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The Pursuit of Pancho Villa 
Pershing’s Expedition in Mexico 1916-17 by Richard Baber 
 

The story of Francisco “Pancho” Villa and his dispute with 
the United States is a long a complicated one.  

 
Pershing (left) with Pancho Villa (centre) and General 

Obregon during friendlier times in El Paso in 1914 
 

After years of being a revolutionary and commander of the 
Army of the North, Villa assumed he would get backing 
from the US Government in his bid to become President of 
Mexico. He had for years had a cordial and often friendly 
relationship with the “Yankees” and bought his arms and 
munitions from over the border.  
 

He was therefore deeply offended when President Wilson’s 
government recognised Venustiano Carranza as the new 
president. So upset was Villa that he swore revenge and so 
began a series of raids against American interests which 
included the infamous Santa Ysabel attack where seventeen 
Texas mining engineers were taken off a train and 
executed! Villa had a plan to draw the Americans into a 
cross border incursion which would bring them into direct 
conflict with Carranza’s Federal forces and cause a change 
in public opinion and lead to a reaffirmation of his (Villa’s) 
public popularity. 
 

Two months later, Villa decided to strike again. This time 
he would invade the United States. At 2:30 a.m., on the 
morning of March 9, 1916, he and 500 “Villistas” attacked 
the 13th U.S. Cavalry at Camp Furlong near Columbus, 
New Mexico. Despite prior knowledge that Villa and his 
men were pillaging, raping, and murdering their way 
toward the border, the cavalry was caught completely by 
surprise. One reason for the cavalry’s sluggishness was 
because some of the troops had been drinking, but perhaps 
more importantly, all of the troops’ rifles were chained and 
locked in gun racks. Still, the cavalry managed to get 
organized and fought off the “Villistas” killing many of 
them in the process. During their retreat, however, the 
“Villistas” stopped at Columbus, New Mexico for a looting 
and window-shooting spree that left several U.S. civilians 
dead. For three hours, bullets struck houses and shouts of 
“Viva Villa! Viva Mexico! Muerte a los Americanos!” 
(Death to Americans) were heard in the streets. The town 
was set afire, though Villa’s men realized nothing beyond a 

few dollars and perhaps some merchandise from the burnt-
out stores. The terror continued until about 7 a.m., and 
when Villa finally rode off, the smoke-filled streets of 
Columbus were littered with the dead and wounded. 
Fourteen American soldiers and ten civilians were killed in 
the raid.  
 

To prevent repetitions of the Columbus outrage, President 
Wilson called out some 15,000 militia and stationed them 
along the U.S. - Mexico border. Wilson also informed 
President Carranza that he intended to send a military 
expedition into northern Mexico to capture Pancho Villa, 
and Carranza reluctantly agreed. President Wilson then 
appointed Brigadier General John J. Pershing to lead 4,800 
troops (mostly cavalry), supported by aircraft and 
motorized military vehicles (the first time either were used 
in U.S. warfare) on a punitive expedition into Mexico to 
capture Villa. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

However, there was a catch to Pershing’s mission orders 
from Wilson that would be decisive in the end. Pershing 
was to pursue and punish Villa, but not to upset the 
Carranza government by firing on any of his troops. 
Carranza would take advantage of Wilson’s restrictions to 
make life miserable for the Punitive Expedition throughout 
their mission, right from the start the local Carranzista 
commander at nearby Palomas threatened to attack the 
Americans, fortunately Pershing was able to negotiate and 
avoid hostilities.   
 

 
 

US Army Punitive Expedition into Mexico 1916 
Brigadier General John J. Pershing 

Elements of - 
5th Cavalry Regiment 
7th Cavalry Regiment 
10th Cavalry Regiment (coloured) 
11th Cavalry Regiment 
12th Cavalry Regiment 
13th Cavalry Regiment 
6th Infantry Regiment 
16th Infantry Regiment 
17th Infantry Regiment 
24th Infantry Regiment (coloured) 
6th Field Artillery 
United States Army Signal Corps 
1st Aero Squadron (6 - Curtiss JN-2 “Jennies”) 
 
 Total 4,800 men 
 



The Society of Twentieth Century Wargamers. 

