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			Introduction

			In glorifying and praising the US military, magazines and books have often pointed out that this country has never been invaded by a foreign power, or anyone else for that matter. This position has often been voiced at Memorial Day rallies, Veterans of Foreign Wars gatherings, and other patriotic assemblies. Praise for this stated accomplishment has been manifested and national pride for such expressed for decades, but it is not true. The United States has, in truth, been invaded on numerous occasions by foreign military and bandits, and the results were often disastrous. 

			The Mexican armies of Generals Pancho Villa and Venustiano Carranza conducted several cross-border raids, ostensibly to procure arms, ammunition, supplies, and food. In addition, Mexican bandits—sometimes organized and sometimes spontaneous—undertook raids into American settlements along the border leaving death and destruction in their wake. Such raids, and there were many, were responded to by the US military and the Texas Rangers as well as local, county, and state law enforcement agencies. Retaliation raids into Mexico by the US Cavalry and Texas Rangers were not uncommon. 

			The concept of a border varies with culture. Some cultures perceive a border as a firmly established line, a boundary, across which one may not pass unless equipped with specific authority or permission to do so. Citizens of the United States for the most part perceive a border in this manner. Boundaries between states and counties are respected and honored as a result of this tradition to the degree that the regions circumscribed by such boundaries will manifest their own rules, regulations, politics, cultures, and social systems. Though neighbors, the United States and Mexico could not be more different in how they perceive the border separating the two countries. 

			To those steeped in Mexican culture, a border is simply a line. It can be a fence, a river, or a pen mark on a map, but it does not hold the authoritative energy and power for them as it does Americans. When a Mexican arrives at a border, he crosses it without a second thought simply because his destination happens to be on the other side.

			This difference in philosophy has created numerous tensions and difficulties between the two nations for nearly two centuries. 

			Life along the US–Mexico border during the last half of the nineteenth century and the first three decades of the twentieth century was sometimes fraught with danger. Mexican nationals often crossed the border to steal cattle and horses from American ranches. In the process, men on both sides were often killed and wounded. Likewise, a number of prominent cattle ranches in Texas were initially stocked with cattle stolen from Mexico during acquisition raids. 

			When incursions from Mexico became more common and threatening, reinforcements were called in the form of the US Army and the Texas Rangers. These forces were intended to serve as deterrents, but following particularly aggressive and violent raids, the agents often became involved in aggressive pursuit and punishment. Results were mixed. The US military was initially ill equipped to deal with the rugged terrain of the border country from the West Texas desert-mountain region all the way down the Rio Grande to the Gulf of Mexico. Men and horses suffered and commands proved futile until their leaders could get their bearings and gain sufficient knowledge accumulated from experience. By the same token, the enemy, in the form of Mexican nationals, had lived and thrived in these environments for thousands of years, were well adapted to terrain and conditions, and were natural guerrilla fighters. What they lacked was numbers, and in time the US military simply overran and wore down the opposition by virtue of superior numbers and armament.

			The early Texas Ranger bands proved to be a clear threat and danger to the Mexican communities along the border. In spite of the heroic portrayals of the Rangers, many early commands were composed of riffraff assemblages of thugs, murderers, and thieves. There exist numerous accounts of Ranger companies that indulged in illegal border crossings, executions, theft, and rape. Following several instances of such activities, the Rangers accomplished little more than exacerbating racial tensions along the border. 

			The Plan of San Diego was not much help in settling the concerns of those living along the border. This so-called plan, drafted by the head of Mexico’s pre-constitutional government Venustiano Carranza and his agents in 1915, was intended to overthrow the US administration in Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and California, to establish an independent Mexican-American republic on the lands that had been seized by the American government in 1848. A principal objective of the plan “called for an army consisting of Mexicans, Mexican-Americans, Blacks, and Japanese to kill all whites over the age of sixteen and the creation of a black republic in six southern states as well as the restoration of tribal Indian lands.”

			Many Mexicans embraced the Plan of San Diego. Others simply used it as an excuse to raid and pillage and exact revenge. During the many years of border difficulty, at least thirty raids from Mexico into Texas resulted in the destruction of millions of dollars in property, the stealing of thousands of head of livestock, and the killing of at least twenty-one Americans. Raids into Mexico by the US military, the Texas Rangers, and local posses resulted in the killing and wounding of dozens of citizens.

