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Introduction

The thunderous sound of horses galloping, the explosion of gunfire in the still
morning air along with the boisterous chants on “Viva Villa!” awoke the residents of the
small town of Columbus, New Mexico on March 8, 1916." The townspeople of the small
town situated along the U.S.-Mexico border awoke to the riotous sounds only to witness
hundreds of men on horses charging through the town. The residents of Columbus tried to
run away or hide from the Mexican riders who crossed over the border. The Mexican men on
horseback ransacked buildings and looted homes throughout the small town. Additionally,
the Mexican intruders raided the town and took what they could carry, including money,
clothing, food, and other valuables. The absence of moonlight left the town mostly in the
dark 2 The darkness allowed the chaos to continue covertly until the dark night brightened
due to the fire from the town’s buildings set ablaze by the marauding raiders. The town was

in complete chaos with the enigmatic Mexican revolutionary general leading the helm,

Francisco “Pancho” Villa.

The assault on Columbus, New Mexico by Mexicans during the Mexican Revolution
was indicative of the tensions between the Mexican citizens lacking resources and land, as
the wealthy United States’ investors and government increasingly drained Mexico of its
resources for their sole gain. Dictator Porfirio Diaz literally gave Mexico’s wealth away to
the United States for the right price, which contributed to the explosive Mexican Revolution

from 1910-1917. Economic, social, and political problems and tensions increased along the

! Frank Tompkins, Chasing Villa: The Story Behind the Story of Pershing’s Expedition into Mexico (Harrisburg:

The Military service publishing company, 1934), 55.
2 John S. D. Eisenhower, INTERVENTION!: The United States and the Mexican Revolution 1913-1917 (New

York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1993), 221.



border between Mexicans and individuals in the United States during the Mexican
Revolution. The U.S. government sent military forces to provide protection to those in the
U.S., but military forces were stretched thin along the entire U.S.-Mexico border that
measured more than two thousand miles long. Previously, Mexican raiders executed
successful raids into the United States to steal cattle, horses, and other valuables. From mid-
1915 to early 1916, the U.S.-Mexico border faced increased raids and violence.’ However,
the raid on Columbus was decidedly larger. More marauders crossed into Columbus and
waged a violent and destructive rage throughout the small border town. Despite a seemingly
organized attack, there was little warning and lack of reliable information regarding the town
of Columbus, NM being a target. Moreover, escalating tensions along the U.S.-Mexico
border, were consistent with and symptomatic of the long-standing difficult foreign
relationship between the U.S. and Mexican governments.

A garrison and the American military force of the 13™ Calvary Regiment were
stationed in Columbus, NM at the time of the raid. The U.S. soldiers were wakened by the
calamity that ensued throughout the town. The soldiers and Mexican raiders engaged in
sporadic gunfights until the raiders fled back across the Mexico border. Not wanting the
raiders to return, a group of soldiers took to their horses and pursued the raiders across the
border. In violation of the orders given to U.S. troops from the U.S. War Department not to
send troops across the U.S.-Mexico border, the cavalrymen rode towards the fleeing raiders

into Mexico.* Ultimately, the American troops returned to the U.S. The raid resulted in the

TR
Ibid, 187.

4 United States Department of State Papers relating to the foreign relations of the Untied States with the
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deaths of eight townspeople and seven U.S. troops, along with an estimated one hundred
raiders.’ The surprise attack left Columbus scarred from the fires, shootings, and destruction
caused by the raiders.

News of the raid on Columbus, NM spread rapidly throughout the United States,
which shocked the American people and led to calls for justice. Headlines of U.S.
newspapers, such as the San Francisco Chronicle and the Los Angeles Evening Herald,
advocated for U.S. intervention into Mexico and punishment for the killings.® The U.S.
military and political leaders believed the raiders were members of the band led by the
northern Mexican revolutionary leader, Francisco “Pancho” Villa. One of the most notable
figures of the Mexican Revolution, Pancho Villa was known throughout the United States,
once as an ally and then as an adversary, due to the U.S. newspapers and the Hollywood
films that displayed his image. They recorded some of Villa’s various exploits during the
Mexican Revolution, such as his military victories and the take over of major cities. After the
raid, newspapers headlined the attack on Columbus, NM and the killing of American soldiers
and civilians. Despite conflicting accounts of Villa’s participation in the Columbus raid the
sentiment in the U.S. already turned on Villa and several newspapers splashed Villa on their
front page. One newspaper’s front page stated, “Villa Army Kills 16 Americans in Raid on

United States.”’ This is one example of many similar headlines, which instilled anger and the

5 The Conduct of American Foreign Affairs, 1915-1920 (part 1, chapter13-19), 477-8, undated; 1915-1920;
Robert Lansing Papers, Box 6, Folder 14; Public Policy Papers, Department of Rare Books and Special
Collections, Princeton University Library. http:/findingaids.princeton.edu/collections/MC083/c0083.
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" The Evening World, (New York, N.Y.), March 9, 1916, Chronicling America: Historic American Newspapers.
Library of Congress. http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83030193/1916-03-09/ed-1/seq-1/.



call for retaliation by the U.S. government. President Woodrow Wilson was under pressure to
make a decision on how the U.S. government should respond to the attack.

