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      The cemetery worker found loose dirt in the morning.

      It was February 1926, in the municipal cemetery at Parral, Chihuahua, and someone had spent part of the night digging. They had gone down to the coffin. They had opened it. And they had taken the head, and nothing else, and refilled the hole badly enough that it was noticed at first light.

      It has never been found.

      That is close to the sum of what is documented. There was an official report. There was an investigation of sorts. A century later, no skull, no confession that holds up, no chain of custody, nothing.

      This is the point where a book about Pancho Villa usually starts guessing. There are theories, and some of them are entertaining, and one of them is on the internet approximately every day. They are not going to appear here yet, because we do not have the equipment to weigh them, and picking up a theory before you know how to test it is how people end up believing things.

      So here is what this book is instead.

      Villa left behind an enormous quantity of material. Photographs, film footage, songs, memoirs, army files, diplomatic cables, a state's worth of paperwork, a currency, a school, a car. Few figures of the Mexican Revolution were recorded more thoroughly, and none is harder to verify. We are going to go through that material one object at a time, starting with the things that physically touched him and working outward to things made by people who never met him, and every chapter is going to say what its evidence proves and, before it finishes, what it cannot.

      There is a joke sitting in the middle of all this and it is at our expense as much as anyone's. One of the most photographed men of the Mexican Revolution is missing the part everybody photographed.

      Every chapter in this book names its evidence. Here is the first piece: a hole in the ground, and nothing in it.

      EXHIBIT: The grave at Parral. Villa was buried in the municipal cemetery in Parral in July 1923. In February 1926 someone opened the grave and took the head. The remains stayed in Parral for another fifty years before being moved to Mexico City in 1976. The Parral tomb still exists and is still visited, which means the city has a famous grave and Mexico City has the body.
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      You can still go and look at the car.

      It sits in a courtyard in Chihuahua City, in the house Villa bought in 1911 and remodeled in 1914 and named Quinta Luz after his wife, Luz Corral. She lived in part of it for the rest of her life, turned the rest into a museum of her own, and donated the building to the army in 1981. It reopened the following year as the Museo Histórico de la Revolución. Visitors walk past the photographs and the rifles and the display cases without slowing down much. Then they get to the car and they stop.

      It is a Dodge Brothers touring car, dark, open-topped, the kind of vehicle a reasonably wealthy man in 1923 would drive himself. The museum catalogs it as a 1922 model, imported from Detroit. Other published accounts give other years. The single most famous object connected to Villa's death is described differently depending on who is doing the describing, and no published chassis number settles it. Take the model year as the museum's claim.

      It has no roof to speak of and no armor at all, because it was never meant to have any. And it is full of holes.

      Not a few holes. The body is punched through, the windshield frame is wrecked, and the metal is peppered in a way that does not look like precision. That is the first thing worth noticing. When people shoot carefully, at one target, you get a small number of hits in a tight area. This car was not shot carefully. Several people fired a great many rounds at a moving object from close range, and they kept firing.

      The second thing worth noticing is less satisfying. This car has been moved, stored, restored, photographed, leaned on, and pointed at for more than a hundred years. It has spent longer as a tourist attraction than it spent as a car. Whatever a modern forensics team could have learned from it in July 1923 is mostly gone now, absorbed into a century of handling. What is in that courtyard is a relic. A relic is not the same thing as evidence, and this book is going to keep making that distinction until you are sick of it.

      Still, it tells you something, and what it tells you is this: the men who killed Pancho Villa were not gambling on a lucky shot.

      The morning was Friday, July 20, 1923. Villa had driven into Parral, a mining town in southern Chihuahua, from his estate at Canutillo, which is a story for later. Accounts differ on exactly what brought him in. Banking business, probably. A baptism, possibly. He had made the trip plenty of times before. That is part of the problem.

      He was driving. That detail gets lost, and it should not. Not being chauffeured, not sitting in the back. The most famous cavalry commander in Mexico was behind the wheel of his own automobile on a Friday morning, forty-five years old, with a handful of men in the car and no column of soldiers anywhere nearby.

      Three years earlier he had been allowed to keep fifty armed men on the federal payroll as a personal escort. That was one of the terms when he stopped fighting. Over the following years the escort thinned out, and on this particular morning the men with him numbered a few: his secretary Miguel Trillo, a bodyguard named Ramón Contreras, and two or three others.

      The car turned onto Gabino Barreda street.

      There was a house on the corner. Men had rented a room in it. They had been there for a while, taking turns at the window, watching a stretch of road Villa used often enough that waiting was a reasonable strategy. This is the detail that changes the whole shape of the thing. Nobody chased Villa down. Nobody ambushed him in the mountains, which the United States Army had tried and failed to do at considerable expense, as you will see. They rented a room above a street he liked, and they sat in it, and they waited for him to drive past.