 

Page 2 
 

So from March 16, 1916 until their recall on 27 January 
1917, Pershing’s columns struggled through the hot and 
inhospitable countryside of northern Mexico following 
various leads to the location of Pancho Villa. Within the 
first month all of the JN-2’s had either crashed or broken 
down, not an auspicious start to air-reconnaissance!   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Whilst failing to achieve its main objective, Pershing’s 
expedition did succeed in driving Villa’s forces away from 
the US border and could be seen as partially successful. 
Also even though there were no major engagements 
between the US forces and Villa’s rebels, there were a few 
interesting actions which could easily be transferred to 
tabletop: 
 

1. Ojos Azules Ranch  
On May 4th 1916, a report reached US forces that a group 
of Villistas numbering about 200 under the command of 
Julio Acosta was camped at the Ojos Azules Ranch. This 
force had just defeated a federal force under the command 

of Major Lopez and it was this Major who was now asking 
for US military help to protect the nearby town of 
Cusihuiriachic from further attacks by the Villistas. 
 

Major Robert L. Howze assembled a force of six (6) troops 
of 11th Cavalry, a machine gun troop, a pack train (with 3 
days supplies plus ammunition) and 20 Apache scouts 
under the command of 1st Lt. James A. Shannon, 
approximately 320 men in total. 
On arriving at Cusihuiriachic, Howze discovered that 
Lopez had received orders not to assist or cooperate with 
the US force, so was forced by circumstance to hire a local 
Mexican doctor as a guide. Howze ordered his force to 
perform a night march in order to achieve complete tactical 
surprise. Upon arriving at the ranch just before sun-rise 
Howse conceived a plan for a all round envelopment with 
his Apache scouts moving in a wide flanking movement to 
seize the high ground behind the ranch whilst the rest of the 
command advanced covered by the machine guns, one 
troop directly whilst the others moved on from the left and 
right. A simple plan, which began to unravel almost from 
the beginning - delays in positioning of the attacking 
columns meant the defenders had a little warning. The 
Apache began firing long before they got within effective 
range (over 800yds out) and the adobe buildings were 
stronger and more formidable than they first appeared. 
 

Even with all these problems the scouts and cavalry bravely 
charged the ranch overcame the Villistas resistance. 
Surprisingly not one single US soldier was injured, whilst 
61 Villistas were killed and another 70 captured in a very 
one-sided battle! This action was the first in US military 
history where they used over-head machine gun fire to 
cover an advance.  
 

Gaming this action 
A fairly straight forward battle with undulating terrain and 
plenty of scrub cover, the highest point should be 
positioned behind the ranch (from the cavalry’s point of 
view). The ranch itself should have several adobe buildings 
around a large hacienda (think High Chaparral); plus a 
wooden barn and corral, the whole complex surrounded by 
both wooden and some barbed wire fences (which would 
act to impede the cavalry). 
 

To make a game of it, I would make the capture of the 
Villistas a major US victory condition and any who escape 
or are killed counting against the US victory points; the 
Mexicans should be encouraged to “live to fight another 
day”, but will have to put up some form of rearguard to 
slow the Yankees down. 
Historically the Mexicans must have been either awful 
shots or of woeful morale (considering the casualty 
figures), this should be taken into account when setting up 
the game. You could of course just run this as a straight 
attack/defense game and see how it comes out. 
 

2. Lt. George S. Patton and the death of Julio Cardenas  
Lt. Patton had begged to be attached to Pershing’s personal 
staff for the expedition fearing he would be left behind, 
Pershing allowed to young officer to become one of his 
aides. 
 