			The following pages contain accounts and details of seventeen significant border raids with origins from both sides of the line. In addition to the violence and the subsequent involvement of the military and politics, the raids spawned a number of colorful characters—Mexican and American—that have since secured their place in history. None of these personalities, most of them outlaws, ever reached the legendary and international status of Billy the Kid, Jesse James, Butch Cassidy, and others, but along the US–Mexico border the names Chico Cano, Pancho Villa, Cheno Cortina, John Flynt, and others were often on the lips of residents far and wide, and are still whispered today.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Night Raid of Cheno Cortina

			Juan Nepomuceno Cortina was born in Camargo in the Mexican state of Nuevo Leon on May 16, 1824. He was nicknamed “Cheno.” During 1846 as the war between the United States and Mexico raged, Cortina moved with his family across the Rio Grande into Texas to an estancia that belonged to his widowed mother. A few miles northwest of Brownsville, it was called Rancho del Carmen, but Cortina referred to it as Santa Rita. 

			Under the provision of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo—February 2, 1848—Cortina became an American citizen. Cortina has been described as intelligent, handsome, well mannered, of medium height, with a light complexion, reddish-brown hair, gray-green eyes, and “a striking red beard.” Though shrewd and competent, Cortina remained illiterate his entire life, and only learned to sign his name when in his fifties. Because of his red hair, he was sometimes referred to as “The Red Robber of the Rio Grande.”

			During the late 1840s, a Puritan merchant from New England named Charles Stillman opened a trading center near Fort Brown, which was located almost directly across the Rio Grande from Matamoros. A small settlement grew up next to the fort that boasted a few stores, a church, several cantinas, and sporting houses catering to the soldiers. After the war ended, business between the United States and Mexico grew at a rapid pace. As a result, land prices surged. A number of northerners who had served with the Army during the war decided this region would be a good place to do business dealing in land. Culturally, this was not a good fit, for the Yankees looked upon native Mexicans, as well as Mexican citizens of the United States, with contempt.

			A number of the newcomers squatted on land owned by heirs to the extensive de la Garza holdings that were in and around Fort Brown, ownerships validated by the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. Stillman, in an attempt to obtain title to these lands, filed suit against the heirs, but the court disallowed it. In response, Stillman appealed the verdict and retained the law firm of Basse and Horde to offer thirty-three thousand dollars for a clear title to the land that he began referring to as “Brownsville.” 

			Not eager to pursue litigation because of the cost as well as the growing feeling that they would lose, the de la Garza heirs accepted the offer. The title to the land was signed over to Stillman, who immediately declared bankruptcy. As a result, not a penny was paid to the heirs but, according to the law, Stillman was allowed to retain possession of the land.

			Seeing how the courts favored the Anglos at the expense of the Mexican citizens of Texas, more land deals were negotiated by the newcomers, the majority of them characterized by fraud, trickery, and intimidation. Within a few short years, most of the lands along the border in this extreme southern part of Texas now belonged to the northern businessmen.

			Cortina, whose property was six miles northwest of Brownsville, observed the illegal machinations and because of them, came to detest the Yankee traders. While his bitterness grew, he remained busy operating his own ranch, fighting off occasional bands of raiding Indians, and occasionally venturing into Mexico to steal cattle to bring back across the river and place on his own lands. While regarded as genteel and polite, Cortina rarely engaged with the citizens of Brownsville, preferring instead to ride the range with his cowhands.      
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			Over time, Cortina had run afoul of the law on several occasions, but he was never arrested or charged with a crime. For a time, Cortina was a business partner for a man named Adolphus Glavecke. Glavecke had arrived from Germany and established a successful ranch located between Cortina’s and Brownsville. During the spring of 1859, Cortina and Glavecke had a disagreement over some cattle. Glavecke turned to Sheriff James Browne for help, providing the lawman with evidence against the rancher sufficient to indict Cortina for rustling one steer and one cow. After conferring with Cortina, however, Browne indicted Glavecke for receiving stolen cattle. In the end, neither man was arrested, but hard feelings and bad blood dominated their relationship thereafter. 

			On July 13, 1859, Cortina was drinking coffee at the Brownsville cafe of Gabriel Cachel when Marshal Robert Shears stepped through the doorway. Shears was described as “hulking” and a “bully.” Shears stepped over to a small table where sat an elderly Mexican who was clearly drunk. Shears called the old man a spic, and ordered him to go with him, that he was to be arrested. 

