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Prologue

Columbus, New Mexico, March 8–9, 1916

On Wednesday afternoon, March 8, in 1916, thirty-seven-year-old Pancho Villa crouched on a low hill about a mile south of the U.S.-Mexican border. A morning dust storm had left him and his exhausted followers coated with sand, but during the last few hours the air cleared and so Villa had an excellent view as he trained his binoculars four miles to the northeast. For several long minutes, Mexico’s most notorious rebel leader studied the American border town of Columbus, a desolate New Mexico hamlet described by one U.S. soldier stationed there as “a cluster of adobe houses, a hotel, a few stores, and streets knee-deep in sand, [which] combined with the cactus, mesquite and rattlesnakes of the surrounding desert were enough to present a picture horrible to the eyes.” Columbus was home to perhaps five hundred hardscrabble civilians—approximately a fifty-fifty mix of Anglos and Hispanics—and a military camp whose officers and enlisted men faced daily the impossible task of guarding a sixty-five-mile stretch on the American side of the sievelike border against rustlers and other unwelcome interlopers. But to Villa, desperate after several overwhelming defeats against Mexican government forces and massive desertions reduced his once mighty army from about forty thousand to a few hundred, the unsightly little place represented opportunity.

Five months earlier, the U.S. had formally recognized the regime of patrician Venustiano Carranza, Villa’s archenemy and the man whose forces decimated Villa’s in battles throughout 1915, as the official government of Mexico. President Woodrow Wilson and his advisors made the decision despite their collective dislike of the prickly Carranza, a haughty Mexican nationalist who constantly criticized every American diplomatic and military effort to suppress danger to U.S. citizens from Mexico’s apparently endless civil revolution. That fighting threatened not only American citizens along the northern side of the border, but also the property of many politically influential U.S. owners of sprawling ranches and flourishing factories and mines on Mexican soil. In contrast, Villa repeatedly proved himself to be a firm American friend, acting in 1914 as the sole voice among Mexican leadership in support of America’s months-long occupation of Mexico’s vital port city of Veracruz, protecting American-owned property in Mexico, and even withdrawing his troops from a border town battle against the Carrancistas when gawking American spectators from the U.S. side ventured too close and found themselves in danger from stray shots. But in October 1915, during Villa’s own time of greatest need, Wilson recognized Carranza, going so far as to immediately ferry Carrancista reinforcements on U.S. trains to the border battle site of Agua Prieta, where Villa was decisively defeated. He and his few surviving followers fled into the mountains of northern Mexico, while Carranza crowed that his longtime antagonist was gone for good. In his rocky exile, Villa realized that, in his current, desperate circumstances, he could no longer hope to defeat Carranza by force of arms.

With all apparently lost, Villa recognized an opportunity to regain popular support by appealing to his countrymen’s deep-seated animosity toward the United States of America. Though a 1900 census indicated that only 16 percent of the country’s population could read and write, virtually every citizen resented America’s remorseless acquisition of Mexican land. Through war, purchase, and outright coercion, over half of Mexico’s original territory now belonged to the U.S. Even the potential for American soldiers crossing their border again enraged most Mexicans, especially the multitude of powerless poor who relied on a sense of national honor as their basis for self-esteem.

Villa began declaring that the yanquis were returning, this time with Carranza’s blessing because, in return for U.S. diplomatic recognition, military assistance at Agua Prieta, and bribes, he’d already sold them Mexico’s remaining northern states. The lie resonated with many Mexicans; all that was needed for them to fully believe, and to actively turn on Carranza, was for American soldiers to come again; then Villa would have Carranza neatly trapped. The American-anointed leader would have to demand that the invaders leave at once, even use Mexican troops in an attempt to force them out, or else grudgingly accept their presence. If he chose the former, his alliance with the U.S. would likely crumble, and with it any chance of receiving American bank loans and additional business investments that were badly needed to bolster the sagging Mexican economy. Yet if Carranza didn’t immediately expel the American soldiers, he’d be perceived as a gringo lackey. Either way, Villa would make clear that while Carranza must in some way be complicit with this latest invasion—America picked him as Mexico’s leader, after all—Villa hated the gringos just as much as every other proud Mexican did. Public outrage against Carranza and the U.S. could do for Villa what his once mighty forces could not.

On January 10, 1916, Villista fighters blocked a rail line and stopped a train outside Santa Ysabel in northern Mexico, forced a party of American passengers to disembark, and summarily executed all eighteen, leaving their stripped, mutilated bodies for the vultures. The U.S. was predictably outraged. President Wilson sent stern messages to Carranza, demanding that the Mexican head of state use all his resources to pursue, capture, and punish the murderers, and warning that if Carranza could not protect American citizens in Mexico, the United States would. But despite the massacre, American troops did not come.

Apparently, mass murder of their countrymen in Mexico wasn’t enough to bait the yanquis in. Given his consuming hatred of the U.S., Villa was willing to attempt even bloodier provocation—slaughtering U.S. citizens on the American side of the border. It would be the ultimate insult. Surely the gringo soldiers would come south to avenge that. It was a matter of choosing the appropriate American border town, one sufficiently isolated so that the Villistas could enjoy a head start on pursuers, and certainly a location adjacent to Villa’s own massive northern Mexican home state of Chihuahua—he and his men were familiar with every hiding place in its sprawling deserts and craggy mountains. In Chihuahua, they could elude pursuers indefinitely, while the Mexican people built up sufficient rage against yanqui invaders to renounce Carranza and flock to Villa, the newly resurrected hero who dared to stand up to America.

Columbus, New Mexico, thirty miles from any other U.S. town and just two miles north of the Mexican border crossing point of Palomas, seemed perfect. It had a bank to rob, stores to pillage, and Americans to kill. For two dreadful weeks, Villa led his followers there through mountain and desert, enduring anticipated swirling dust and unexpected torrential rain, subsisting mostly on corn and bits of dried beef, stumbling for hundreds of rugged miles. Villa suffered as much as his men—one witness recalled him barely able to ride, swaying glassy-eyed and openmouthed on the back of his plodding mount. About half of his 485 troops were reluctant conscripts, given a choice of joining or facing immediate execution. Villa’s loyal followers kept watchful eyes on them, warning that if any deserted, Villa would “hang their families from the trees.” The conscripts weren’t told where they were going or what would happen when they got there. That information was closely held among Villa and his most trusted officers.

To better avoid discovery, the Villistas traveled mostly at night in several separate bands, but sometimes they encountered cowhands and ranchers. Mexicans were temporarily held prisoner, then released, but gringos were killed, with the exception of a white woman and a black cowboy, who were forced to come along. When the Villistas were a day or so away, Villa sent spies ahead to scout Columbus—Mexicans crossed the border to go there all the time, often on business, sometimes just to visit friends. The spies reported that Columbus was ripe for attack. There weren’t many soldiers in town, fifty at most, perhaps even fewer, which suggested to Villa that the Columbus Army camp was a small border station rather than anything more militarily substantial. His force of nearly five hundred would overwhelm such paltry resistance. The spies even provided a rough Columbus town map, indicating the locations of the bank, railroad station, hotels, and various stores as well as the military barracks, stables, and other structures.

Yet on the afternoon of March 8, studying Columbus through his binoculars, Villa reconsidered his intended target. Almost everything he observed appeared ideal, especially the lack of guards on the town perimeter. Though the Villistas had done their best to maintain a stealthy approach, during the past several days they hadn’t been able to capture everyone they’d encountered. Some riders eluded pursuit, and it was only logical that at least one or two had warned Mexican government officials at Palomas or even the yanqui soldiers in Columbus that an armed, aggressive band of rebels was in the vicinity. Between the hill where Villa and some of his officers crouched and Columbus were four miles of flat, slightly sloping valley, bisected approximately midway by a flimsy barbed wire fence marking the border and a rough road running north–south between Columbus and Palomas. Besides a thimble-like hill on the southwest edge of town, there was no cover for assailants to approach Columbus unseen if anyone was watching for them. Anticipating such lookouts, Villa already planned a night attack, though even then in the wide, flat space between him and his target, a single inadvertent whinny of a horse or clink of metal on rock would give away the Villistas’ presence.

