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NOTE TO READERS:


Names of some of the people portrayed in this book have been changed.




The beauty and genius of a work of art may be reconceived, though its first material expression be destroyed; a vanished harmony may yet again inspire the composer, but when the last individual of a race of living things breathes no more, another heaven and another earth must pass before such a one can be again.


—WILLIAM BEEBE
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INTRODUCTION



DOWN MEXICO WAY
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IN THE HIGH MOUNTAINS of Mexico’s rugged Sierra Madre Occidental there once lived a woodpecker unlike any other—a giant, largest of its clan in the world, whose pounding drumbeat echoed through the primeval forests as it bored into massive pines, hammering on them powerfully for weeks at a time until they groaned, shuddered, and finally toppled with an impact that shook the ground. Victorian explorers dubbed the bird Campephilus imperialis—the imperial woodpecker. But it had already been named long before. To the Aztecs, it was cuauhtotomomi in Nahuatl; to the Tarahumaras, cumecócari; to the Tepehuanes, uagam; and to the Spanish speakers, the pitoreal.


Two feet in length from beak to tail, the imperial woodpecker stood out. It had deep black plumage, except for a white shield on its lower back formed by brilliant snow-white flight feathers, and a big crest (red on the males, black on the females) that curled forward to a shaggy point. Its eyes glowed golden yellow; its long, chisellike bill shone white as polished ivory. And it was noisy, blaring a loud trumpetlike toot as it hitched up a pine trunk, foraging for beetle grubs as big as a man’s thumb. Its showy splendor was its undoing—that and the fact that it stayed in tight family groups, often hanging around when one of its group was wounded or killed.


The Huichol, who believe they made the sun themselves, say that the only animals who protected the sun during his first journey across the sky were the gray squirrel and the giant woodpecker. Because of this, the giant woodpecker carries the color of the sun on his scarlet crest.


Norwegian explorer Carl Lumholtz, who spent eight years traveling on muleback down the 900-mile length of the Sierra Madre Occidental in the 1890s, declared that the birds would soon be exterminated. Indigenous people relished the bird’s taste and believed their feathers and bills held curative powers; curious shooters killed them as a novelty; insatiable loggers moved into their vast forest empire and felled most of the great trees across their range. All played a role in decimating the bird’s population. By 1956, when amateur ornithologist William L. Rhein from Pennsylvania filmed a lone female imperial woodpecker near a logging camp in the mountains of Durango, the birds were already dangling over the abyss. That single pitoreal was the last of its kind ever documented by a birder, naturalist, or scientist.


Yet it’s difficult to say for certain that the imperial woodpecker is extinct. Many biologists have already written the bird’s epitaph, a sad tale of massive habitat destruction and wanton killing. But among the mountain villagers, stories persist of lone pitoreales still flying over the most remote pine forests of the Sierra Madre. Perhaps a handful of the birds do exist and the species could still be saved—if someone would just travel through the mountains of northwestern Mexico and talk to people, follow up on leads, and locate a pair of imperial woodpeckers.


Spurring me on my quest was my inheritance of a treasure map—not for gold or a lost Dutchman’s mine, but a cherished topographical map handed to me by a dying man, a noted photographer and naturalist who had himself been given it and had not been able to return to Mexico to explore the areas marked in red on the chart. Carefully preserved for nearly forty years, it showed where imperial woodpeckers had nested in the Sierra Madre as recently as the early 1970s.


The more I thought about this potential discovery, the more I saw myself in the role of the bird’s tracker. Rediscovering a lost bird as magnificent as the imperial woodpecker, I hoped, would rally scientists, birders, and nature enthusiasts around the world to save this unique species and the habitat it needs to survive. I postponed my search for several years on the advice of Mexican friends, who cautioned, “It’s far too dangerous now because of all the drug growing and violence in the mountains; better wait till next year.” But each year the situation only got worse, and we did not have the luxury of waiting years for things to simmer down. By 2008, I had an overwhelming belief that the imperial woodpecker could be saved—but only if we acted immediately.


The Sierra Madre has always been wild, from the time of the Aztecs to the rule of the Spanish to present-day Mexico. It has always been impossible to govern. Although the mountain range starts less than a hundred miles south of the United States border, it seems worlds away, locked in a distant time. Rugged, remote, and dangerous, it is haunted by the ghosts of martyrs and outlaws, ancient and modern, by legends of lost treasures—and by the imminent loss of its natural treasures, found nowhere else.


The mountains are high, nearly ten thousand feet above sea level along much of their length with even higher peaks, and cut through with deep barrancas, or canyons, one of which is deeper than the Grand Canyon. There the Tarahumara (or Rarámuri)—those magnificent long-distance runners who think nothing of racing 150 miles or more nonstop through the mountains—resisted all efforts to colonize them and maintained their stone-age existence well into the twentieth century. And there the last free Apaches (who had fled to the Sierra Madre after Geronimo surrendered to US Brigadier General Nelson A. Miles in 1886) held on into the 1930s, in roving bands, attacking settlers who encroached on their land. And there legendary Mexican revolutionary Pancho Villa fled after his daring 1916 raid into New Mexico, successfully evading capture by ten thousand US troops sent on a punitive mission by President Woodrow Wilson. No doubt Villa and his men saw the dust of the American cavalry billowing up from fifty miles away, like a dirty cumulus cloud, into the dry, clear air of the high-mountain plateaus, giving the rebels plenty of time to disappear without a trace into the deep barrancas of the Sierra Madre.