			The old man was too inebriated to understand the meaning of the sheriff’s words, so the lawman seized him, yanked him from the chair, and threw him onto the floor near the doorway. Stepping up to the prone victim, Shears cursed the Mexican and ordered him to get up. When the old man staggered to his hands and knees, Shears kicked him hard in the ribs, knocking him once again to the ground. 

			Initially, Cortina observed the sheriff’s actions with contempt. When the bullying sheriff began to kick the old man, however, Cortina approached him and explained the old man was too drunk to respond, and that if it was necessary for him to go to jail then he, Cheno Cortina, would carry him.

			Enraged at the interruption, Shears looked at Cortina, addressed him as a “goddamn greaser,” and then turned to the old man and struck him on the side of his head with the barrel of his revolver. This action generated what many would later refer to as a twenty-year border war “that would exact its toll in lives and property on both sides of the river.”

			Angered at the injustice of Shears’s actions, Cortina yanked his Colt revolver from his holster and fired a bullet into the marshal’s shoulder, sending the lawman to the ground screaming in pain. As Shears lay bleeding on the floor, Cortina, with the help of some vaqueros who were in the cafe, helped to lift the old Mexican onto his horse behind him. Cortina transported the old man to his rancho where he nursed him back to health. 

			Cortina expected Shears, accompanied by a well-armed posse, to come after him, but for two months there was no reaction or response to the shooting. Cortina assumed the marshal was formulating plans for revenge, and so wisely avoided the town of Brownsville. 

			Cortina made plans to attend a fiesta across the Rio Grande in Matamoros on the evening of September 28. In addition to him and his cowhands, the event was attended by most of the Mexican residents from both sides of the river. Undoubtedly, the story of Marshal Shears’s abuse of the elderly Mexican was told and retold. Long simmering hurts and hatreds at the way they had been treated by the Anglos burst forth and the air became heated with the telling. 

			Around 3:00 a.m. the following morning, Cortina led sixty armed and inebriated Mexicans across the river for a night raid and into the town of Brownsville. A large percentage of the town’s population was still in Matamoros participating in the festivities. Cortina’s contingent of men rode through the streets firing their weapons and shouting, “Viva Mexico! Viva Cortina! Mueran los gringos!” Kill the gringos!

			Cortina decided it was time to deal with Glavecke and Shears, and he and his gang set out to find the two men. When they had no luck, they went to the jail, stormed it, and ordered jailer Robert Johnson to release all of the prisoners. When Johnson refused, they shot him. Wounded, the jailer fled and sought refuge in the nearby home of Viviano Garcia. Cortina’s mob followed Johnson, and when Garcia stepped out onto his porch to order the intruders away, he was shot and killed. Stepping over his body, the raiders entered the home and killed Johnson. 

			The names Bill Noel and George Morris were advanced and the crowd grew even angrier. Noel and Morris were both known to have murdered several Mexicans over the years, but were never arrested or charged. The two men were searched for, located, and dispatched. By dawn, Cortina and his men had taken over the entire town of Brownsville. 

			Throughout this part of Texas, telegraph wires were fairly vibrating with the news of Cortina’s night raid on Brownsville that, according to the reports, included looting, killing, and raping. 

			Cortina had decided to burn down the houses of a number of gringos he deemed particularly offensive. To accomplish this, he rode to the docks along the river to search for turpentine. As he looked through the supplies stacked there, he glanced up and spotted a troop of Mexican cavalry crossing the river. The force was led by General José María Jesús Carvajal, who was assisted by his commander of cavalry Don Miguel Tijerina. Tijerina also happened to be Cheno Cortina’s cousin. Following a conversation with Carvajal and Tijerina, Cortina agreed to order his men out of Brownsville and gather at the military garrison in Matamoros for a conference. In a somewhat odd and ironic manner, the Mexican army saved Brownsville from complete destruction by Cheno Cortina’s band of raiders.

			Cortina remained in Matamoros for two days. When he finally returned to his rancho, he delivered the first of what would be several declarations. He was extremely critical of lawyers who swindled poor Mexicans out of their land, and in a strong statement said he would search the streets of Brownsville for such men and that, “Our personal enemies shall not possess our lands until they have fatted it with their own gore.”

			Cortina’s pronouncement spread quickly throughout South Texas, and he soon found himself approached by dozens of volunteers. The working class Mexicans along the Rio Grande regarded him as a leader and a liberator, a man who could and would speak to and for their causes. Emotions ran high, and soon there was aggressive talk of driving the hated gringo oppressors from the area and returning much of South Texas to Mexico. 