The lack of sentries was an unexpected advantage—unlikely as it seemed, the gringos apparently had no idea that Villa and his men were near. But Villa was troubled by another observation. His spies swore that only a few dozen yanqui soldiers were stationed in Columbus. But it appeared to the rebel leader that many more milled about in the Army camp on the southeast quadrant of town. How many, he couldn’t tell, but Villa knew that his worn-out troops couldn’t defeat a substantial U.S. force. Abruptly, he told his officers that the raid on Columbus was too risky. They would find some other American border town to attack, one with fewer soldiers. Columbus was not the Villistas’ initial target. In late January, Villa had called off a similar attack across the border into Texas when he determined that the odds were not sufficiently in his favor.

Villa’s subordinates rarely disputed their leader’s decisions, but they argued about this one. The spies were certain about the limited number of soldiers in town; Columbus could be overrun and looted in a very short time, perhaps as little as two hours. Villa resisted for a while, then instructed some of his officers to ride closer and reconnoiter. When the riders returned, they swore the spies were right. There were very few soldiers, and victory was certain. After more discussion, Villa was persuaded. They would attack during the night after all, in the dark hours before dawn when the unsuspecting gringos were groggy with sleep.

About 10 p.m., Villa and his captains led their men north. At one point they halted when lights appeared, chugging toward Columbus from the east—it was a train from El Paso, which paused briefly at the town depot, apparently to disembark passengers, then rumbled away. Another halt was necessary when the Villistas reached the barbed wire border fence. Palomas, the designated Mexican crossing point guarded by a handful of government troops, lay about two miles east. The fence was meant more as a border indicator than a barrier. Villa’s men clipped the wires, bent them to the side, and passed through, leaving a few of their number there to provide covering fire if rapid retreat became necessary.

Once beyond the fence, the Villistas turned east to the Columbus–Palomas road, easing their exhausted mounts along a deep, man-made ditch on the side rather than on the road itself. Although there were no clouds, a minimal quarter-moon left the night virtually pitch-black, and the temperature was cool but not cold. As they drew near to town, Villa whispered final instructions—the main body of men would divide into two columns, one striking the Army camp, the other racing into Columbus’s modest business district. Both wings would loot, burn, and kill. At this time, ammunition was passed out to the conscripts. They’d previously carried unloaded guns, to discourage insubordination or desertion. Some men were selected to remain in place at the base of the stumpy promontory just west of town, holding some of the horses. Villa said he’d place himself there, too, along with a minimal bodyguard, so he could observe and issue additional orders if necessary. Columbus was silent, defenseless.

A clock hanging outside the train depot read a few minutes after 4 a.m. when Villa hissed, “Vámanos, muchachos”—“Let’s go, boys”—and the assault began.






CHAPTER ONE [image: ] Mexico and America


The chain of events that included Pancho Villa’s raid on Columbus began ninety-one years earlier in 1825, when the first envoys of the United States government arrived in Mexico City. Mexicans had won independence from Spain in 1821, but there were some early stumbles—for a short time Mexico was an empire ruled by an emperor before converting to a republic with an elected president. The appearance of U.S. envoys was interpreted by the fledgling Mexican government as a welcome sign of neighborly acceptance. The two similarly sized young nations (about 1.7 million square miles each) shared a 2,400-mile-long border beginning in what would eventually become the American state of Wyoming, and ending where the Sabine River emptied into the Gulf of Mexico and separated the Mexican colony of Texas from the American state of Louisiana. Since the U.S. had had a thirty-five-year head start—its constitution was adopted in 1789—Mexican leaders hoped that America could offer guidance through Mexico’s inevitable growing pains. Their sprawling nation had virtually no infrastructure or economic stability, but great potential: deep deposits of minerals, sprawling expanses of fine land for grazing herds or growing crops, and lengthy coasts teeming with fish.

Mexico’s national pride matched America’s, which is why Mexican leaders were stunned when the newly arrived U.S. envoys delivered an offer from President John Quincy Adams to buy any or all of Mexico between its border with America and the Pacific Ocean. This seemed logical to the U.S., which had previously gained just over half of its current territory through purchase, 865,000 square miles from France in 1803 and 72,000 from Spain in 1819. Now America wanted more land and Mexico desperately needed money; it seemed to American officials that both nations would benefit. The U.S. envoys were surprised when Mexican leaders refused to sell even an inch. A newly formed Mexican government committee on foreign affairs predicted that, through purchase or other means, America’s intention toward Mexico was to “overrun” its land. Soon, there was additional evidence.

Texas was Mexico’s most promising colony. Its crops and herds provided desperately needed food and tax income. But it was problematic, too—its distance from Mexico City made Texas a hard place to properly administer. Many of its settlers were American; this was allowed in return for their pledge to live as loyal Mexican citizens and observe all national laws. But colonists from the U.S. chafed at these restrictions. In the late 1820s and early 1830s Mexico was rocked by a series of political upheavals that swept a half dozen presidents in and out of office. When General Antonio López de Santa Anna seized power and withdrew almost all Mexico’s military from the frontier to Mexico City to consolidate control, colonists in Texas took advantage by declaring their independence. In early 1836 Santa Anna risked leaving his still volatile capital to quell this latest rebellion. After a few initial victories against the self-styled Texians, including at the Alamo, Santa Anna was defeated and captured at San Jacinto by rebel general Sam Houston; he bargained for his freedom by granting Texas independence. Within days, Mexico’s congress removed him as president (Santa Anna soon regained power, which he held on and off through 1855) and repudiated the agreement—so far as the Mexican government was concerned, Texas remained its colony, and the rebellion would eventually be put down. Meanwhile, Texas proclaimed itself a republic, and acting as an independent nation began protracted negotiations to join the American union. Mexican leaders believed that the U.S. must have encouraged the Texian revolt for that very purpose. After Texas became America’s twenty-eighth state in December 1845, Mexico broke off diplomatic relations with the U.S. and recalled its ambassador from Washington. But that wasn’t the end of the dispute.

Since Mexico never acknowledged Texas’s independence, there was never any formal agreement over the border between Mexico and Texas. Texas claimed the Rio Grande was the border; Mexico insisted it was the narrower Nueces River seventy-five miles farther north. The land in between, known as the Nueces Strip, was sun-blasted and desolate. Neither side particularly wanted it, but both coveted the meandering Rio Grande (called the Río Bravo by Mexico), with its potential to link far-flung towns and markets with the Gulf of Mexico. Mexicans believed the U.S. had effectively stolen Texas and now intended to snatch the Rio Grande. Americans considered control of the river as one more step toward fulfilling its “manifest destiny.” That term was probably coined by journalist John L. O’Sullivan, who in the December 12, 1845, edition of the New York Morning News urged his country “to overspread and to possess the whole of the continent which Providence has given us.” The New York Herald was more plain-spoken in an editorial: Mexico must “learn to love her ravishers.” President James K. Polk offered $25 million for the Nueces Strip, plus New Mexico and Alta [Upper] California. Mexican leaders refused to consider the offer. After the rejection of his carrot, Polk brandished his stick, sending General Zachary Taylor and 3,500 troops through the Nueces Strip to the north bank of the Rio Grande. Mexico responded by placing soldiers on the south bank. There was a skirmish that predictably led to war. All of the major fighting took place on Mexican soil, and the better-equipped and -organized American forces prevailed. By the end of 1847, Mexico was forced to negotiate a peace settlement. In the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, America came away with almost one million square miles of new territory that included all or part of what would become the states of California, New Mexico, Oklahoma, Utah, Nevada, Arizona, Colorado, and Wyoming, plus the Nueces Strip, which remained so uninviting that General William T. Sherman subsequently suggested that “we should go to war again, to make them take it back.”