Although the Sierra Madre has always been dangerous, it has gotten far worse recently. An unofficial truce of sorts, which had existed for years between the Mexican government and the narcotraficantes in the area, ended when Presidente Felipe Calderón (at the urging of the United States) cracked down on drug growers; open rebellion has since broken out in northern Mexico. After the arrest of several major drug kingpins, many lesser narcotraficantes are now battling to replace them. Several other measures Calderón attempted also backfired. Some of the numerous crooked cops Calderón fired have since become full-time professional criminals without any of the restraints they might have had when they were civil servants. And worse, dozens of elite Mexican troops who received Special Forces training from the United States have crossed to the dark side, selling their deadly skills to the very drug traffickers they were recruited to fight.


On almost any given day, shootouts erupt between rival drug gangs, who spray each other (and anyone else who might get in the way) with bullets from their AK-47s or blast rocket-propelled grenades. Nearly fifty thousand people have been killed since 2006 in the conflict, including hundreds of police and soldiers, and the death toll keeps rising. In one outrageous incident, the governor of Chihuahua was attacked by armed men and had to speed away in his bulletproof SUV in a hail of bullets, leaving one of his bodyguards dead on the ground. Huge gun battles have erupted in the middle of major cities such as Durango and Chihuahua as well as Ciudad Juárez, directly across the border from El Paso, Texas. The governors of Texas and New Mexico have asked for federal troops to be sent to the border area to ensure that the violence won’t spill over into the United States, and the US State Department is warning at the time of this writing that the entire nation of Mexico is in danger of becoming a failed state.


So why would anyone go looking in such a terrifyingly dangerous place for a bird that might not even exist? I’ve heard this question many times from family, friends, and acquaintances, and it is difficult to answer. The road to the Sierra Madre has been a long one for me and began with a different species—a tiny falcon rather than a giant woodpecker. As a young boy, the first time I gazed at a wild kestrel perched on a tree in the field near my home, something about the exquisite beauty of the bird touched me deeply, and I was never the same again. Later, at the age of twelve, I took a young male kestrel from a nest and trained him to circle around high above me as I ran through the field. When I blew a whistle, he would return to me.1


I’ve been a devoted falconer ever since. For thirteen years, I’ve been flying a captive-bred peregrine falcon called Macduff. On some brisk autumn days, he flies so high that I lose sight of him straight overhead—a tiny speck disappearing in and out of the cumulus clouds.


My love for peregrine falcons drove me to become a staunch, determined conservationist. The species had been nearly pushed to extinction in much of North America by the late 1960s due to DDT contamination in its environment. Although DDT was banned in the United States in 1972, the damage to the peregrine had largely already been done; the birds were no longer breeding in the contiguous United States east of the Mississippi, and most of the nests to the west had also been abandoned. It took a series of bold steps to bring the peregrine falcon back. First, researchers had to figure out how to breed the birds in captivity—no small effort for a species used to nesting on lofty cliffs and engaging in high-speed courtship displays, soaring and diving across the entire sky. Cornell professor and falconer Tom Cade led the effort, forming the Peregrine Fund, a group dedicated to reversing the falcon’s decline. He persuaded other falconers to donate their birds to his breeding project, which ultimately became a colossal success, producing thousands of young peregrines for release.


Fresh out of college I went to work at the Santa Cruz Predatory Bird Research Group, an affiliate of the Peregrine Fund in California, and helped them build their breeding chambers, care for the captive falcons, and study wild peregrines. The job did not pay well, but it answered a fundamental need of mine: to try to do some good in the world—especially helping sensitive wildlife species, so many of which are being pushed toward extinction.


Things have worked out extremely well for the peregrine falcon. Thousands of captive-bred young were released across the continent, and now their wild populations are booming. I’m proud to have been part of that effort. But as the peregrine falcon population recovered, I started looking for other ways to help in wildlife conservation.


In many ways, I’ve built my life around birds. In the mid-1980s, I was on the start-up crew of WildBird, a magazine for birdwatchers, and became its first managing editor. And for more than twenty years, I’ve been editor in chief of Living Bird magazine, the flagship publication of the Cornell Lab of Ornithology. But for me, it has never been enough just to write; I’ve frequently felt the need to get down on the ground in threatened habitats, from the Arctic to the tropics, to participate in field research.


Before looking for the imperial woodpecker, I had searched for the presumably extinct ivory-billed woodpecker, the closest relative of the imperial and very similar in appearance (it’s not unusual even now for the Anglo-Mexicans who remember the imperial to call it an ivory-billed woodpecker), in the vast swamps and bayous of the South. I was drawn to these large, beautiful woodpeckers in the same way I was to the raptors I’ve trained. Although I didn’t run into any narcotraficantes in the southern swamps, searching for the ivory-bill had presented its own problems: the stifling heat of the place, getting lost in the trackless bayous where every direction looks the same, and deadly water moccasins rearing up from the murky water as I drifted past in my canoe.