			Brownsville mayor Stephen Powers heard all of the threats and harsh rhetoric. In addition, he was hearing the fears expressed by the frightened citizens. He set about organizing an appropriate defense of the town should it be attacked again. Powers sent requests for assistance to General David Twiggs, who commanded the US Army garrison in San Antonio, as well as Governor Hardin R. Runnels in Austin and President James Buchanan in Washington. So desperate was Powers that he sent another request to General Carvajal in Matamoros to provide a detachment of troops. Since the Mexican government was also interested in maintaining peace along the border between the two countries, they sent Carvajal, who arrived with a force and was immediately provided quarters at Fort Brown. Once ensconced in the fort, the general raised the Mexican flag over the compound. In spite of the added protection, Brownsville citizens continued to tremble in fear of another attack by Cortina and his raiders. 

			When Cortina had need of what a city had to offer, he avoided Brownsville and traveled across the river to Matamoros. Here, he was regarded as a hero. When he was on his own rancho, Mexicans would arrive from both sides of the border to gather around him and listen to speeches. All the while, however, Cortina maintained a low profile and was rarely seen by Brownsvillians and area Anglo ranchers. 

			Meanwhile, Mayor Powers and a man named W. B. Thompson organized a town guard of twenty-five men. They were called the Brownsville Tigers. Their role was to protect, and their orders were to patrol the town night and day. One afternoon while riding through a stand of dense brush outside of the town, several of the Tigers encountered sixty-five-year-old Tomás Cabrera. Cabrera was a known lieutenant in Cortina’s small army, and was immediately arrested.

			When Cortina learned of Cabrera’s incarceration, he sent word to Powers that if the old man were not released he would attack the town. Powers refused to let Cabrera go, yet Cortina decided not to attack. Ascribing Cortina’s refusal to attack to weakness, the emboldened Tigers decided to launch a strike on Cortina’s ranch. They were joined by another forty men along with a contingent of militia from Matamoros led by Colonel Loranco. Oddly, this company consisted almost entirely of officers. The small army, transporting two small cannons, set out for the ranch on October 22, 1859. 

			The assembled force was apparently in no great hurry to encounter Cortina, for the march from just outside Brownsville to a point near Cortina’s ranch, a total of just over six miles, took seven days. On arriving near the periphery of the ranch, the force encountered a number of Cortina’s cowhands. Fearing that the vaqueros were armed and waiting in ambush, the Tigers and the Mexican army called for a halt. Discussion ensued with no clear strategy being determined. At one point, one of the members of the Tigers mounted his horse and suggested they all charge the ranch. No one would follow him.

			A short time later, shots were fired. It remains unclear to this day which side fired first. At the outbreak of the fusillade, the Tigers and all of their reinforcements spurred their horses and drove their wagons back to Brownsville as fast as they could go. One of the men who traveled the seven days to reach Cortina’s ranch said he made it back to his home in less than one hour. A few days after returning to Brownsville, the Tigers disbanded.

			After the armies had fled, Cortina went to the site of the abbreviated skirmish and confiscated the two cannons that had been abandoned. Each morning thereafter, he would rise at dawn and fire a volley from the cannons to awaken the town of Brownsville. 

			Cortina appeared to enjoy the hostile relationship between himself and the townspeople. He would regularly intercept the mail carrier, have one of his literate cowhands open the mail and read it to him, and then have it resealed and sent on its way. On another occasion, Cortina rustled a small herd of cattle belonging to Sheriff James Browne. After keeping them for a time, he had them returned to the lawman along with an IOU for several he had butchered for meat. While the residents of Brownsville regarded themselves under siege by Cortina, the truth is that months passed without a single citizen being shot or even approached. But things were about to change.

			Before much more time passed, Captain W. G. Tobin and his company of Texas Rangers arrived at Brownsville in response to desperate calls for help. Tobin’s Rangers were described as “a sorry lot of riffraff recruited along the way from San Antonio.” Tobin had not been in Brownsville for more than a few hours when he and his Rangers went to the jail and hung the sixty-five-year-old Tomás Cabrera, a completely unnecessary act. When Cortina heard of this cowardly deed, he and his men ambushed a party of the Rangers and killed three of them.