In return for about half of its nation, Mexico received $15 million, plus the cancellation of another $3.25 million in American business claims. The country’s leaders did what they could for Mexican nationals who suddenly found themselves living in the United States. Those who wanted to move back across the Rio Grande received 25 pesos per adult or 12 per child to help pay related expenses. But many others chose to become American citizens by remaining where they were, on land that in some cases had belonged to their families for generations—America promised to honor existing Mexican land grants in its newly acquired territory. But Mexicans-turned-Americans were immediately liable for U.S. property taxes, and those who couldn’t pay were forced off their land. Others found themselves in American courts when land speculators and individual settlers rushed in to claim Mexican-held property for themselves. The U.S. set up a series of “land courts” to settle such cases. Many of the Mexicans, especially those with only rudimentary or no English-speaking ability, agreed to sell and resettle themselves south of the border, if it could ever be determined where the new U.S.-Mexican border was.

It was sixteen months after the peace treaty was signed before American and Mexican surveyors began work. Negotiators agreed that the Rio Grande would form the 1,200-mile border between Texas and Mexico, with many Washington officials assuming that it was a mighty river similar to the Mississippi, wide and deep and therefore a daunting natural barrier that would discourage unwanted crossings. In fact, the Rio Grande was often narrow or shallow in many long stretches, making it easy to wade. West of the Rio Grande, the treaty had few specifics. For six years, the surveyors trekked through deserts and up and down mountains, occasionally placing small border markers at irregular intervals, usually mounds of stones. Only in the early 1890s was there a concerted effort to mark the border more clearly, with 257 prominent monuments placed along the roughly 750 miles between the Rio Grande and the Pacific Ocean.

Settlements sprang up on both sides of the border, including adjacent towns that served as convenient, supervised crossing points for merchants, ranchers with livestock to trade or sell, and anyone else with legitimate business. Some of the more prominent towns included Brownsville (Texas) and Matamoros, Eagle Pass (Texas) and Piedras Negras, El Paso and Juárez, Douglas (Arizona) and Agua Prieta, Nogales, where Main Street was a portion of the Arizona-Mexico border, Calexico (California) and Mexicali, and San Diego and Tijuana. Customs officials for both countries straddled the borders in these towns and along other selected border points, collecting taxes on goods and money from international transactions. Many businessmen and ranchers resented this, and avoided paying by driving their herds or freighting their wares across isolated stretches of border, often through canyons or other areas where detection was virtually impossible. The U.S. government countered by hiring riders to patrol the border, but there were never enough to guard everywhere.

Lawlessness was pronounced on both sides of the border. Rustlers proliferated—Americans took Mexican cattle, and Mexicans reciprocated. Bandits of all stripes knew that to elude capture, they had only to reach the border ahead of any pursuers. Soldiers and lawmen were forbidden to cross without specific permission from the other government, which, due to distance and bureaucratic delay, was never immediate. Border tension between Mexico and America flared from the start and steadily escalated. Each nation claimed it was the other that not only tolerated, but encouraged, criminal incursions.

Twice, mercenary forces attempted to capture Mexican territory adjacent to the border and establish their own countries. Because Mexico continued suffering internal turmoil, with presidents passing in and out of office as revolts erupted (eighteen different administrations between 1836 and 1851 alone), its federal troops were kept busy around Mexico City. That left its side of the border relatively unguarded, and in 1851, José Carbajal, a Mexican educated in the U.S., claimed American merchants were being discriminated against by stiff Mexican tariffs. Carbajal recruited a troop of American volunteers, crossed back into Mexico, and announced he’d established the Republic of Sierra Madre. Mexican forces rushed north and defeated the interlopers in what became known as the Merchants War. Mexico resented the Americans who’d fought for Carbajal. Some of these captured yanqui invaders were summarily executed, which in turn outraged many U.S. citizens. A court in Brownsville tried Carbajal for violation of America’s Neutrality Act, but the charge was eventually withdrawn.

During the summer of 1853, there was a more extended effort to wrest away part of Mexico’s remaining territory. The Mexican government turned down a land grant request by American William Walker, who wanted to create a buffer colony between the U.S. and Mexico. Walker then recruited about fifty mercenaries, who easily captured the Baja California capital of La Paz—there was only a sparse Mexican population in the area, and even fewer soldiers. Walker named himself president of the new Republic of Lower California, then set out to take the much larger Mexican state of Sonora with the goal of annexing this expanded state into the U.S. in the same manner as Texas. But as Mexican forces approached, Walker fled to San Francisco, where, like Carbajal, he was tried for violation of the Neutrality Act. Much to Mexico’s disgust, the American jury needed only eight minutes of deliberation to acquit Walker.

Late in 1853, America began pressing Mexico to sell more land. The U.S. wanted to build a rail line to the Pacific through its southwestern states and territories, but part of the existing border with Mexico was miles north of the most suitable territory for construction. Additionally, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848 obligated America to prevent Indians from attacking the Mexican side of the border. That hadn’t worked well—Apaches found the U.S. Army easy to elude, and Mexico’s demands that Americans do better were tiresome. So the U.S. offered to purchase 29,670 more square miles that would extend America’s Arizona and New Mexico territories south, and also terminate U.S. responsibility to fight off Indians on Mexico’s behalf. U.S. ambassador to Mexico James Gadsden offered $15 million, and Mexican negotiators agreed. But when the U.S. Senate convened in early 1854 to officially ratify the agreement, it arbitrarily reduced the purchase price to $10 million—Mexico must accept the reduced amount or the deal was off. The Mexican congress perceived an unspoken threat that, should the sale fall through, the U.S. might very well send troops to the area and take it anyway. This latest insult to Mexican national pride was further compounded when America sent only $7 million as an initial payment. Though the U.S. insisted on taking immediate possession, the additional $3 million was paid only two years later when some ongoing border boundary surveys and disputes were concluded to America’s satisfaction. The Mexican land acquired by the U.S. included the fertile Mesilla Valley and the town of Tucson, and this fresh insult inflamed already lingering resentment. In July 1859, a Mexican struck back.

Thirty-five-year-old Juan Cortina had fought for Mexico against the U.S., his patriotism fueled equally by national pride and the fact that his family lands extended on both sides of the Rio Grande. When the peace treaty of 1848 established some of that property as American rather than Mexican, Cortina was incensed, and his fury intensified when U.S. land courts awarded some of the Cortina holdings in South Texas to Americans. During the summer of 1859, Cortina intervened when he saw a former family employee being beaten by Robert Shears, a Brownsville city marshal. Shears told Cortina to mind his own business—an American officer of the law could do what he liked to Mexicans. Cortina shot him in the shoulder and rode away, explaining afterward that “I punished [Shears] for his insolence.” This made Cortina a hero to other Mexicans, and a pariah to Americans. A Brownsville grand jury indicted him for attempted murder. Rather than surrender to the local law, Cortina recruited seventy followers and in September launched an attack on Brownsville. The assault was so successful that the Cortina troops temporarily occupied the town. When a civilian militia from Matamoros gathered on the south bank of the Rio Grande with the intention of driving Cortina out of Brownsville—the last thing the Mexican government wanted was for some local hothead to instigate another war with America—Cortina withdrew. For the next several months U.S. Army troops, Texas Rangers, and American civilians calling themselves the Brownsville Tigers pursued Cortina in Texas and in Mexico. There was hard fighting—Cortina’s outspoken disrespect for Americans, whom he termed “flocks of vampires,” attracted several hundred additional men to his cause. Eventually the combined U.S. forces were able to force Cortina’s retreat deep into Mexico, eliminating him as an immediate threat. American officials were furious when Mexicans treated Cortina like a hero rather than a criminal. He became a general in the federal army, and later mayor of Matamoros. But the damage inflicted by Cortina went far beyond a few Anglo casualties. Americans living along the U.S.-Mexican border were uncomfortably reminded that they were greatly outnumbered by Hispanics—who could tell which ones might be contemplating violence? From the day that Brownsville was overrun, American border towns were periodically shaken by rumors that Juan Cortina, or some savage Mexican like him, was about to attack.