I spent several years interviewing people who had seen ivory-bills in the 1930s and ’40s in their last known stronghold, an 81,000-acre chunk of virgin Louisiana swamp forest called the Singer Tract. After the woods were clear cut, the birds dropped from the scientific radar screen for more than sixty years. But I kept finding people—mostly hunters and fishermen who routinely spent entire days hunkered down in swamps, clad head-to-foot in camouflage clothes—who claimed more recent sightings of birds that fit the description of an ivory-bill. Some of them seemed honest and capable, so I started following up on their observations, visiting the very places where they had seen these mystery birds. In many cases, their sightings were more than thirty years old, and sometimes the woods had already been cut, but in other places, the habitat still seemed excellent.


Then I interviewed a kayaker named Gene Sparling who had sighted a likely looking bird less than a week earlier in a remote swamp in the backwoods of Arkansas. A few days later, I hit the bayou with Bobby Harrison—an old friend and longtime ivory-bill chaser from Alabama. We planned to spend twenty-four hours a day for a week in Bayou de View, where Sparling’s sighting took place, floating the length of it and camping out at night. But in the early afternoon of the second day, an unmistakable ivory-bill flew across the bayou less than seventy feet in front of our canoe and swung up to land on the trunk of a large tupelo. “Ivory-bill!” we cried out simultaneously, and the bird veered off through the woods.


That was the start of a vast search led by the Cornell Lab of Ornithology. Our team had several follow-up sightings, and one of the searchers, David Luneau of the University of Arkansas at Little Rock, managed to take a blurry video of the bird, which we analyzed in an article that appeared in the journal Science. The rediscovery announcement led to intensive coverage by the international media. Later, the 60 Minutes television crew and Ed Bradley spent almost a week with us in the swamp and documentary filmmaker George Butler spent months filming The Lord God Bird. Naysayers inevitably emerged who didn’t believe we’d really found the bird, and a huge scientific debate ensued.


Looking back, it had seemed so dangerous traveling through those southern backwoods and swamps, sometimes alone, sometimes with Bobby. But the level of danger in the Sierra Madre is exponentially higher than that in any southern swamp.


From the start, my search for the imperial woodpecker would be an entirely different kind of quest. On expeditions to Iceland and Greenland I had rappelled down sheer cliffs to reach the nest ledges of gyrfalcons, the world’s largest falcon, as the parents hurtled past my head like howitzer shells in sizzling power dives. I had gone on two open-boat voyages along the storm-torn coast of northern Greenland, surveying nesting colonies of seabirds and helping to gather data on the Earth’s changing climate patterns and how they affect bird populations. But I would face a far different kind of danger in the mountains of Mexico—a human danger that hung like a malevolent cloud over everything I did.


Soon after I launched my search for the imperial woodpecker, I began having a terrifying recurrent nightmare. It always went something like this: I am traveling alone on a rough footpath through the high country of the Sierra Madre. As I trudge ever deeper into the forest, the pines become larger and larger, lofty old-growth giants with trunks several feet across, towering into the sky. Then I hear the deafening raps of a foraging woodpecker, far louder than I ever imagined, each blow like an explosion echoing through the forest, again and again and again, like nothing I have ever heard. What else could it be but an imperial woodpecker? And then I’m racing as fast as I can after the sound, flying across the ground as fleet as a deer, hoping to catch a glimpse of this elusive ghost. But suddenly a dark-haired man dressed in black and holding an AK-47 steps out in front of me from behind a tree, and I cry out in shock.


On the good nights, I’d wake with a jolt right then, shivering in a cold sweat. But other times, the dream continued, with the man shouting at me in a tongue I can’t decipher, like some strange mountain dialect of Spanish or the ancient Nahuatl of the Aztecs. I try speaking to him in broken Spanish, in English, and even in sign language, but he doesn’t understand and glares at me with dark, burning eyes—pitiless and menacing. Pulling out my wallet, I try to show him my identification . . . some pictures of my kids . . . some American money. He knocks them to the ground and shoves me hard with the butt of his rifle, driving me away from the trail, deeper into the woods. I walk ahead of him, sick with dread. Finally he stops and points the rifle at me. I glance down and see his finger tightening on the trigger.


Then I hear it . . . a loud noise like a toy trumpet, ringing out high above me. Looking up, I see an imperial woodpecker hitching up the trunk of a lofty pine, and the bird is huge, two feet long, like a big white-billed raven with gleaming white on its lower back. The bird pauses and lifts its head, gazing at me with a yellow eye, its brilliant red crest blowing shaggily in the wind. And it is the most beautiful sight imaginable—so vivid, so real, I could reach out and touch it, and I choke up.


An instant later, a powerful explosion rips my vision and all is darkness.


