldiers. “But do not lose courage. I promise you and my peoplethat I will always be your chief. I feel strong enough tofight Carranza forty more years.”

Yet he was done, his race run. There was no martial music now, no frenzied cries of approval from the populace,no flag-waving and heroic shouts. No longer did menleave their families and come running to his Cause.

Again he sought the safety of the mountains, hounded and hunted by his own government and U. S. troops. Oncehe was accidentally wounded, and for ten days he and twoof his men hid in — what he termed — Coscomate Cave.They subsisted on a scant three pounds of rice and themuddy water in their canteens. Sick and emaciated, theypeered into the heat-drenched valley below them and watched American soldiers dig up the horse that Villa had ridden to death.

“The fools!” Villa cried out fiercely. “The stupid fools!”
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American soldiers cross into Mexico after Villa.
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U. S. supply wagons ford the shallow Rio Grande River in their quest for Villa.




Meantime, in Mexico City, General Obregon was playing Mexican political poker with two aces up his sleeve and a loaded pistol in his pocket. At the table with him, twoallies watched the game, waiting for the pot to be split.They were General Plutarco Elias Calles and Adolfo de laHuerta. Across from them sat Carranza, the victim.

The end for Carranza was an act so tiresomely old to the Mexican populace that they left the theater in disgust.May 21, 1920, Carranza tried to flee from assassins, butwas murdered by the men guarding him.

Now with Villa’s days numbered, Calles and Obregon shoved Adolfo de la Huerta into the president’s hot seat.When news of this unsavory wool-gathering reached Villa,he was ready to quit. All his dreams, hopes and plans camecrashing down to earth around him. The flaming hate inside him subsided to a smoldering bed of ashes; his powerwas gone. No living man, he knew now, could ever rulethe destiny of Mexico.

Villa resigned himself to fate. Like a wayward husband finding his philandering suddenly tiresome, he longed for Luz Corral’s welcoming smile. When friends went to his assistance and procured a grant of amnesty from theMexican government, Villa was profoundly moved.

The terms of the government proffer were so graciously bountiful as to simulate Yuletide gifts. Where Villa's usualwariness was at the time no one can know. He took the offerhook, line, sinker and pole. The stipulated agreement wasthat Canutillo Rancho, State of Durango, was to belong toVilla — the entire 500,000 acres. The government wouldsupply money for all equipment needs, farming tools andbuilding repairs. Villa’s men, like himself, were to receivea lush pension; they would not be molested by any politicalfactions in power or out; each man was to be alloted hisown farm.

Villa talked by telephone to President de la Huerta. The beatific presidente confirmed the terms of the contract,asking only that Villa refrain henceforth from any politicalharangues, or shooting. Villa agreed.

Villa returned to Luz Corral’s arms, forgetting his other wives with enchanting innocence. At CanutilloRancho he assumed his country-squire duties with all his old-time vigor. If there were times when he yearned to unleash the hate inside him he never expressed it. If ever in his life he was thoughtful of others, kind, and filled with the tide of human goodness, it was now. If at nights the ghosts of his dead tormented him it was his secret.
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Top: The railroad station in Columbus, New Mexico as it looks today.






Below: Beyond the ruins in Columbus stands a recently-built church, symbolical of the faith of the people there, who are confident that their townwill "live” again.






“I want to live in peace,” he said many times.

He and his men built roads, tilled the fields and found immeasurable solace in honest toil. He insisted that thenumerous children around the rancho be educated. Hespent his own money lavishly, mostly to make others happy.

The Tiger of the North had his fangs removed; on the surface he was harmless. But Mexico is a strange landof exotic broodings. Hates and prejudices linger, seemingly, to eternity — most certainly to the grave. Politicaltreacheries are as recurrent as the tide at Guaymas.

July 20, 1923, Villa, Colonel Trillo and three loyal bodyguards loaded into Pancho’s Dodge touring car, andleft the ranch to buy supplies in Parral. It was Friday —Villa’s unlucky day.

On the outskirts of Parral there is a small bridge. Nearby stands an old adobe home. Villa was driving thecar as it rattled across the bridge. He was driving slowly.The sun was shining and all the world seemed at peace.

They were only a stone’s throw from the roadside house when seven men bolted out the front door. The rifles andpistols in their hands were flaming. Bullets smashed thewindshield of the car and ripped into Villa’s body. Like aweird automat, he reared up, clutching the steering wheelwith one hand and going for his pistol with the other.Other bullets smashed him down.

Villa and his four loyal followers died that day as violently as they had lived. Villa was buried in the cemetery in Parral. Men accused of being the assassins weretried, then released for lack of evidence.




An aging Dorado still lives in Parral. The years have mellowed his erstwhile rapacious instincts. He smilesgently, and his politeness is of the Old World. He hasbecome a star-gazer, a peon philosopher, a steady imbiberof sotol. He speaks of Villa as if Villa were alive. As thehour grows late, and sleep drugs his eyes, he mumblesprofoundly, but sadly.

“Man’s body,” he says in Spanish, “is inconsequential, but man's soul is infinite.”
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Villa Rides!













Larry A. Harris (1903 - 1966), a native of Indiana, lived most of his life in El Paso. A graduate of Wabash College and lifetime journalist, hewrote over 600 western short stories and novels before finishing hiscareer as an executive for KROD-TV, El Paso.
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