For a time, both the U.S. and Mexico endured periods of extended civil war. In America, as the Confederacy was gradually worn down by the Union and faced inevitable defeat, Southern leaders suggested to Abraham Lincoln that a joint invasion of Mexico might reunite the warring factions. Lincoln declined, and another nation conquered Mexico instead.

Mexico was deeply in debt to several countries, and in October 1861 France, Britain, and Spain agreed to a joint demand for repayment. The threat was simple—Mexico must meet its financial obligations to all three nations or risk port blockades and even military action. This was a clear violation of America’s long-standing Monroe Doctrine, a U.S. policy forbidding outside countries from threatening independent nations in the Americas. But foreign nations weren’t obligated to respect this American-mandated rule, and now its own civil war distracted the U.S. from concern for Mexico’s security.

Spain and Britain abandoned the coalition when it became obvious that France’s actual intention was to seize part or all of Mexico for itself. This wasn’t the first time; France had briefly occupied the port city of Veracruz in 1839, and withdrew only when the Mexican government settled some claims and promised future trade rights. Now France intended making Mexico a permanent French client state, serving as both a fresh foothold in the Americas and a buffer against further U.S. expansion. President Benito Juárez fled Mexico City and vowed resistance. The U.S. government continued recognizing Juárez as Mexico’s official leader rather than the junta controlled by France. In July 1863, the junta declared Mexico once again to be an empire rather than a republic, and France supplied the new emperor. Maximilian I, younger brother of Austria’s emperor, took the throne, apparently for a lengthy reign.

Juárez’s forces couldn’t beat the French in pitched battles, so they fought guerrilla-style and succeeded to the point that France sent twenty thousand additional soldiers to maintain control. For Mexican peasants caught in the crossfire, survival was paramount. Many fled across the border to America, in numbers that were uncounted but substantial. One exasperated U.S. official described frustration at having to deal with packs of “poor, deluded half-civilized creatures.” Then in 1865 the American Civil War ended, and because of that the tide in Mexico turned.

Now, America was able to support Juárez and his forces with more than words. Juárez’s representatives were permitted to sell Mexican government bonds in America, and these were purchased by pragmatic investors who understood the preference of an independent Mexico to a French client state on America’s border. Juárez had money for munitions, and U.S. suppliers made them available. At the same time Mexican insurgents finally had sufficient guns and ammunition to make a more extensive fight, America did its own saber-rattling at France. Secretary of State William H. Seward declared that the U.S. was once again in position to enforce the Monroe Doctrine. By the end of 1867 France had withdrawn, Maximilian was executed, Mexico was again a republic, and Benito Juárez reoccupied the presidential palace. For the first time, Mexicans had reason to appreciate rather than resent the United States. Juárez suggested to American bankers and business leaders that Mexico offered attractive opportunities for investment, particularly mining, farming, and ranching in northern Mexican states. Response was immediate and positive. The U.S. government expressed full support; a new era of warmer relations between Mexico and America commenced. It lasted less than five years.






CHAPTER TWO [image: ] Border Fences and Revolution


Benito Juárez died of a heart attack in July 1872 and was succeeded by Sebastián Lerdo, chief justice of the Mexican Supreme Court. Unlike Juárez, Lerdo viewed American business magnates with suspicion. He thwarted plans for several yanqui companies to jointly build north–south rail lines between Mexico’s interior and the U.S. border, first insisting that only Mexican firms must do the construction, then limiting foreign participation to a single U.S. entity. This alienated American financiers, who wanted the relatively unlimited investment opportunities previously offered by Juárez. At the same time, Lerdo attempted to strengthen Mexico’s central government while lessening the authority of state officials. It earned him the enmity of powerful landowners outside the Mexico City area, who were accustomed to virtual autonomy. Porfirio Díaz, a general who fought gallantly against France, sensed opportunity. In 1875 he ran against Lerdo for the presidency and lost.

A few months later Díaz revolted; he made his initial base in Brownsville, Texas, where border-crossing restrictions placed him beyond Lerdo’s reach. Díaz pledged that, as Mexico’s president, he would unconditionally welcome American investors with the kind of generous terms that guaranteed hefty profits. Americans responded by providing Díaz with money for men and munitions; he enjoyed almost unlimited financial resources, and because of them could afford to keep well-equipped forces in the field against Lerdo’s inadequately funded federal army. The result was inevitable. In November 1876 Lerdo fled into exile, and in early 1877 Porfirio Díaz assumed the Mexican presidency.

The Americans who’d given Díaz financial support expected their promised quid pro quo, and he delivered. Díaz met in New York City with U.S. business leaders (including former president Ulysses Grant); together they designed a massive program of American investment in Mexico, focusing first on railroads so that raw materials could easily be shipped to manufacturers in the U.S. Díaz didn’t intend to sell out his countrymen in return for the presidency. American businessmen financed his successful rebellion; now he would use their Mexican investments to revitalize his country. American-owned mines, railroads, farms, and ranches would need Mexican workers. American-built infrastructure—rail lines, roads—would benefit Mexicans as well as yanqui investors. True, for the present Americans owned most of the minerals and oil extracted from Mexican soil. But sometime in the future Mexico would be in position to nationalize these businesses, and the American owners, having long since recouped their investments and made considerable profit, would have to accept new arrangements. In the meantime, they would pay taxes on their Mexican holdings, pumping more desperately needed financial lifeblood into their host country.

In 1880, Díaz’s four-year presidential term was up. He relinquished office to a political crony, and spent the next four years controlling Mexico from behind the scenes. Then, at his direction, the constitution was amended to allow multiple presidential terms, and in 1884 Díaz was elected for the second time. He began aggressive land privatization by targeting the Catholic Church, which owned 48 percent of Mexican land and paid no taxes on it. Once most of that property was wrenched free, Díaz pounced on Mexico’s numerous communally owned pueblos, using the courts to free up that land for sale. Every newly available acre was snapped up, often by American investors—William Randolph Hearst, delighted with his new, expansive ranch property, mused, “I don’t see what is to prevent us from owning all of Mexico and running it to suit ourselves.” The wealthiest Mexicans acquired the rest. Known as hacendados, they often lived in Mexico City and owned properties of a half-million acres or more out in the country. These men became Díaz’s most dependable political base. Under Díaz, hacendados and American investors eventually owned between them approximately 95 percent of Mexico’s arable or grazing land. The Catholic Church retained a little, and individual peasants collectively owned 2 percent. Mexico’s railroads were almost entirely American-owned, as were most mining operations. Outside investment in Mexico totaled $1.2 billion.

Díaz believed that these changes would bring about a national economic boom, and he was right. Mexico’s gross national product began growing an average of 8 percent annually (half that would have been considered impressive). For the first time, income from Mexican exports sometimes outpaced money spent on imports. American investors mined, farmed, ran railroads, and also, according to a report by the U.S. consul general, opened and operated “banks, water companies, electric light and power plants, gas and water works plants, telephone systems and similar industries.” Díaz was well satisfied, so much so that after his second four-year term he chose to keep seeking reelection. His rigid control of the voting process resulted each time in Díaz victories by margins of 90 percent or more. American investors considered him their valued partner; the U.S. press couldn’t laud him enough. In February 1902, when he had held the presidency for twenty-two years (not counting the break in 1880–1884), the New York Times credited Díaz “for the present eras of peace and prosperity in Mexico.” But many Mexicans did not feel peaceful or prosperous at all.