Sometimes I would cry out loudly, which frightened my wife. One night I thrashed in terror so wildly, I struck her on the back with my hands. And yet I continued on. The project had taken over my life. Everything about it fascinated me: the imperial woodpecker, the landscape—endless blue ridges of pine forest, filling my mind both night and day. And the people . . . like no others I had met in all of my world travels.


Mexico’s hold on me had begun years before I started searching for the imperial woodpecker. I first went there shortly after my family immigrated to the United States from England, by way of Canada, in the early 1960s. I was ten years old, and we were living in San Diego. My father and I drove into Mexico on a Saturday morning to try out one of the cheap barbershops we’d heard about that lay just across the border in Tijuana.


Everywhere we walked on the tight little city streets, throngs of lively people pushed past us speaking rapid-fire Spanish. The pungent delicious aroma of tacos, enchiladas, chile rellenos, and frijoles filled the air. Music belted out everywhere—mariachi bands with brassy trumpets and guitars, singers performing classic Mexican folk ballads. Brightly colored serapes and sombreros adorned the walls of shopping stalls that spilled onto the grimy sidewalks. Street vendors led white donkeys—painted with black stripes to resemble zebras—laden with trinkets for tourists. A middle-aged man with a bushy black moustache stopped us and pulled up the sleeve of his coat to reveal twenty wristwatches, with shiny golden and silver bands, adorning the length of his arm, all of them for sale—cheap. Sleaze merchants beckoned from blind alleyways, enticing visiting gringos to watch various illicit entertainments.


We got lost trying to drive out of the city, and my dad had to make a U-turn with his tiny beige Renault Dauphine so we could retrace our steps. Just as he finally got the car turned around, after many back-and-forth movements in the narrow street, a policeman who had been standing in front of an outdoor taco stand came running over and stood in front of the Renault, blocking our way. Clad in a tan uniform with a policeman hat, he looked like a Mexican Barney Fife. He told my father he had made an illegal turn and would have to pay a $2 fine. After Dad handed him the two bills, the policeman opened his wallet, put the money inside, and strode slowly back to the taco stand.


Mexico was so bright, so colorful, so unlike the United States. I loved it.


My interest in the country continued into my teens, and I would go camping there—first with my Boy Scout troop, later as a young hippie wearing a leather-fringed jacket, which I bought there, and sleeping under the stars on a beach in Baja California. I once sailed down the coast in a 36-foot sloop and in the 1970s camped with friends in the Sierra Madre Occidental. I actually hoped I might stumble across an imperial woodpecker in the pinewoods or perhaps hear its tooting call while cooking breakfast coffee. But at that time, I was more interested in finding a peregrine falcon nest on a rocky cliffside than seeing a woodpecker, even a giant and incredibly rare one. I just didn’t know how imperative it would soon be to search for them. When I think back to how much easier it might have been to find one in the 1970s, when there must have been small remnant populations in several areas in the Sierra, I can’t help kicking myself. But maybe it wasn’t too late to make amends and through hard work I could still find one.


Then, one quiet afternoon in May 2009, I was off, ready to search the farthest reaches of the Sierra Madre, traveling to remote villages, seeking out people who had known this bird. My trail took many surprising twists and turns as I scoured the historical records, sought out others who had looked for this bird before me, and launched my own expeditions into the Sierra Madre, seeking evidence that the great imperial woodpecker might still exist. The trail sometimes led me on tangents away from the bird as I delved into the fascinating history of these mountains and the people—Geronimo’s Apaches, Pancho Villa’s raiders—who found sanctuary there. But all trails in the Sierra Madre tend to converge, and I found many parallels between the fates of the people and wildlife of the mountains. I was fortunate enough to meet many remarkable men and women who told me vivid stories of seeing imperial woodpeckers, which I recount here. Whether I found a living imperial woodpecker or not, I wanted to help fill in the pitifully small scientific record of this bird’s existence with their recollections. I desperately hoped that, if things went just right, I might find a pair of these birds still hanging on, still raising young in some forgotten corner seldom visited by people. That thought kept me going.


But a rival thought also constantly nagged at my mind: that in some ways, imperial woodpecker chasers have much in common with all of the other Sierra Madre seekers who spend their lives scouring the mountains for lost Spanish mines, buried hoards of stolen gold, or the lure of long-vanished native tribes. Whatever they seek seems always to be looming just over the next ridge, barely out of reach. And now I had become one of them.





1The possession of birds of prey is now much more restricted in the United States. People aspiring to train raptors must apply for state and federal licenses, get an experienced falconer to sponsor them, take a detailed written exam, and have their hawk house inspected and approved. They must also serve an apprenticeship with their sponsor for at least two years, during which time they can own only one wild-trapped kestrel or a red-tailed hawk.