US Organisation 
Cavalry Regiment 1916 
Headquarters 
Headquarters troop 
Supply troop 
Machine gun troop 
3 cavalry squadrons (each of 4 troops) 
 

Cavalry troop (all armed with - rifles, sabres and pistols) 
Troop HQ – 12 men  
2 platoons @  
Plt HQ – 6 men 
4 squads – 8 – 11 men each 
 

Machine gun Troop 
2 platoons @ 3 x Benet-Mercie LMG, 40 men 
 

American Infantry Battalion 
4 companies @ 
Company HQ 
2 platoons each @ 4 x rifle squads (12 men each) 
 

Infantry Regimental Machine Gun Company 
2 platoons @ 2 x Benet-Mercie LMG, 20 men 
 
Each cavalry regiment had its compliment of officers – a 
Colonel, a lieutenant colonel, 3 majors, 15 captains, 16 
first lieutenants, and 16 second lieutenants. The 
authorized strength of each troop was 70 enlisted men 
(but could be as low as only 40 or as high as 110) All 
troops were armed with Springfield 1903 model rifles 
and Colt 1911 pistols. 
 

Uniforms 
Both soldiers and officers wore olive drab (OD) shirts 
and woollen trousers with the M1911 “Montana” cap, 
with khaki canvas bandoliers and belt, brown leather 
boots and pistol holster. Now every colour illustration 
I’ve seen shows a tan-brown colour (which is certainly 
not olive!), a photograph of a dummy on the 11th cavalry 
on line museum (see link below) wears green coloured 
shirt and trousers.  
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In May, 1916, Lieutenant Patton saw combat for the first 
time. Whilst on a grain buying mission to local haciendas 
Patton came upon intelligence that Julio Cardenas, one of 
Villa’s most trusted subordinates and commander of his 
personal bodyguard, was hiding nearby at the home of his 
mother. 
Patton, upon his own initiative accompanied by ten soldiers 
from the 6th Infantry Regiment, and two civilian guides 
traveling in three Dodge open top touring automobiles, 
conducted a surprise raid on a ranch house at San Miguelito 
near Rubio.  
During the ensuing fire-fight, Patton and his men killed 
three men. One was identified as Cardenas. The other two 
dead Mexicans were an unnamed Villista captain and a 
private. Patton’s men tied the bodies to the hoods of the 
cars, while Patton put Cardenas’ silver-studded saddle and 
sword into his vehicle. The spectacle of the three cars with 
the bodies tied on the hoods caused a great commotion 
along the road, but Patton and his party sped through the 
countryside to their headquarters at Dublan without 
incident. 
 

At around 4 p.m., Patton arrived at Dublan (Pershing’s 
command HQ) with the three bloody corpses strapped 
across the blistering-hot hoods of the automobiles. War 
correspondents crowded around to get a first hand account 
of his adventure. The stories they filed made Patton a 
national hero for several weeks. His photograph appeared 
in newspapers around the United States. Pershing was 
pleased that someone had enlivened the hunt for Villa and 
actually taken out a key member of his band. He even 
permitted Patton to keep Cardenas’ sword and silver saddle 
as trophies of his first fight 
 

Gaming this action 
This would work well as a one-to-one skirmish game, with 
Patton and six soldiers (some men were left to guard the 
cars and watch the road) plus an unarmed guide Vs the 
three Villistas. The hacienda was a single storied adobe 
structure; there were a couple of outbuildings plus some 
low walls and a corral. To make things interesting you 
could allow a group of mounted Villistas to arrive (maybe 
on a turn counter), these could make things “hot” for Patton 
if still engaged with Cardenas or chase him back to town 
once the battle is over. 
 

The Battle of Carrizal  
By June Pershing’s frustration with the campaign was 
getting the better of him, his mood was not helped when he 
received a telegram from General Jacinto Trevino, 
commander of the Carrancista Government forces at 
Chihuahua on June 16th.  
The telegram read –  
 

“I have orders from my government to prevent, by use of 
arms, new invasions of my country by American troops and 
also to prevent the American forces that are now in this 
state from moving to the south, east or west of places they 
now occupy. I communicate this to you for your knowledge 
for the reason that your forces will be attacked by the 
Mexican forces if these indications are not heeded.” 
 