The glittering economic successes disguised a contradiction. Mexico was richer but most Mexicans were worse off than they’d been before their country’s supposed savior gained the presidency. Díaz’s policy of turning over as much land as possible to wealthy investors was largely responsible. Denied small plots of land of their own, country peasants, comprising 80 percent of Mexico’s population, had no option other than to work for the rich Mexican hacendados or American landowners, most often as field workers or herders. Hacendados paid low wages, the equivalent of $3–$4 a month, and American employers in Mexico, focused on profit, were pleased to follow the custom. Many also adopted the hacendado tradition of requiring workers to live on their employer’s land and make all of their food and clothing purchases at the employer’s store, where prices for staples like cornmeal, coffee, clothing, and shoes were inflated, in part to force workers to buy on credit, obligating them to stay indefinitely in their backbreaking jobs until they satisfied their debts—which, with their minimal pay, was impossible to do. The descriptive term later adopted by historians is debt peonage. In practice if not in name, these workers were slaves.

In the cities, Mexican employees of American-owned businesses found themselves gradually made redundant by technology. Every newfangled machine brought in by gringo owners to power plants, water works, and construction eliminated the need for at least a few employees. Working conditions were also difficult. Hours were long and supervision onerous—the Americans had no tolerance for employees giving anything but all-out effort. The workers sometimes formed labor unions to protect their interests. The Díaz government, firmly on the side of management, shut down attempted strikes. These companies made profits, and the profits were taxed—this arrangement took precedence over workers’ rights.

But rank-and-file Mexicans felt growing antipathy for Americans beyond the workplace. More yanquis arrived all the time, an average of about three thousand every year. Not all of them were investors or company bosses. In Mexico, middle-class Americans could afford land and big houses that they could never have aspired to in the U.S. Virtually all Americans moving to Mexico showed no interest in conforming with, or even learning much about, their new country’s culture. Instead, they clustered together, refusing to learn Spanish or mingle with Mexicans. They showed no respect for Mexican customs and insisted on retaining their own. Most infuriating of all was the Americans’ attitude that their presence was a favor to Mexicans; the same New York Times article in 1902 that praised Díaz included interviews with Americans living in Mexico. The reporter noted that it was difficult for them to feel comfortable in such a primitive land—“Bathrooms are seldom found in Mexican houses”—but that expatriates were comforted “by the notion that the influence of American customs upon those of the native people is beginning to be felt.”

Mexicans living on the U.S. side of the border felt even more at odds with what some Spanish-language publications termed “blonds” or “the blond race.” The number of arriving Mexicans was not yet being definitely counted, but historian Arnoldo de León estimates that sixty thousand annually crossed into El Paso alone. They came to work on the ranches and farms that sprang up along the border from the southern tip of Texas to the California coast, and they were badly needed. Mexicans provided cheap labor, working for perhaps a third of what Americans expected to be paid. But these workers could not overcome, or, in many cases, forgive, racial prejudice against them. This was evident since the conclusion of the U.S.-Mexican war, when American settlers began pouring into what had been Mexican territory, but it intensified in the mid-1860s. After the Civil War, Southerners dominated frontier settlement, all of them desperate to escape Reconstruction and many retaining the ingrained belief that people of color were inferior. Mexicans were not only “colored,” but frequently a racial mix of Indian, Spanish, and, sometimes, African forebears. In the American southwest and, especially, along the border, Mexicans were often stigmatized as greasers, probably because, to newly arrived whites who’d had little or no interaction with Mexicans before, their various shades of brown skin resembled grease.

But along the border, American disdain for Mexicans remained tinged with fear. Anglos remembered the Alamo and Juan Cortina. Ongoing depredations on American ranches and travelers were real rather than rumored. The border was unsafe, and Mexican and Anglo criminals were equally culpable. Díaz didn’t have sufficient military capacity to do much about it, so American forces took up the slack, including the Army, state rangers (especially in Texas), regional and town lawmen, and self-appointed civilian militias who hunted Mexican bandits and too frequently decided that any “greaser” would do. U.S. government officials were also concerned about Mexican criminal elements on and below the border. While Hearst and other American business titans assumed that at some point Mexico’s northern states would surely be annexed by the U.S., political leaders in Washington, wearied by complaints about the border depredations, never considered it. They believed that annexation would burden America with too many undesirable new citizens.

Despite ongoing border-related tension, Díaz took every opportunity to remind Americans how grateful he and his people were to the U.S. In 1891 he granted a lengthy interview to a reporter from the Buffalo (New York) Morning Express, who dutifully quoted the Mexican president about how Mexican land could be purchased by Americans “at very attractive prices,” and concluded his story with Díaz’s promise that Mexico’s goal remained becoming “day after day more worthy of being called a sister of the great model republic, the United States of America.” By 1902, one American government survey indicated that 1,117 U.S. “companies, firms and individuals” had established business interests in Mexico. Porfirio Díaz, now seventy and in his fifth presidential term, seemed invulnerable and determined to remain in office for life.

The first real threat to Díaz initially seemed insubstantial. In August 1900 a young lawyer named Ricardo Flores Magón published Regeneración, an anti-Díaz newspaper. In 1902, Magón fled across the border and set up editorial shop in St. Louis, where he and his brother Enrique resumed publishing Regeneración and, with a few other expatriated dissidents, formed the Liberal Party of Mexico, which demanded eight-hour workdays and a minimum wage for all workers. The newspaper and fledgling political party gained support from U.S. labor unions and liberal firebrand Emma Goldman. The unions and Goldman were despised by the same American business elite that supported Díaz. They made their concerns known to U.S. authorities, and Magón was soon arrested on suspicion of committing seditious acts in violation of American neutrality laws. Temporarily free on bail, Magón escaped to Canada. He reemerged in El Paso a few years later, and Regeneración editorials called for armed rebellion against Díaz. But an amateurish attempt plotted by Magón to attack neighboring Juárez was easily thwarted. Magón avoided arrest and went to Los Angeles, where he was taken into custody and sent to U.S. prison for Neutrality Act violations. But articles Magón wrote and smuggled out of his cell inspired Mexicans who chafed under their president.

There was also a wobble in Díaz’s support among American owners of vast ranching operations in Mexico. Tired of bandit raids and rustling, despairing of the Mexican government’s inability to defend against them, some chose to protect their property with fences. Among the first was the 2.4-million-acre Wood Hagenbarth Ranch near Palomas, just below the border. In 1903, ranch management announced it would mark its northern boundary with a three-strand barbed wire fence extending from “18 miles west of El Paso to three miles into the Mexican state of Sonora,” a distance of 140 miles. A barbed wire fence couldn’t keep rustlers out, but it would make the process of driving stolen cattle away more difficult, increasing opportunities for successful pursuit. U.S. state and federal officials considered similar fences along the border itself. Through legitimate purchases as well as rustling, tick-fever-afflicted Mexican cattle were frequently passing the infection on to American stock. The U.S. Bureau of Animal Industry tried, and failed, to thoroughly monitor all possible border crossing points, legal or otherwise.

In 1909, the bureau proposed erecting a barbed wire fence along the 137-mile California–Baja California border, with construction due to begin in 1911. The September 5, 1910, edition of the Boston Daily Globe reported that the California–Baja California border might be extended by the American government into “the longest fence in the world and the oddest artificial boundary between two countries.… This fence will consist of stout posts, possibly of reinforced concrete, and 5-strand, steer-tight barbed wire.… The fence will be about 1000 miles long.” Six weeks later, the October 25 edition of the Los Angeles Herald informed readers that “a fence along the border between Mexico and the United States seems assured. Surveyors are now in the field.” But the massive fence never advanced beyond widespread speculation.