			Tobin believed the solution to his problem was to reorganize the Brownsville Tigers. On November 24, 1859, this latest generation of the Tigers was led by Miflin Kenedy, who somehow acquired a twenty-four-pound howitzer. Newly emboldened, Tobin and Kenedy led the Rangers and Tigers once again to the edge of the Cortina holdings. This group of enforcers turned out to be no better than the previous save for the fact that as they fled after the first sounds of gunfire, they managed to take the howitzer with them.       
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			In response to this most recent defeat, Cheno Cortina raised the flag of the Republic of Mexico over his rancho. He was regarded as a hero among the Mexicans as well as many Anglos far and wide for having routed the hated gringos twice. When he traveled across the river to Matamoros, he and his contingent of vaqueros were greeted with cheers and even bugle calls and music. Cortina gained the reputation of a man who championed the downtrodden against the overwhelming numbers of swindling Yankees who were seen as persecutors of the Mexicans. There were calls for Cortina to form an army to chase the northerners out of the area.

			Leading an army was not in the cards for Cortina. He did not believe this was the answer to the many problems facing the border residents. Instead, he issued more proclamations and called for greater protection of the rights of both Mexican landowners and workers. He was not interested in claiming tracts of Texas for Mexico; he simply wanted everyone who lived in his beloved country to get along with one another and work for common causes. It was not to be. While Cortina did not want war and conflict, his opposition did, and they brought it to him. 

			Things came to a head on November 12. According to a telegram sent by General Twiggs to Washington, Cortina’s army, which allegedly grew to eight hundred men, had burned Brownsville to the ground and more than one hundred American citizens had been killed. A Major S. B. Heintzleman was ordered to lead seven companies of foot soldiers and two more of cavalry to take the field against Cortina. 

			Heintzleman reached Brownsville on December 5, 1859. Here, he was hesitantly joined by Tobin’s cowardly Rangers. Together, the massed forces marched on the Cortinista army, eventually engaging it at El Ebonal near Brownsville. At the first encounter, Cortina lost eight men and ordered a retreat. Two of Tobin’s Texas Rangers were killed, as was one Army trooper. 

			While Heintzleman was in pursuit of Cortina, Texas’s Governor Runnels met with Texas Ranger captain John S. “Rip” Ford and begged him to go to Brownsville to assist the Army in saving Texas from the Mexican revolutionaries. Ford gathered fifty-three battle-tested Rangers armed only with handguns and a few rifles and provisions strapped to the back of their ponies, and headed for the border city. As they approached the town, they could hear the gunfire coming from El Ebonal. Ford immediately led his men to Heintzleman’s position and joined the Army in chasing the now retreating Cortinistas.         
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			Cortina conducted his men along a route that paralleled the Rio Grande as they fled westward. Along the way, he lost control of his men. Their emotions now at a fever pitch as a result of the fighting, several of them left the column to raid, loot, and burn nearby ranches and settlements. By the end of December, the raiders had arrived at Rio Grande City, one hundred miles upriver from Brownsville. Here, Cortina decided to make a stand and confront the oncoming US Army and Ford’s Texas Rangers. 

			Ignoring Heintzleman’s claims of command jurisdiction, Ford led his Rangers away from the soldiers and charged the Cortinista front line that consisted of three hundred fighters. Riding into the midst of the fighting vaqueros, the Rangers’ superior marksmanship with the handguns proved immensely effective. In spite of being outnumbered six to one, the Rangers killed sixty of the Mexicans and sent the remainder into a confused and uncoordinated retreat. Not a single Ranger was killed. 

			Heintzleman’s army closed in behind the Rangers and assisted in the pursuit, occasionally involving some of the fleeing Mexicans in skirmishes. Cortina, realizing he was outnumbered and out-armed, finally led his followers across the Rio Grande and into the safety of Mexico. As far as anyone knows, Cheno Cortina, the Red Robber of the Rio Grande, never returned to his ranch or to Texas. He had been badly beaten, and his revolution was over. 

			Cheno Cortina took up residence in the Mexican states of Nuevo Leon and Tamaulipas. It was rumored he tried his hand at cattle ranching again, but it is more likely that he pursued a life of rustling cattle and horses. It has been recorded that he served as a soldier for a time, and even dabbled in area politics. Though still revered and respected by his countrymen, Cortina soon became just another hard working peon eking out a living in a poor land. 

			To this day, ballads are sung about Cheno Cortina and his efforts to bring justice to the people and the country he loved so much.
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