      By most accounts a man on the street raised his arm as the car came around the corner and shouted something. A pumpkin-seed vendor, the traditional version says, calling out a cheer for Villa. The cheer was the signal. It is a good story and it appears in nearly everything written about that morning, which is not the same as confirmation. File it under likely.

      Then the shooting, which took seconds.

      Seven men fired, or eight, or nine, depending on which account you are reading. They had rifles and they were shooting down and across into an open car from a few dozen feet away. Villa was hit many times. So was Trillo. The car swerved off the road and hit a tree. That is where the photographs show it, canted over with bodies in it, because photographers arrived quickly and nobody stopped them.

      Ramón Contreras got out. He was badly wounded, he made it away from the corner, and he survived. Everything anyone knows about those seconds from inside the car comes from him and from the people who happened to be on that street, and the accounts do not agree with each other on much beyond the basic sequence. Eyewitnesses to sudden violence rarely do. They were not taking notes. They were getting behind walls.

      The photographs, though, went everywhere. Villa dead in the driver's seat, in the daylight, with the town crowding around. If you have ever seen a picture of Pancho Villa, there is a decent chance it was one of those.

      Now, the confession.

      About a month later, a man named Jesús Salas Barraza publicly took responsibility. He was a state legislator in Durango and a former soldier, and he did not hide, and he did not deny it. He wrote it down. His stated reason was personal and regional: Villa had done terrible things to people in his part of the country, families he knew, and someone had to answer for it. He presented himself as a man who had settled a debt.

      He was arrested. A judge in Parral sentenced him to twenty years on August 12, 1923.

      On April 4, 1924, the governor of Chihuahua, Ignacio C. Enríquez, pardoned him. Enríquez resigned the governorship the next day.

      How long he actually sat in a cell is itself disputed. Published figures range from about three months to about eight, depending on which arrest date and which release date a writer is counting from. Take the range. What is not in dispute is the shape: a confessed assassin of a national figure drew twenty years and was free inside a year, and nobody else involved was ever punished. Several accounts put nine or more gunmen on that corner. One man was tried.

      Salas Barraza went on to serve in the federal army, competed as a marksman in the Central American Games in 1926, and lived into the 1950s.

      So: who paid for the room?

      The names that come up are the two most powerful men in Mexico at the time. Álvaro Obregón was president. Plutarco Elías Calles was his interior minister and his intended successor, with a presidential election coming in 1924. Villa had been quiet for three years, running his estate, but quiet is a relative term for someone like him. He gave interviews. Journalists made the trip out to see him. Visitors came and went. He talked about politics in a way that could be read as commentary or as a threat, depending on how nervous you already were.

      A retired warlord with a farm, a reputation, and opinions about the next election is not the same thing as a harmless old man, and everyone involved understood that.

      For a long time the case for official involvement rested on inference: the short sentence, the untouched accomplices, the general improbability of private citizens running a month-long stakeout on a national figure and walking away from it.

      That changed when the archives opened.

      Correspondence in the Calles archive, supported by American military intelligence files, shows that Salas Barraza wrote to General Joaquín Amaro, the undersecretary of war and a personal friend, in the weeks before the killing. He described what he was preparing. He asked for money and for protection for his family. He kept reporting on the preparations. After his conviction he wrote again asking Amaro to intervene with the governor of Chihuahua, and Amaro wrote to Enríquez arguing that the killing had been justified, and the pardon followed.

      So the categories now look like this. Established: Salas Barraza organized the ambush and confessed. Established: Amaro knew in advance and arranged the release afterward, and Calles was aware. Not established: an order from Obregón. The president is the obvious suspect and the one against whom the documentary case is thinnest. That is not innocence and it is not proof.

      The car cannot tell you any of that. Paper did.

      Which brings up the thing that makes this whole subject so strange, and it is the reason this book starts at the end of his life rather than the beginning.

      That Friday morning is one of the best-documented hours in Villa's entire existence. There were photographs within the hour. There were dozens of witnesses on a public street in a working town. There was a death certificate, a funeral, a confession in writing, a trial with a transcript. There was a car you can go and stand next to.

      His childhood, by contrast, is nearly empty. His birth is on paper, and we will get to that document in chapter ten, because it is better than most people think. But between the entry in a registry book in 1878 and the man riding into the Revolution in 1910 there is very little that can be checked against anything, and the most famous story about his youth, the one that explains how a farm kid became an outlaw, comes to us secondhand from sources with obvious reasons to tell it that way.