About the same time that the California–Baja California border fence was proposed, Díaz granted an interview to a writer from Pearson’s Magazine. During the interview, the seventy-eight-year-old proclaimed Mexico finally ready for new leadership, and announced he would retire from the presidency when his current term ended in July 1910. Anyone who liked could run. A surprising candidate emerged—Francisco Madero, a scrawny, squeaky-voiced member of a prominent family. He wrote a book in 1908 titled La sucesión presidencial en 1910 (The Presidential Succession of 1910), arguing that allowing one man to hold power indefinitely was wrong for Mexico. Madero’s flowery campaign speeches lacked specific promises beyond pledging an incorruptible administration that would remain for only a single term, but they caused the aging incumbent president to reconsider. If Madero were elected, he might undo all of Díaz’s accomplishments. Díaz announced he would run again after all.

Madero campaigned in villages, among the working class and poor; Díaz knew his own support lay elsewhere. He formally requested William Howard Taft to meet with him in Mexico, which would be the first state visit by an incumbent American president to the country. A Díaz-Taft summit would remind hacendados that it was Díaz who made America their lucrative business partner, and perhaps impress the peasantry with their leader’s lofty stature in the world. Taft was persuaded to participate by Henry Lane Wilson, the U.S. ambassador to Mexico and a firm supporter of Díaz’s policies favoring American investors. The historic meeting took place in October 1909, with the two presidents exchanging formal visits between the twin cities of El Paso and Juárez. Díaz asked Taft for full U.S. endorsement in the coming election. Taft pressed for the renewal of several American military leases in Baja California. The American president left the historic summit certain that Díaz would not last much longer in office, probably through bloody revolution and with the almost inevitable consequence of America becoming involved to protect its border and Mexican investments. In a note to his wife immediately following his meeting with Díaz, Taft wrote, “I can only hope and pray that his demise does not come until I am out of office.”

Madero’s campaign gained momentum that astonished even the upstart’s own family—his grandfather, himself one of the grand hacendados, compared it to “a microbe’s challenge to an elephant.” But the elephant sensed danger, and in June Díaz had his rival arrested on charges of fomenting revolution and disrespecting the president. Two weeks later, while Madero languished in jail, Díaz was elected to his eighth term, running against a nonentity who replaced Madero. Voting results released by the government indicated Díaz won almost unanimously.

Madero escaped custody in October 1910 and fled to San Antonio, Texas, where he declared the recent election invalid and announced an armed uprising against Díaz that would commence on November 20. It was Madero’s belief that his countrymen would rise up in great numbers and overthrow the tyrant. On November 19, Madero crossed the Rio Grande, expecting that the next day he’d greet at least five hundred revolutionaries. Fewer than a dozen showed up. Madero took this disappointment well, and moved his headquarters to El Paso. Throughout the winter and early spring, more revolutionary leaders emerged in separate rebellions against Díaz, notably Emiliano Zapata in the south and Pascual Orozco in the north. Orozco won victories against federal troops in the north, and Zapata kept steady pressure on Díaz from the south. Madero persuaded Orozco to join him, and, due in great part to Orozco’s success in the field, Madero gained control over much of Chihuahua. He named his trusted subordinate Abraham González to be the state’s provisional governor, and González in turn recruited to Madero’s cause a young man calling himself Francisco Villa, whose background was questionable but whose fighting skills were exceptional.

By February 1911, Madero sent a formal letter to U.S. secretary of state Philander C. Knox. In it, Madero promised that, under his leadership, Mexico would remain America’s friend: “At the proper time and in due form, [I will] take steps to secure just recognition from the Government of Your Excellency.” Acknowledging America’s most obvious concern, Madero added that “the interests… of your citizens [in Mexico] have been and will continue to be protected.” Knox and Taft weren’t convinced. With the fighting extending across the northern Mexican states, they believed a buffer was needed at the border. On March 7, Taft ordered twenty thousand U.S. troops—about a fourth of the entire American Army—to the border, where they would conduct “routine maneuvers” while being in place, if necessary, to “restore order to Mexico.” Díaz was offended; this seemed a clear sign that the U.S. believed he might lose. Had Díaz known the extent of America’s preparation, he would have been even more upset. The Office of Naval Intelligence sent spies to evaluate several Mexican seaports as potential landing sites for a U.S. invasion. Soon, Taft approved a projected first step—America would, if and when necessary, begin by landing in Veracruz and occupying the city.

In April, Madero gathered the bulk of his rebel forces and, with Orozco and Villa under his command, set out to take Juárez, which was defended by a much smaller federal force. Juárez was the border point where American shipments of guns and ammunition purchased by Díaz were brought in by rail. Rebel occupation would deny him these munitions, and perhaps make them available to Madero instead. Madero was a philosopher rather than a warrior. To the dismay of Orozco and Villa, he agreed to a temporary cease-fire with General Juan Navarro, leader of the federal forces in Juárez. For several days, Madero’s generals chafed while he and Navarro engaged in long discussions about how Juárez might be surrendered with minimal bloodshed and loss of honor by the federals.

On May 8, while Madero and Navarro still negotiated, Orozco and Villa sent their troops to attack, then informed Madero that, through some miscommunication, the battle had begun and there was no way to stop it. After three days of fighting, Navarro surrendered. With the revolutionaries in firm control of Juárez, Díaz realized that his best remaining option was resigning the presidency. On May 25, 1911, two weeks after the fall of Juárez, he sailed off aboard the German steamer Ypiranga into European exile. On June 7, enthusiastic crowds jammed Mexico City streets as Francisco Madero made his triumphant return. That fall, Madero was legally elected president. As historian John S. D. Eisenhower wrote in his book Intervention, “The Mexican Revolution had thus far been a success.” But success was fleeting.






CHAPTER THREE [image: ] The American Puppeteer


Prior to Porfirio Díaz, Mexican presidents were pressured or driven from office at a dizzying rate—forty administrations in fifty-five years, along with a junta from 1860 to 1864 and the doomed reign of Emperor Maximilian from 1864 to 1867—but never as the result of a protracted nationwide revolt. The fight against Díaz lasted eight months, during which Pascual Orozco, Francisco Villa, and Emiliano Zapata, all regional military powers in their own right, consented to work together under the leadership of Francisco Madero. He swept triumphantly into Mexico City on June 7, 1911, but almost immediately his coalition began disintegrating. The cause was Madero himself, who allowed Díaz’s officials to remain in place and run the interim government. Zapata stormed back to Morelos, convinced that Madero was just one more hacendado who couldn’t care less about the plight of Mexico’s peasants. Orozco, already offended that Madero appointed Coahuila state governor Venustiano Carranza rather than himself to be minister of war, was appalled when Madero dismissed all revolutionary forces while retaining the federal army under command of Díaz-appointed officers. Villa, who’d grown to despise Orozco during the siege of Juárez, simply rode back to Chihuahua.

Even after Madero was elected president of Mexico in a landslide and formally assumed office in November, he took no definitive steps toward any reform. It was as though Madero believed that ridding Mexico of Porfirio Díaz was all he was obligated to do. Less than three weeks after Madero’s inauguration, Zapata publicly repudiated him. Madero sent federal troops to Morelos to put down his former ally, and these were led by Victoriano Huerta, a hard-bitten sixty-year-old Hui-chol Indian who’d previously served as Díaz’s military enforcer. Zapata was a committed but geographically limited revolutionary. He cared solely about land reform, and never fought far from his beloved southern home state. But he enjoyed almost complete support in Morelos, and now he and his followers fought Huerta to a stalemate. Meanwhile, hacendados still resented Madero’s anticipated land reforms, there were problems with some federal troops in far-flung states receiving their pay, and border depredations were increasing in frequency. Though Madero felt himself assaulted from all sides, he had yet to identify another threat, this one emanating from the U.S. embassy in Mexico City.