[image: logo]


PART I


TREASURES AND TRAGEDIES OF THE SIERRA MADRE





[image: picture]


In Palomas, Mexico, just across the border from Columbus, New Mexico, which Pancho Villa’s troops attacked in 1916, stands a statue of the rebel leader galloping with his gun raised. (Photo by Tim Gallagher)


1 ◆ In Pancho Villa’s Land
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The stretch of highway from El Paso, Texas, to Columbus, New Mexico, is lonely—flat, desolate country where about the only people you see are the Border Patrol agents, sitting sullenly along the roadside in their pale-green-and-white SUVs, peering intently at every passerby. Just a stone’s throw to the south is the Mexican border, marked by the crisscrossed metal barriers laid across the desert to prevent vehicles from entering or leaving the country unofficially. The directions I got from Mapquest.com tried to steer me northward to Interstate 10 before going west, which would have added an hour to my time. Perhaps they were trying to tell me that it might be dangerous traveling on Highway 9, a tiny, two-lane state road. I decided to take it anyway.


I was on my way to meet Paul Salopek, a Pulitzer Prize–winning foreign correspondent who had recently returned from Johannesburg, South Africa, where he ran the Africa bureau for the Chicago Tribune. Now he lives with his wife, artist Linda Lynch, in an old adobe building on the town’s main road. Paul is best known for being the journalist who was arrested as a spy in Darfur in 2006 and held for more than a month, a harrowing experience. On assignment for National Geographic, he had hired a driver and a translator and tried to cross the lawless border country of Chad to reach Darfur but was nabbed by a pro-government militia. After the three were severely beaten, the militia leader told his men to take them out and shoot them but then changed his mind. A few days later, they were swapped to the Sudanese government in exchange for some military uniforms.


En route by helicopter to El Fasher, the capital of the Sudanese state of North Darfur, Paul suddenly heard the explosive bursts of automatic weapons far below as rebels opened fire. Tiny beams of daylight appeared inside the helicopter’s dim interior as the bullets broke through the fuselage, and a bespectacled officer sitting on the seat right across from Paul slumped over and fell to the floor, bleeding. Although the helicopter made it safely the rest of the way to El Fasher, Paul’s ordeal continued. He was charged with espionage and two other criminal counts, and a trial date was set for a month later. He was looking at a twenty-year sentence or perhaps a firing squad. Anything was possible.


His arrest stoked a storm of controversy back home from fellow journalists as well as politicians, a handful of whom—including Barack Obama, at that time a junior senator from Illinois—actually visited him in his cell in the stark, maximum-security prison in El Fasher. But it was Governor Bill Richardson of New Mexico who finally got Paul and the other two men released, traveling to North Darfur in person and negotiating on his behalf. Afterwards, Paul went back to Africa and completed the article for National Geographic.


I had sought out Paul because, in the late 1990s, he had traveled the length of the Sierra Madre Occidental from north to south on a mule for National Geographic, re-creating an epic 1890s journey by Norwegian ethnologist Carl Lumholtz, who had gone there searching for the lost Anasazi tribe who had built the spectacular cliff dwellings in the American Southwest. Paul took nine months to complete the trek; Lumholtz had taken several years. Paul had heard about the imperial woodpecker and had even spoken with several people about the bird during his journey through the Sierra Madre. I hoped he could point out the best-looking habitat he had seen and suggest people I might contact to help me in my own explorations.
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Looking down the dusty main street of tiny Columbus—a handful of small shops and buildings without much charm, surrounded by nothing but blue sky and empty desert—you’d never know the place has any historical significance. But right here, in 1916, for the first time since the War of 1812, a hostile foreign army had invaded the United States, led by legendary Mexican rebel Francisco “Pancho” Villa.


With his wide sombrero, full walrus moustache, and cartridge belts crisscrossed bandolero-style on his chest, Pancho Villa in many ways established the stereotypical image of the Mexican revolutionary/bandito, later immortalized in figures of ridicule such as the Frito Bandito of corn chips fame. But he was anything but a joke as he battled the Mexican government during the bloody revolution that terrorized the country from 1910 to 1920—with additional sporadic outbursts of mayhem for several years thereafter. More than a million Mexicans were killed in this struggle (which is far more people than died in the American Civil War), yet it has been largely forgotten in the United States.


At the height of the violence, Villa’s ragtag army attacked the Mexican army in the city of Juárez, while Americans across the border in El Paso sat on the hillsides in the evening to watch the horrendous spectacle unfold as thunderous artillery barrages and explosions lit up the night.


Villa’s victory at Juárez led directly to the overthrow of Presidente Porfirio Díaz and brought Francisco Madero to power for a short time, until he was deposed and executed in 1913. This was the beginning of a long parade of presidents who came to power at the front of a mob only to fall into disfavor later and be assassinated. Villa helped Venustiano Carranza become president after the assassinations of Madero and his successor Victoriano Huerta, but Villa quickly turned against him.


Most Americans had viewed Villa favorably at the beginning of the Mexican Revolution. A romantic hero, he had risen from poverty to become a powerful rebel leader, and the US government supplied him with guns and ammunition. But when Villa tried to overthrow Presidente Carranza, the United States sided with Carranza. President Woodrow Wilson saw Carranza as the best hope for peace in Mexico and actively supported him, even allowing Mexican federal troops to cross the border and ride on US trains so they could flank Villa’s army. Villa was so outraged that, when some Americans who worked in Mexico were found traveling on a train that his men had stopped near Santa Isabel, Chihuahua, all seventeen were taken out, stripped of their clothes, and shot—though one American played dead and survived, taking his story to the press.