After the raid on U.S. soil, President Wilson, in conjunction with advisors and other
government officials, decided to launch the Punitive Mexican Expedition, which entered
Mexico on March 16, 1916.% A substantial response was needed for the loss and damage of
American lives and property. With President Wilson’s approval, the expeditionary force was
organized and sent into Mexico to capture and punish the raiders responsible for the attack on
the town of Columbus, NM and to prevent further raids by Villa’s band.” President Wilson,
the U.S. State Department, and War Department oversaw the expedition. General John J.
Pershing, a lauded member of the military was chosen to lead the expeditionary forces in

search of the bandits led by Pancho Villa.'

The expedition lasted for several months and the U.S. troops traveled throughout the
state of Chihuahua, Mexico. Several conflicts with Villa’s band, known as the Villistas,
occurred throughout the expedition. Additionally, the U.S. troops encountered the Mexican
government’s troops who did not want the U.S. military in their country. The Mexican
government never endorsed the action of U.S. troops to enter Mexico, however, there was a
misinterpretation by the Washington Cabinet that the Mexican government had granted

permission to cross the border.!' There were anti-American sentiments in Mexico, and the

§ William C. Brown, The Punitive Expedition, 3, Box 23, Folder 23-5, W.C. Brown, Military Papers Punitive
Expedition, Norlin Library, Special Collections & Archives, University of Colorado Boulder.
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presence of American forces aggravated those feelings. These conflicts almost led to another
war between Mexico and the United States.

The purpose of this thesis is to delineate the actions by the U.S. government and
within the context of the Punitive Mexican Expedition to discover if there was an alternative
reason for the government launching the mass military operation in pursuit of one man and
his band. One explanation is the expedition served as an opportunity for the U.S. to prepare
for entry into World War I, or the Great War, in Europe that was well underway. Moreover,
the U.S. government utilized the expedition in extensive military exercises and the testing of
modern warfare tactics that were seen in Europe in 1917. The Punitive Mexican Expedition,
specifically allowed General John J. Pershing to gain experience and be lauded for his
abilities to use the same vehicles in World War I in 1917. Additionally, the focus points are
exploring the type of relationship Pancho Villa had with the U.S. government and its
generals, such as John J. Pershing, and vice versa. The relations on the U.S.-Mexico border at
the beginning of the twentieth century played a defining role in the relationship between the
U.S. and Mexican governments. The situation at the border revealed several factors that led
up to the launching of the Punitive Mexican Expedition.

Pancho Villa triggered the U.S. government’s decision to send a military force into |
Mexico. He became known throughout Mexico and the United States, but Villa did not
become a well-known leader overnight. The Mexican Revolution allowed Villa to establish
himself as a noted figure with the ability to rally significant forces under his command.

Villa’s early life fleeing from authorities in Mexico influenced his successes throughout the

Mexican Revolution and helped him become a powerful and influential leader.
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The Mexican Revolution, in 1910, broke out all over the country. In northern Mexico,
a rebellion force developed with the goal of overthrowing the thirty-year dictatorship of José
de la Cruz Porfirio Diaz.'? Pancho Villa was recruited to join and help lead the force against
Diaz. Villa and other revolutionary leaders from the north facilitated the overthrow of Pofirio
Diaz’s dictatorship and resignation. After the coup d’état, a power struggle lasted for several
years. During that time, Villa became a prominent general of the revolution.

Several wealthy U.S. business interests were in Mexico before the revolution,
therefore the U.S. government closely watched the events in Mexico. Villa, along with other
Mexican revolutionary leaders, understood good relations with the U.S. government were
necessary. However, Villa came to a position where military defeats resulted in a reduction in
his forces, prestige, and resources by 1916. Pancho Villa faced a low point in his position
within Mexico and became desperate to regain his influence and power.

The U.S. government was not directly involved in the Mexican Revolution, but
closely observed what occurred in the country. The U.S. government implemented an
embargo on arms sales against Mexico on February 3, 1912 with Proclamation 1263-
Concering the Shipment of Arms into Mexico."® This embargo was implemented to prevent

the sale of arms to the Mexican revolutionaries. When President Wilson was elected, he

wanted to focus on domestic policy, but for the majority of his presidential term he had to

deal with foreign affairs, including Mexico.'* The Punitive Mexican Expedition brought the

2 Eisenhower, INTERVENTION!, 3. _ ) ki
13 Woodrow Wilson: "Proclamation 1263 - Concerning the Shipment of Arms into Mexico," February 3, 1914.

Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project.