Henry Lane Wilson was a lawyer and newspaper publisher prior to 1897, when President William McKinley named him minister to Chile. In his memoir, Wilson wrote that he entered diplomatic service “with a sympathetic understanding of racial psychology” regarding “Latins,” no matter their individual countries of origin: “The Latin-American has in common his prejudices, his traditions, his habits of thought and living, and to these he stubbornly adheres in spite of the changing modes of life and thought created by inventive genius and the tremendous stride of Anglo-Saxon energy.” He served in Chile for seven years, then accepted President Theodore Roosevelt’s nomination to the same post in Belgium. President Taft, increasingly concerned about border security and protection of American investments, appointed Wilson to be ambassador to Mexico in December 1909.

Taft’s faith in Wilson was such that the new U.S. minister in Mexico could, and occasionally did, ignore State Department chain of command and communicate directly with the president himself. President Díaz felt that anything Wilson said or did directly reflected the wishes of President Taft, and Wilson was pleased to let him believe it. Wilson emphasized two areas of concern with Díaz: border security and protection of American investments in Mexico. So long as American business was happy with Díaz, then so was Wilson, and his reports to Washington reflected it. After Díaz’s resignation, Wilson warned Secretary Knox in a memo marked “confidential” that Madero, certain to be elected Mexico’s president in the fall, was “a dreamer of uncertain tendencies.” Most Mexicans “are illiterate and wholly without the necessary training to fit them for the responsibilities of intelligent citizenship.”

The Madero administration unhappily discovered that Mexico’s money was in the hands of the hacendados rather than the government. Federal funds were too short to cover many basic expenses, including military salaries. Troops in Juárez, informed in January 1912 that their pay was delayed again, mutinied. They took over the border city and blocked U.S. shipments of goods and munitions to Mexico. Having defeated Díaz by capturing Juárez, Madero well understood its importance. He ordered Pascual Orozco to put down the mutiny and retake the city. It seemed a logical response—Orozco was from the north, knew the territory, and had conquered Juárez before. But upon arrival, instead of fighting the mutineers, he joined them, and to Madero’s horror began successfully recruiting volunteers for a rebellion of his own. To quell this particularly dangerous uprising, Madero chose another battle-tested veteran who’d previous fought for him. Francisco Villa had retired to civilian life, operating several butcher shops in the state capital of Chihuahua City. Madero had some concern whether Villa would rally to his cause again or rebel himself—the man’s current loyalties were as murky as his past.

Born in 1878 to sharecropper parents in the Mexican state of Durango, Doroteo Arango changed his name to Francisco Villa around 1902. He probably took his new surname from wealthy forebears—his father was a rich man’s illegitimate son—but let others think he’d adopted the name of a well-known regional outlaw instead. The newly monickered Villa looked and acted the part of a dangerous man. Though he could read and write passably well, Villa frequently described himself as virtually illiterate. Enemies underestimated his intelligence, usually to their regret. Most Mexican officers of high rank, federal and rebel alike, wore neat, elegant caps and uniforms adorned with medals and braid. Villa was usually clad in the same nondescript sombrero, shirt, and pants worn by peasants. There was some calculation in this, adopting a wardrobe to complement his intended public image, but Villa also felt genuinely comfortable in these clothes. Top-heavy and sporting a bristling mustache, he lurched slightly when he walked, but was grace itself on horseback. Villa’s mood could and frequently did change in an instant, from charming rogue to raging ogre and back again. Above all, he knew how to build support among the poor, for he could truthfully say he had lived as one of them. For a while Villa made a mostly honest living running work crews for foreign businesses in Chihuahua, supplementing his income as many others did with occasional rustling. But in 1910, Villa had a dispute with a member of the state governor’s police and killed him; his temper was always a flaw. Now a fugitive, he was glad to accept recruitment by Madero ally Abraham González in the revolt against Díaz.

Villa’s splendid service gained him rapid advancement, until he stood second only to Orozco in the rebels’ military hierarchy. Orozco was threatened by Villa’s rising reputation, and Villa always chafed under someone else’s command. The two rebel officers developed mutual antipathy, and so when Orozco betrayed Madero, the president hoped that Villa would put aside his own disappointment with his administration and come out of retirement to fight Orozco for him. Villa agreed, but when he called for volunteers, he found that many potential recruits had already gone over to Orozco. Villa and the limited force he could muster still fought Orozco; though they lost most major battles, they occupied Orozco while Huerta gathered loyal federal troops to go north and fight. Madero wrote to Villa that “I shall see to it that you are rewarded for the services you have rendered to the republic.”

Villa considered himself a temporary volunteer rather than a full-time federal officer. In June, he and another federal quarreled over ownership of a horse. Villa telegraphed Madero’s General Huerta that he’d had enough—he and his men were done fighting for the government. Huerta announced that Villa was deserting to start his own uprising against Madero, and he captured the rebellious leader. Villa was promptly placed before a firing squad. In direct contrast to his public image as a fearless man, Villa groveled and cried, pleading for his life. There were many witnesses. At the very last moment—rifles were cocked—Villa was reprieved. President Madero had somehow learned of the imminent execution and sent orders for it to be stopped. But Madero could not entirely dismiss Huerta’s charges against Villa. He needed Huerta too much, so most of Villa’s volunteer troops were forcibly conscripted into the federal army and Villa himself was sent to prison. On Christmas Day 1912, he escaped and fled to El Paso. In the sure knowledge that Villa made a better ally than enemy, Madero sent word that in return for a promise not to rebel, he would be allowed to return home to Chihuahua. An agreement was reached, but before Villa was back across the border Madero’s fortunes took their final, fatal turn.

While Villa was in prison, Huerta pounded at Orozco’s forces until, in August 1912, the rebels broke and Orozco escaped over the border into the U.S. In recognition of this success, Madero named Huerta as commander of Mexico’s armed forces. Madero believed the danger to his government was past. But on February 9, 1913, troops led by federal general Manuel Mondragón unexpectedly marched into Mexico City. Once arrived, they split into two separate forces and freed two prominent anti-Madero leaders, Bernardo Reyes and Félix Díaz, from the prisons where they were held. The rebels believed they would next take Madero captive, but soldiers remaining loyal to the president put up a stiff fight. About 1,800 took refuge in the massive Ciudada (Citadel) fortress. Huerta placed his government forces around the Ciudada. After a direct assault failed, Huerta ordered heavy bombardment. Stray explosions battered many parts of Mexico City, including neighborhoods mostly populated by Americans.

On February 12, Ambassador Wilson met with Madero, informing the beleaguered president that the U.S. demanded that the fighting stop. Wilson warned that American warships and marines were prepared, even poised, to intervene. Madero responded directly to President Taft. In a message transmitted to the White House, Madero wrote that “I have been informed that the Government over which Your Excellency worthily presides has ordered that war ships shall set out for Mexican coasts with troops to be disembarked to come to this capital to give protection to Americans.” Any reports that Americans in Mexico City were in danger were exaggerated; all they had to do was “concentrate” in specific parts of the capital or in suburban towns, and Madero would guarantee they’d receive “every measure of protection.” Madero acknowledged that “my country is passing at this moment through a terrible trial,” but if, after receiving erroneous information, Taft intervened, “the United States would do a terrible wrong to a nation which has always been a loyal friend.” Madero unwisely shared the letter with Wilson, who was offended and fired off a telegram to Washington claiming Madero was “misleading and inexact.” The ambassador was further infuriated on February 16 when Taft replied directly to Madero that “perhaps Your Excellency was somewhat misinformed.” The president assured his Mexican counterpart that America had no present intention of sending in troops. In closing, though, Taft wrote that he felt obligated “to add sincerely and without reserve that the course of events during the past two years culminating in the present most dangerous situation creates in this country extreme pessimism.”