Just a couple of months later, on March 9, 1916, Pancho Villa launched his predawn attack on Columbus, New Mexico, storming through the town with some five hundred armed men. They ran inside houses and other buildings and shot town residents; they set fires and stormed the nearby military encampment, killing several soldiers. Some people fled into the desert to avoid being shot, while others hid inside the two-story Hoover Hotel—its thick adobe walls protecting them from the raiders’ bullets. The only building left standing in the central part of the town by the time the fires burned out, the hotel is now a private residence—coincidentally, the home of Paul Salopek and his wife.


After the initial shock of the surprise attack, the small force of American troops managed to regroup and set up a machine gun in front of the Hoover Hotel and another down the street, catching Villa’s raiders in a deadly crossfire. The rebels fled south, pursued by a detachment of US cavalry, who chased them fifteen miles into Mexico.


Columbus was a smoking ruin, with eighteen Americans dead and eight wounded—of these, eight of the dead and six of the wounded were US soldiers. But Villa’s losses were far greater, with at least sixty-seven dead in Columbus and an untold number shot by the pursuing cavalrymen, who dismounted and fired at them with rifles whenever they got within range.


It’s hard to say exactly what Villa’s objective was. Of course, he needed the weaponry and ammunition he plundered, but many believe the attack was an act of vengeance against a Columbus arms merchant named Samuel Ravel, who Villa believed had swindled him. Unfortunately for Villa, Ravel was away having dental work in El Paso at the time of the attack.


Within a week, President Woodrow Wilson had dispatched General John J. Pershing and an army of ten thousand troops on a punitive expedition into Mexico to capture Pancho Villa, transforming Columbus overnight into a staging area for the vast military campaign. But the “Punitive Expedition” quickly became a fiasco. Villa and his army vanished into the hinterlands of the Sierra Madre and, despite the US Army’s immense technological advantages—including four Curtiss JN-4 “Jenny” biplanes—Pershing was unable to locate him. The airplanes had a number of disadvantages in the Sierra Madre, including the fact that the fuel required to operate them had to be carried 150 miles by mule across rugged terrain.


One of the few successful skirmishes in the campaign was led by George S. Patton, then a twenty-six-year-old lieutenant and later one of the most famous (and controversial) generals in World War II. Having heard a rumor that Julio Cárdenas, one of Villa’s right-hand men, would sometimes visit a ranch in the area, Patton and several of his men staked out the place, and when they saw three armed men leave the ranch house and mount their horses, hid near the entrance gates and waited for them to approach. Young Patton stepped out in the center of the road, his pistol drawn, and ordered them to halt. The lead rider galloped toward him, pulling a rifle from a saddle scabbard and firing. Patton coolly aimed his pistol and fired five times, breaking the man’s arm and knocking him off his horse. He ran into a shed and hid. Patton shot the horse out from under the second rider, who then came up from the ground shooting his rifle but was quickly cut down by Patton and his men. A soldier killed the third rider with a rifle shot. At that point, the first man—who turned out to be Cárdenas—burst from his hiding place, shooting wildly, and was killed by a bullet through his head. According to reports, Patton filed two notches on the ivory handle of his pistol, one for each of the men he had personally killed. The Americans then drove back to their encampment. Each of their three automobiles bore a dead Villista tied across its hood like a game trophy.


Heaton Lunt, the great-uncle of my friend John Hatch—a Mexican Mormon whose family has lived in Mexico since the late nineteenth century—went along as a scout on Patton’s raid. At the end of it, Patton asked Lunt why he hadn’t taken part in the shootout, to which he replied that he didn’t have a gun. So Patton gave him one of his own pistols, an ivory-handled beauty, which is still one of the prized possessions of John’s family.


After almost a year of chasing Pancho Villa, the expedition was suspended. Publicly, General Pershing called it a success, but to his family and friends he was more candid: he had been “outwitted and out-bluffed at every turn,” he wrote in a letter. “When the true history is written, it will not be a very inspiring chapter for schoolchildren, or even grownups to contemplate. Having dashed into Mexico with the intention of eating the Mexicans raw, we . . . are now sneaking home under cover, like a whipped cur with its tail between its legs.”


Perhaps most interesting about this whole episode is that it was aided, abetted, and encouraged by the German government, which was then fully engaged in World War I and hoped that, if it could get the United States bogged down in a Mexican war, it would not be able to come to the aid of Britain and France against Germany. Most of Villa’s fighters, in fact, carried Mauser carbines from Germany. But the ploy backfired. The grim experience in Mexico hardened Woodrow Wilson, who largely turned away from his original pacifist leanings. And this, along with the infamous Zim-mermann Telegram—an intercepted message sent from the German government to the Mexican government offering to cede much of the American Southwest to Mexico if they would declare war on the United States—finally pushed this country into World War I, which meant inevitable defeat for Germany.