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=l 17310&st=&st1=. ' .
14 Clarence C. Clendenen, The United States and Pancho Villa: A Study In Unconventional Diplomacy (New

York: Kennikat Press, 1972), 50.
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U.S. and Mexican governments in direct conflict with each other. Tensions ran high and
sporadic conflicts broke out between U.S. and Mexican troops, but Villa managed to
continually elude the American forces.

Foreign relations issues the Wilson Administration faced were not solely focused on
Mexico. For instance, in 1914, the First World War, which engulfed multiple countries,
started in Europe. President Wilson and his administration had to deal with the overseas
conflict that eventually escalated and the U.S. had to enter the war. Issues with the U.S. and
its relationships with Europe and Mexico occurred almost simultaneously. The U.S.
government was pressured into dealing with the U.S.-Mexico border by minimizing the
chaos that occurred. In regards to Europe, there was continual pressure on the U.S. to avoid
being involved with the conflicts, while problems with Germany made that almost
impossible. The Punitive Mexican Expedition occurred at a time of extreme global political
unrest, which ultimately created an opportunity for the U.S. to become the reigning world
power.

Two years prior to the Punitive Mexican Expedition, World War I broke out in
Europe. Kaiser Wilhelm II ruled the German empire as they began their entrance into the war
with the invasion of Belgium and France.'"” During 1914, the United States was generally
underprepared, poorly trained, sparsely equipped, and lacked a militaristic mindset. The
Punitive Mexican Expedition served as an opportunity to acquire the badly needed training
and experience for the U.S. army. President Wilson sought to keep the U.S. neutral during

WWI, but faced the repercussions resonated from Europe during the war.

'* Scott, Some Memories of A Soldier, 543.
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The expedition allowed for the use of military practice and the introduction of new
features in modern warfare, which were utilized by the United States in World War I and
World War II. Therefore, the Punitive Mexican Expedition also marked the end cavalries in
U.S. military history. The U.S. Army sent infantry, cavalry, and artillery into Mexico via
Columbus, New Mexico and Hachita, Arizona.'® One of the new firsts for the U.S. military
was the use of airplanes. The First Aero Squadron was enlisted into the U.S. Army to assist
in the expedition. Airplanes were used to scan the Mexican terrain in aiding with the search
for Pancho Villa. This allowed pilots of the newly created group to gain more experience.'’
Another first was the use of large-scale motorized transportation in service for the military.
Supplies were needed to sustain the expeditionary force and the horses and mules could only
carry a limited load. A mass organization process was created for trucks to be built, shipped,
and utilized to transport the needed supplies. Other aspects included training the troops in
weaponry, field exercises, and the general experience of armed combat.

There were several publications on the topic of the Punitive Mexican Expedition.
Various publications highlighted the events, which led up to the launching of the expedition
and how the U.S. government reacted after the attack. One example is the book,
INTERVENTION!: The United States and the Mexican Revolution 1913-1917, by John S. D.
Eisenhower. The author explores the situation, which occurred in Mexico before and between
1916 and 1917. Eisenhower explores the events within Mexico before and during the
Punitive Mexican Expedition. He argues what occurred in Mexico impacted the United

States, regardless if they were directly involved or not. In 1913, during the Mexican

16 yames W. Hurst, Pancho Villa and Black Jack Pershing: The Punitive Expedition in Mexico (Westpoint:

Praeger, 2008), 44.
' Tompkins, Chasing Villa, 236.
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Revolution, President Wilson implemented his “watchful waiting” policy in which the
administration observed the events in Mexico.'® The actions and events that occurred at the
border contributed to the lead up to the Punitive Mexican Expedition.

Another publication regarding the Punitive Mexican Expedition is, The Secret War in
Mexico: Europe, the United States, and the Mexican Revolution by Friedrich Katz. Katz, an
Austrian born anthropologist and historian, focused on Latin America, specifically the
Mexican Revolution. Katz analyzed events from 1910 to 1920, including the Punitive
Mexican Expedition, as well the events in the U.S. and in Europe. The author provides
details on what occurred in Mexico during the revolution as the country experienced social,
economic, and political turmoil. This was during one of the most seminal periods of Mexican
history. Various factions were fighting for control of the government, which resulted in most
of the country engaged in constant warfare from 1910 to 1920. The author connects events
from the revolution and how they allowed Pancho Villa to become a leader and how his
influence affected the governments of the U.S. and Mexico. Katz also incorporates the events
and effects of WWI in Europe as well. Consequently, one aspect was the significant German
presence in Mexico and the pressures to promote anti-American feelings."

The study into the Punitive Mexican Expedition cannot be fully realized without
understanding Francisco “Pancho” Villa himself. He made a significant impact not only in
Mexico, but in the United States as well. In another book, The Life and Times of Pancho
Villa, Katz provides an overview of Villa’s life from his birth to the Mexican Revolution to

his untimely death. He explains Villa’s origins and influence throughout the revolution,

'8 Eisenhower, INTERVENTION!, 60.
7 Katz, The Secret War in Mexico, 338.
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