      Consider what that means as a research problem. There is more reliable information about the last thirty seconds of Villa's life than about most of the first thirty years of it.

      That imbalance is not an accident, and it is not only because he was born poor in a country that was not keeping careful records of poor children. It is also because of what happened in between. Somewhere in those thirty years, a wanted cattle thief from Durango worked out that the story people tell about you is a weapon, and he got extremely good at handling it. By 1913 he was faking telegrams to capture a city. By 1914 he had signed a contract with a Hollywood film company. By 1922 he was giving interviews from a farmhouse and building a school.

      The record he left behind is enormous. It is also, in large stretches, exactly the record he wanted us to have.

      Three years after the men on the corner finished their work, somebody dug up his grave in Parral and took his head, and that has never been explained either.

      EXHIBIT: The Dodge. A Dodge Brothers touring car, catalogued by the Museo Histórico de la Revolución in Chihuahua City as a 1922 model imported from Detroit. Other accounts give other model years. The museum is the former Quinta Luz, Villa's own house, which Luz Corral donated in 1981; it reopened as a state museum in 1982. The same museum holds his death mask, taken about three hours after he was killed.

      CHECK THE SOURCE. Claim: Obregón ordered the killing. Provenance: inference, plus Adolfo de la Huerta's much later testimony, given by a man with scores to settle. Verdict: undemonstrated. The documented foreknowledge runs to Amaro and Calles, not to the president.
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      The bullet went in below the knee.

      It happened at Guerrero, a town in western Chihuahua, in the last days of March 1916. Villa had taken the place from a Carrancista garrison, which by that point in his career was routine work, and then somebody shot him in the right leg. Whose bullet it was has never been settled. One version has it coming from the retreating garrison. Another has it coming from his own side, in the confusion after the fighting, and that happens far more often in war than anyone likes to record.

      The wound was bad. The bone was hit. There was no surgeon, no clean water, no hospital train anywhere within reach, and the enemy was two days away and coming fast.

      His men put him in a wagon and drove him into the mountains.

      And that is where he goes. Not just out of the reach of the columns hunting him. Out of the reach of everything. For the next six weeks, or eight, or two months, depending on whose account you accept, one of the most wanted men in North America produces almost no reliable trace in the historical record at all.

      It is worth pausing on how unusual that is for him.

      Villa had spent the previous six years being watched by professionals. Newspapermen followed him around. Diplomats filed reports on his movements. Film crews came all the way from New York to point cameras at him. There were telegraph offices reporting on his trains, consulates reporting on his politics, and enemies keeping careful files on where he had been seen and when. For most of his adult life you can pin him to a place on a given week, sometimes to a given day, because somebody wrote it down.

      Then he gets shot in the leg and the paper trail simply stops.

      What was going on above ground while the trail went cold: a United States Army expedition had crossed into Mexico about two weeks earlier and was working its way south through Chihuahua looking for him. It would grow to something like ten thousand men. It had aircraft, motor trucks, cavalry, and money for informants. The full story of that operation is a long way off in this book, and it deserves its own chapter, because what it found is more interesting than what it was looking for.

      The relevant fact right now is smaller and stranger. All those soldiers, all that equipment, all that money, and Villa spent a substantial chunk of the manhunt lying in a cave with a shattered leg roughly a hundred miles from where they were searching hardest.

      He was not hiding cleverly. He was hiding because he could not stand up.

      The cave part is the piece everyone remembers, and it is also where the trouble starts.

      There is a cave in the Sierra Madre, in the country near Santa Ana, that you can be taken to see. Guides will show you where he lay. Local families have passed down which of their grandparents brought food up the mountain and which one carried water. Some of that is probably true. The general shape of it, a cave, a handful of men, weeks of hiding while a wound healed badly, is supported by enough independent accounts that historians accept it.

      Whether it is that cave, specifically, is another matter. Nobody drew a map at the time. Nobody had a reason to. The identification is traditional, meaning it is what people in the area have said for a long time, and tradition in northern Chihuahua about Pancho Villa is not a neutral thing. Being the family who fed him, or the village that sheltered him, is worth something. It has been worth something for a century.

      Everything else about those weeks arrives secondhand, late, and from people with a stake in the telling.

      Loyalists produced a Villa of iron endurance: refusing to complain, digging the bullet out himself in some versions, planning his return between waves of fever, tended by peasants who would have died before giving him up. Enemies produced a different man entirely, broken, terrified, hiding in a hole while his movement collapsed, kept alive by a couple of relatives out of pity. Both versions were written down years afterward. Both are told by people who knew how the story ended, which contaminates a witness more thoroughly than lying does.

      Several of these accounts cannot be reconciled with each other. Who was with him, how many
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