Mexico City was awash in rumors that Huerta and the troops serving under him either had or would soon join the rebels. On the night of the 17th, Ambassador Wilson notified Washington that he’d just received a private message from Huerta advising that Madero would be removed from power “at any moment,” to which Secretary Knox responded only with the request that “no lives be taken beyond the due process of law.” The ambassador did not alert Madero.

On Tuesday the 18th, Madero and Vice President José María Pino Suárez were arrested while conducting a cabinet meeting. Huerta sent a terse one-sentence message to Taft announcing that “I have overthrown this government, the forces are with me and from now on peace and prosperity will reign.” Late that night, Wilson sent a telegram to Washington reporting that, at his invitation, Huerta and fellow rebel Félix Díaz, nephew of Porfirio Díaz, came to the American embassy “for the purpose of considering the question of preserving order in the city.” But the ambassador realized “many other things had to be discussed first,” including who would now head the Mexican government. Both men wanted the presidency, and Wilson bragged in the telegram that “after enormous difficulties I managed to get them to work in common on an understanding.” With the American ambassador orchestrating, it was agreed that Huerta would become provisional president, Félix Díaz would appoint the new cabinet, and, when formal elections were set, Huerta would support Díaz for the presidency.

On February 19, Huerta had a question for Wilson: What should he do with former president Madero, place him in a lunatic asylum or exile him? The ambassador replied that Huerta “ought to do that which was best for the peace of the country.” Huerta chose a third option. Shortly after taking the presidential oath, he ordered Madero and Suárez taken to a place away from the presidential palace where they would be safe “until public passions have subsided.” On the way, their cars were engulfed in gunfire and both were killed. Huerta claimed the two men died when their supporters attempted a rescue and shot them by mistake. Taft and Secretary Knox were appalled, and ordered Wilson to investigate. Four days later the ambassador replied that “in spite of all the rumors that are afloat I am disposed to accept [Huerta’s] version of the affair and consider it a closed incident.” Wilson then badgered Taft and Knox to make America the first country to formally recognize the Huerta government. The ambassador was not pleased when Knox replied that “for the present no formal recognition is to be accorded those de facto in control.” Taft had lost the November 1912 U.S. presidential election; he and Knox had only a few days remaining in office. Their successors would be sworn in on March 4. Let them sort out the mess in Mexico.






CHAPTER FOUR [image: ] “I Do Not Know What to Make of Mexico”


Woodrow Wilson was in many ways an unlikely candidate for the White House. He was a Southerner (born in Virginia, raised mostly in Georgia and South Carolina) in a time when post–Civil War grievances still divided the nation and Northerners dominated the national government. Though he had a law degree, Wilson’s primary career was in education, first as a college professor and later as president of Princeton University. While an academic, he wrote extensively on the subject of American government—it wasn’t enough, Wilson insisted, for government to maintain the status quo. Life for all could and must be made better by acting on rather than simply talking about noble principles, and by teaching the less fortunate how to improve themselves.

Wilson came to believe that his vision and leadership skills were stifled in academia, and sensed a better opportunity in politics. Democrats in New Jersey were regularly lambasted in state elections. But Wilson ran for governor in 1910 as a committed progressive on the Democratic ticket and won in a landslide. He swiftly revamped New Jersey’s convoluted electoral system, enforced new statutes for workmen’s compensation, and became a candidate for his party’s presidential nomination in 1912. Getting the nomination wasn’t easy. Several rivals, including former three-time Democratic nominee William Jennings Bryan, were far more skilled at political infighting, which Wilson disdained. No clear winner emerged through dozens of ballots at the Democrats’ national convention. Bryan eventually realized that he wouldn’t gain a fourth presidential nomination from his party, and announced he could never support Speaker of the House Champ Clark, his most detested rival. That opened the way for Wilson to win as a compromise candidate on the forty-sixth ballot. In the general election that fall, Wilson was lucky again. Former Republican president Theodore Roosevelt returned as an independent to challenge incumbent William Howard Taft, once Roosevelt’s close friend and, in the 1908 election, his chosen successor. That split the Republican vote, and Wilson was elected.

Traditionally, new American presidents had focused on domestic legislation—foreign affairs were usually an afterthought. That changed in 1898 with the Spanish-American War. Previous U.S. wars had been fought against England (twice), Mexico, and itself in the Civil War, but always on American soil or, in the case of Mexico, in a nation immediately contiguous with America’s southwestern border. America’s quarrel with Spain involved Cuba’s fight for independence from Spanish rule, threats to American business in Cuba because of it, and the mysterious sinking of the USS Maine in Havana Harbor. This time, Americans fought in Cuba and Puerto Rico (another Spanish fiefdom), and also in the Pacific, where Spain held the Philippines and Guam. The U.S. war with Spain was shockingly brief, lasting less than four months. Spain was no longer capable of maintaining a global empire, and its capitulation included turning over Cuba, Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines to the U.S. in exchange for $20 million. Cuba was briefly a U.S. protectorate, then granted independence in 1902 (America was guaranteed a permanent lease on a base at Guantánamo Bay); Puerto Rico and Guam were declared and remain U.S. territories. Filipinos, already in revolt against Spain before Americans arrived, declared themselves independent as the First Philippines Republic, and fought the U.S. until 1902, when superior American firepower finally prevailed.

But these overseas holdings, along with Hawaii, annexed by the U.S. in 1898, meant that America now had its own far-flung empire, like England and Germany and France. There was also the Panama Canal, a fifty-one-mile work in progress that would allow greater shipping access between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. France tried and failed to build the canal, abandoning the project in 1841. America stepped up in 1904, and the canal was scheduled to open in 1914. For the first time, the U.S. had the trappings of an international superpower. Its new subjects (not yet citizens) were mostly people of color, living in cultures Americans considered unenlightened. Presidents McKinley and Roosevelt and Taft and their administrations adopted policies best described as condescending. Primitive peoples could be helped to live in more sanitary surroundings and, in a limited sense, govern themselves under strict American supervision, although they could never entirely overcome their inherent inferiority. Mexico’s proximity and the potential of the Panama Canal meant that the U.S. must also exert its influence over as much of Central America as possible, and, by logical extension, at least some of South America and the Caribbean, too. Lurking foreign powers would be warned off as necessary—the Monroe Doctrine remained U.S. policy.

But in March 1914 the new U.S. president had a radically different approach in mind. At heart, Woodrow Wilson was a teacher—and, instead of benignly overseeing inferior races and cultures, he would teach America’s lesser neighbors how to raise themselves up into proper democracies. Mexico was an excellent starting point. The idealistic Wilson saw things as entirely right or entirely wrong. Mexico’s current president had gained power by murdering the duly-elected incumbent. This was wrong. Victoriano Huerta must surrender his office to a more acceptable Mexican leader, someone dedicated enough to his country’s future to become the willing pupil of America’s professorial president.

There were two immediate obstacles. Huerta had no intention of giving up Mexico’s presidency, and the rival best positioned to replace him was Venustiano Carranza, an especially proud Mexican nationalist who considered America to be the inferior country and culture. It was easy for Woodrow Wilson to underestimate Huerta, who was renowned as a battlefield butcher. Huerta’s lumpy cranium and perpetually grim expression gave his head the overall appearance of a clenched fist, an accurate representation of his character. It was an open secret among the international diplomats stationed in Mexico City that Huerta was a functioning alcoholic. He made many decisions while in a hungover daze. But by the standards of his country, Huerta was a very well-educated man; he had attended Mexico’s military academy and excelled in math. Huerta was also a shrewd judge of character. When Woodrow Wilson took office and immediately began calling for Huerta to step down because of the means by which he gained the Mexican presidency, Huerta nicknamed him “the Puritan of the North.” He publicly ignored Wilson, realizing that directly engaging the verbally adept American president would be disadvantageous.
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