This telegram was like holding a red rag up to a bull, 
Pershing immediately sent off a telegram of his own 
warning Trevino that he would continue to hunt the bandits 
and seek information on the bandits whenever and 
wherever he felt fit and any hostilities resulting would be 
the responsibility of the Mexican Government! 
 

On June 18th Pershing personally ordered two troops of the 
coloured 10th Cavalry to reconnoiter the land around Villa 
Ahumada both to check on the rumour of a large 
Carrancista force (maybe 8-10 thousand strong) gathering 
near there and also because another rumour suggested 
Pancho Villa was hiding in the hills above Carrizal. 
 

“C” Troop commanded by Captain Charles Boyd with 
Lieutenant Henry Adair as his second in command. The 
troop was also accompanied by Mormon scout Lem 
Spilsbury, these were the only whites in the unit. “K” 
Troop was commanded by Captain Lewis Morey. Both 
commands set off independently from separate starting 
locations to converge west of Carrizal. It appears neither 
officer was told that the other was on their way and Morey 
claims to have been surprised when he came upon Boyd 
and his command at the Santa Domingo ranch on the 
afternoon of June 20th.   
 

The foreman of the ranch an American, W.P. McCabe told 
the two officers that roughly two hundred federal soldiers 
were garrisoned at Carrizal which was located roughly 
seven or eight miles east of the ranch. Another 200+ 
federals were also at Villa Ahumada only a few miles 
north-east of Carrizal. At this point Boyd who was senior 
and therefore in overall command decided to advance 
through the town, both Morey and McCabe warned him of 
possible Mexican resistance, but Boyd was convinced that -  
“all Mexicans are cowards and they’ll run away at the first 
signs of a fight” 
 

The two troops advanced towards the town moving parallel 
to a rough dirt road, “C” Troop to the left and “K” Troop to 
the right. Whilst watering their horses at an irrigation ditch 
they were approached by a group of Mexican soldiers 
including Lieutenant Colonel Guillen. Through Spilsbury 
(acting as interpreter) Boyd told the colonel of his intent to 
pass through the town “looking for bandits”. The colonel 
returned to the town to confer with his superior – General 
Felix Gomez; who came out himself and advised the 
Americans that he had orders to prevent them from 
travelling further, by force if necessary. 
 

Once again Boyd acted in an off-hand manner and insisted 
on continuing his advance with “C” troop on the left and 
“K” Troop on the right about 200 yards away. During the 
conferences Mexican soldiers both mounted and on foot 
including armed women could be seen taking up position 
behind ditches and cottonwood trees. Two machine guns 
were brought forward and snipers could be seen on top of 
the houses. More mounted soldiers could be noted moving 
around Boyd’s left flank and out to Morey’s right; the 
Mexicans had a great tactical advantage.       
 

Unperturbed Boyd ordered both troops to advance, after a 
further 300 yards he gave the order to dismount and 
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advance on foot; it was at this point the Mexicans opened 
fire…… 
 

Boyd was shot three times before he got fifteen yards, the 
last through the eye killing him! Adair although wounded 
continued to lead his men until he ran out of bullets, at 
which point he casually returned to the pack animals to get 
more belts; there he was hit again and died in the arms of 
one of his men. Within minutes “C” Troop had lost both 
officers and several men killed and others wounded, all 
discipline collapsed and the survivors broke and ran, or 
cowered in the ditches. 
“K” Troop was faring no better, they managed to advance 
about twenty yards before taking cover in a shallow 
roadbed with enemy on three sides. Morey formed a 
triangular defence by platoon, which worked for a while 
until he was hit in the shoulder where upon the morale of 
his men broke and they ran. Attempts to rally them with 
bugle calls failed and the retreat turned into a full blown 
rout.  
The result of the action was twelve Americans dead, 
another fourteen wounded and twenty-four (including Lem 
Spilsbury) captured. The Mexicans suffered far more 
casualties - maybe as many as 40 killed including General 
Gomez.  

