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Introduction

Any biography about Pancho Villa must begin with the customary disclaimer that very little is known about his early days. What we do know is that he was most likely born on June 5, 1878, to a sharecropper named Agustín Arango and his wife, Micaela Arámbula. As is the tradition with Mexican appellations, Villa’s name at birth was a derivative of both of his parents’ names, rendering him José Doroteo Arango Arámbula.

Pancho Villa himself later tried to deny his upbringing by claiming that he was the child of a notorious bandit named Agustín Villa. In reality, it seems he had no relationship with any such person and had simply adopted the name Villa from his paternal grandfather, Jesus Villa.

At any rate, Pancho Villa most likely spent his first few years helping out his family on a farm in San Juan del Río, Mexico. He and his family labored on a large hacienda (plantation) owned by a rich Mexican landlord, and because his father passed away while he was still very young, Villa had to take on a more dominant role in the household. As he grew older, he took on a variety of jobs and began to branch out on his own. At one point, he even gained employment as a foreman for a U.S. railway company.

The next major event in Villa’s life is said to be when he took up arms and gunned down a man who had sexually harassed his sister. After Pancho exacted his vengeance against the interloper, he was forced to make a run for it. Living on the run in opposition to the powers that be would prove the most dominant, recurring theme in Pancho Villa’s life.


Chapter One

Early Life as a Sharecropper

“I, Pancho Villa, was a loyal man that destiny brought to the world to fight for the good of the poor and that I will never betray nor forget my duty.”

—Pancho Villa

After standing up for his sister’s honor, Villa was forced to live a life on the run. The man he had killed was a powerful plantation owner. Back in those days, if a lowly sharecropper stood up to someone like this, if they weren’t killed outright, they would most certainly be arrested for their efforts. Wishing to escape this fate, Pancho Villa made a temporary home for himself in the rugged mountain range surrounding Durango. He was able to evade detection for a while, but after a few months, he was finally apprehended. In his later memoirs, Pancho describes how he was rounded up by three men who threw him in a jail cell in nearby San Juan del Río.

During his confinement, Pancho had little hope for any sense of justice being handed to him. In fact, he expected to be summarily executed without a trial at any moment. During his stay, he was forced to do labor for his jailers. Among his various duties, he was made to grind flour for tortillas. It was apparently while he was in the midst of this monotonous task that he launched a successful prison break.

According to his later memoirs, Villa struck one of his guards and was able to run off into the surrounding mountains. His mad dash for freedom wouldn’t last, however, and it wasn’t long before he was found. Yet before the guards could haul Villa back to prison, he had one more trick up his sleeve. While he was in custody, his jailers stopped to rest and have a meal. Villa had been entirely compliant and cooperative with his captors up to this point and had managed to allay much of their concerns. They were so confident that their prey was subdued, in fact, that they turned their backs on him as they prepared a fire, cut down some nearby corn stocks, and started to make dinner.

In the midst of this meal-time preparation, no one had apparently paid attention to the fact that Pancho Villa had gotten his hands on a gun. Villa then waited for just the right moment and opened fire. It was a haphazard volley of shots, but the unexpected barrage was enough to make the troops run for cover. Villa, not wanting to engage in a firefight, seized the opportunity and jumped on the back of a nearby horse and took off.

If Pancho Villa’s later recollection can be believed, it was only a short time into his escape that he managed to fight off yet another group of enforcers trying to apprehend him. It was allegedly as he was trying his best to elude his captors that he decided to change his name. Initially, he went by Francisco Villa; he would acquire the “Pancho” nickname later on.

While he was on the run, Villa met a couple of other renegades named Refugio Alvarado and Ignacio Parra. Villa, knowing that there would be strength in numbers, decided to join their ranks. These men were bandits and outlaws, and they taught Pancho everything they knew. Villa, who had seen the worst of a corrupt Mexican society, had very little understanding of any real sense of justice. As he would later remark in his memoirs, “In the name of the law that they apply for the benefit and protection of the few in order to threaten and sacrifice the many, the high authorities of the people rob and kill with the greatest impunity.”

It was with his fellow outsiders that Pancho Villa learned to live outside of the law—a law that never seemed to have been of much benefit to him to begin with. With this group of bandits, he learned how to conduct raids on the rich. It’s said that after just a few days, Villa managed to earn more money than what he would have earned in a year as a sharecropper laboring away at the hacienda.

At one point, the trio of bandits is said to have waylaid a rich miner, taking 150,000 pesos from his person. It was after splitting the money three ways—with Villa pocketing an easy 50,000—that he decided to call it quits for a time and part company with his partners in crime. It should have been enough money to last him for a while, but Villa would later recall how the money went through his hands like water. He later insisted that he gave most of it to those who needed it most. Like some kind of Mexican Robin Hood, Pancho Villa would later claim to have “returned to the poor the money the rich had taken from them.”


Chapter Two

From Bandit to Revolutionary

“I am not an educated man. I never had an opportunity to learn anything except how to fight.”

—Pancho Villa

After many months of banditry, Villa grew weary of the life he was living and decided to try his luck on the straight and narrow once again. He settled down in the Mexican state of Chihuahua, where he got an honest job as a laborer. However, just as before, his past eventually caught up with him.

The authorities were tipped off about a known fugitive in their midst, and Villa had to hit the road again. It was at this point that he began to engage in cattle rustling—thieving livestock and then trying to pawn them off on unsuspecting meat merchants in Chihuahua. Pancho Villa’s main opponents in this business were the rural police corps called the Rurales. Interestingly enough, the Rurales were originally bandits themselves. It was Mexican president-turned-dictator Porfirio Díaz who had established the Rurales during his consolidation to power.

Prior to Díaz seizing control of Mexico in the late nineteenth century, the country had been rocked by a series of endless coups and disturbances. The countryside proved to be a breeding ground for lawlessness and banditry, and for this reason, Díaz decided to employ some of the bandits in order to beat them at their own game. He cobbled together a rough police force of former crooks to catch the current ones. Since the Rurales were just as entrenched in the underworld as the bandits, they often disregarded legal procedure and weren’t above killing those they captured. It was their ruthless tactics that the remaining bandidos of Mexico came to fear.

Pancho Villa played a cat-and-mouse game with the rural police over the next few years. There were times that he would attempt to leave behind his life of crime for honest work, but he would always get drawn right back into it. According to official records from the government of Porfirio Díaz, Villa was arrested in January of 1901 for stealing a couple of donkeys along with some trade goods. He was initially in the custody of a mounted police officer in Durango by the name of Octaviano Meraz. Meraz was notorious in the region, known to shoot prisoners in cold blood and later claim they had tried to escape.

This very well could have been Pancho Villa’s fate if a judge had not intervened. He was lucky enough to have a member of the Mexican judiciary issue instructions to Meraz to have Pancho returned to Canatlán, a municipality of Durango. Just a couple of months after his transfer, the charges were dropped and Villa was released with a local judge citing a lack of evidence in the case against him.

It was only a few days later, however, that Villa was once again brought into custody, this time on charges of assault and robbery. He would not escape punishment for this latest infraction, but instead of being given a prison sentence, he was forcibly conscripted into the Mexican military.

It seems that Pancho Villa served in the
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