In 1920, Pancho Villa made a deal with the Mexican presidente to disband his army. In exchange, the national government gave him a palatial hacienda near Parral, Chihuahua, where he lived for three years. But on July 20, 1923, riflemen attacked Villa as he rode in his automobile during a visit to town. Villa staggered from the car, riddled with bullets, but was able to kill one of his assailants with a pistol before falling to the ground.


“Don’t let it end like this,” said Pancho Villa in his last words. “Tell them I said something.”
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Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist Paul Salopek holds a photograph of the old Hoover Hotel (now his home), taken around the time of Pancho Villa’s 1916 attack on Columbus, New Mexico. (Photo by Tim Gallagher)
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When I arrived at the former Hoover Hotel in Columbus, New Mexico, Paul Salopek was standing outside, clad in a white T-shirt, faded blue jeans, and flip-flops. Thin, with short brown hair combed back and slightly unkempt, he looked younger than his forty-seven years. We shook hands warmly, and I followed him inside, out of the blazing desert sun. With its thick adobe walls and two large fans turning slowly overhead, the house was surprisingly cool and pleasant inside. Abstract paintings by Paul’s wife, Linda Lynch, who has exhibited across the United States as well as in Mexico, hung on the walls. Most of the upstairs serves as her art studio.


“So, this is the old Hoover Hotel,” I said. “Amazing.”


“Yes,” he said, grinning. “This is where people took shelter during Pancho Villa’s raid, because the walls were thick enough to stop Mauser bullets. At least one person bled to death in the bedroom upstairs.”


He showed me a framed photograph of the hotel in its heyday, before the raid. Out the front window, the area looks as desolate today as it had after most of the buildings were burned down in 1916. A pile of adobe rubble and part of a wall still lies across the road, with a small historical plaque in front to commemorate the raid.


After giving me a quick tour of his home, Paul and I sat together at the dining room table, drinking lemonade and eating chocolate chip cookies his wife had made that morning. I had just missed her: she was flying to New York. We started talking about Mexico, and Paul asked if I’d like to have dinner with him at a cantina just across the border in the Mexican town of Palomas.


“Sure, that’d be great,” I said. “Has there been much violence there?”


He smiled. “Well, some bad things have happened in the past few months,” he said. “But it’s pretty much only the narcos killing each other or murdering police. They’re not targeting Americans. You’re okay as long as you don’t get caught in a crossfire.”


“That’s ironic,” I said. “I came all the way to Columbus because I thought it would be safer than crossing at Juárez.”


We got into his old pickup truck and drove a couple of miles south to the border where he parked in a bare-dirt field that serves as a parking lot. The late afternoon sun beat down fiercely as we walked to the border crossing, but the heat was so dry it felt pleasant, and I didn’t even break a sweat.


It’s amazing how easy it is to cross the border. We just walked through without anyone even asking us what we were doing or making us show any documents. Of course, it would have been much different if we had been crossing the border in a car.


Palomas was much more bustling and alive than Columbus. Street vendors lined the main road, hawking straw cowboy hats and serapes, various trinkets and folk art. The side of one building is covered with murals of Pancho Villa. A huge bronze statue of him galloping on a horse, wildly firing a pistol, adorns a nearby plaza—a not-so-subtle taunt to the gringos who visit this border town. Lately, though, tourism has slowed to a bare trickle, and now even residents of Columbus, who have always come here to shop or to get less expensive haircuts and dental work, are mostly staying away.


Palomas has about seventy-five hundred residents (compared with fewer than eighteen hundred in Columbus) and gets its name from the Spanish word for doves—a peaceful moniker for a town that had seen such horrendous violence lately, often in broad daylight. Stray bullets occasionally come whizzing past the border station as people try to escape their attackers by fleeing into America. Sometimes gunshot-wounded people are dropped off at the border crossing to be treated by American paramedics. In one of the wildest examples, a van came racing up to the border crossing and crashed into a concrete barricade. The driver had been shot dead and was slumped over in the front seat. A passenger, also wounded, was hiding on the floor, steering the van blindly and pushing the gas pedal down with his hand.


In March 2008, the police chief of Palomas showed up at the border crossing seeking political asylum in the United States. He and his men had found some murder victims just outside town and received telephoned death threats. All of his deputies had quit their jobs and fled, leaving him alone to face the criminals. After the chief left for the United States, the Mexican Army moved in to keep order in Palomas. Corruption is found on the American side, too; in March 2011, the US government indicted the mayor of Columbus and several other local officials for gunrunning.


Paul and I walked into a small cantina and ordered some Mexican entrees. As we waited for our food, we drank beer and talked about the Sierra Madre Occidental.


“It’s become much dicier since my trip in the 1990s,” said Paul. “Back then people carried old Winchester rifles on their saddles as a ranching tool. But, now everyone has AK-47s, and it’s become much more violent. You have to be very careful.”


I’d been trying to set up this trip for a long time, and the situation only seemed to get worse each year. “All of these elderly people I want to talk to are starting to die, and the bird is getting closer to extinction, if it’s not extinct already.”


He nodded and took another swig from his beer. He told me that the men he would run into in the drug fields used to be just local farmers and ranchers who hired themselves out to make some extra money.


“They were okay,” he said. “I ran into them dozens of times and survived. But now, strangers from Sinaloa have moved in, and they’re much more prone to shoot. You have to rely on local intelligence—someone to say ‘Don’t go up this river’ or ‘Stay away from that plateau.’”


Paul also knows my Mexican Mormon friend John Hatch, whom I planned to meet the following morning, and recommended that I always travel with him on my journeys through Mexico. A former schoolteacher in Colonia Juárez—a pretty little town in the foothills of the Sierra, not to be confused with Ciudad Juárez, the center of recent drug violence—John had left that career to run his own fruit orchard and sometimes hires himself out as a translator and guide.


Although I had some knowledge of Spanish, my language skills were not good enough for the kind of in-depth interviews I had in mind. To brush up, I had spent hours practicing Latin American Spanish with my then nine-year-old daughter, Gwen, using Rosetta Stone language CDs, but it seemed to be taking forever for me to become capable of meaningful conversation. I didn’t want to repeat my Italian adventure of four years earlier when I’d traveled alone to some remote areas of the country, barely knowing any Italian, and gotten robbed, returning home with only the clothes on my back, a passport, and a single credit card I had kept in a zipped pocket in my shirt. In Mexico, my fate might be much worse.


John had found some passages about the imperial woodpecker in a family history written by his great-uncle Broughton Lunt: “The Ivory Billed Wood Pecker, a very rare and beautiful bird, weighing 2 or 3 pounds each, was also found in abundance. They were very shy and known to the natives as ‘pito real.’”


Another of John’s ancestors, his grandfather, Clarence Lunt, guided famed essayist and pioneering ecologist Aldo Leopold on his 1936 journey through the Sierra Madre, about which he wrote glowingly in his essay “Song of the Gavilan,” in A Sand County Almanac, as a place with a pristine ecosystem, “still in perfect aboriginal health.”


As we sat in the cantina drinking our beer, Paul pointed out that, since the North American Free Trade Agreement was signed, many of the ejidos—the communal landholdings that were parceled out to groups of peasants after the revolution—had been broken up and sold to people with money to burn, who were all too often drug growers: the narcotraficantes. They have fenced in their land, making it difficult to get around in some parts of the Sierra Madre. Paul doubts he could even make his mule journey south today.


“In some ways it’s like the American West in the 1890s,” he said. “The range wars are over and one faction has won, and now they’re putting fences up everywhere.”


“You think the war is over?” I asked. “You’d never know it, considering how many people are getting killed.”


“Yeah, I know,” he said. “I was raised in Mexico and . . . well . . . I’m pessimistic. I’m afraid the government has basically lost, and what we’re seeing is the Colombianization of Mexico.”


“So all this effort and bloodshed is for nothing?” I said. “The war is already lost?”


“Not necessarily,” said Paul. “But the narcos have been in power for so long, it’ll take another ten to twenty years of this kind of violence before they can get them under control.”


“Depressing,” I said.


“Yes, it is,” he said. He lifted his glass of beer and drank it down, then signaled the waiter for another. He looked back at me.


“You should try to stay away from the hot spots,” he said. “You’re going there when the crop is in. It’ll be growing. There are guys with guns up there guarding it, and you don’t want to bump into them.”


He paused, perhaps noticing the look of terror in my eyes. “Well, if you do bump into them, it’s not necessarily the end of the world,” he said. “Just put your arms in the air and explain what you’re doing. Show them your bird books. You might be okay.”


A minute later, the waiter brought us plates of enchiladas, beans, and chile rellenos, and we dug into them. “This is great food,” I said. “You can’t get any decent Mexican food in Ithaca, New York.


“So, you grew up in Mexico?” I asked.


“Yeah,” he said. “But not in the Sierra Madre. Much farther south in the Altiplano, in Jalisco state.”


I nodded. “I actually came very close to moving to Mexico as a kid,” I said. My father had been a sailor in the Royal Navy and was constantly uprooting our family. “We moved from England to Canada, and then after a few years he got bored with that. It was like, ‘Well, we’re either moving to Mexico or the United States.’ And he did the paperwork for both places. We were accepted by the United States first. I’ve often thought it might’ve been nice if we had gone to Mexico. At least I’d be a really great Spanish speaker now.”


“My story is very similar,” said Paul. His father, a veteran of the US Navy, was restless and depressed over the assassination of Robert F. Kennedy, and he decided to take his family and leave the United States. “I don’t think my family even knows how he picked Mexico,” said Paul. “None of us spoke Spanish when we moved there. By the time I was a teenager, he was ready to move on again and go back to the Balkans where his people were from. He was very much a nomad.”


Paul loves Mexico and laments how much it has been Americanized. “In most cities, people have Sam’s Club cards and shop at Wal-Mart. The Sierra Madre is one of the last places where the rural Mexican culture is intact and there are still remnant wildlife populations.”
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