10th Cavalry (coloured) figures from Tumbling Dice 
Gaming this action  
The terrain was rough open fields with small patches of 
cottonwood trees, the two irrigation ditches running north-
south were about 800yrds apart. The rough dirt road ran 
east-west from Carrizal toward the Santa Domingo Ranch 
and beyond another lesser track ran parallel to the eastern 
irrigation ditch. There was a lone adobe farmstead by the 
western irrigation ditch north of the road. Both dirt tracks 
are well worn and will provide soft cover, the ditches will 
act as trenches being 2-4 feet deep. 
 

Once again we have a very one sided action, I would give 
the US players (best run with two – Boyd and Morey) a 
free hand with how they deploy. Historically the two troops 
separated by 200yrds could not mutually support one-
another.  
Quicker more decisive action by the Americans may have 
allowed them to rush around the Mexican flank, north or 
south of Carrizal; this could change the whole outcome of 
the battle.  
With two mutually supporting troops the Americans could 
also organize a staged withdrawal once the Mexicans open 
fire, thus limiting casualties and avoiding the rout as 
happened historically. 
The level of Mexican casualties reveals two things; the 
quality of the US marksmanship and the poor discipline of 

the Mexicans, if the Mexicans just held their ground and 
fired from cover the casualty rate for them would have been 
much lower. The machismo and need to “be a man” of the 
Mexican soldier may be partially responsible for this.   
 

Final notes 
I have to admit I knew very little about Pershing’s 
expedition before I began this research. I was hoping for 
something different to add to my fledgling Mexican 
Revolution project. The lack of serious actions and battles 
was a great disappointment at the time, but as can be seen, 
there are some interesting actions which will prove fun to 
game if you alter history just a touch.  
 

Stealing from the Yankees!   
For a final scenario I present a fictional one I wrote up to 
pit my US force against my Mexicans: 
 

By the end of 1916 the Carranza government forces were 
increasingly blocking and frustrating the American 
attempts to find Villa and his followers. Government 
soldiers often took pot-shots at US cavalry patrols, though 
no formal engagements took place. Though not as bad as it 
had been during the early years of revolution, Mexican 
Generals and local governors were sometimes little more 
than bandits themselves using their soldiers and police 
(Rurales) to impose their will and rob those under their 
rule. 
 

General Pedro Ramirez Diaz is the commander of the 
border district of Chihuahua State south of the Rio Bravo. 
The Americans have a major supply depot at the village of 
San Domingo using a spur line off the main El Paso - 
Juarez rail line to bring in the supplies from the north. The 
General, a greedy and ambitious man sees huge profit in 
raiding the depot, both in the arms and equipment stored 
there, but also in the eyes of the local people as a hero of 
Mexico driving out the Yankee invader.  
 

Obviously the General has no wish to start a war between 
Mexico and the US, but a quick raid to secure as much 
arms, ammunition and supplies. Whether the raid is a 
success or not the General will blame the attack on the 
Villistas. 
 

For this scenario I decided to use all the Mexican and US 
forces I had available – 
 

Mexicans 
3 - Platoons of militia (poor quality infantry) 
1 – Platoon female militia (poor firing, regular morale) 
1 - Platoon Federal mounted infantry (poor firing, regular 
morale) 
2 – Platoons of Federal infantry (poor firing, regular 
morale) 
3 – Platoons of Colorados (regular) 
1 - Platoon Colorados mounted infantry (regular)  
 

Mexican troops get penalties to firing based on my historic 
reading of the period. 
 

 
 
 
 



The Journal 

 

Page 5 
 

US defenders (all regular) 
1 mounted platoon 10th Cavalry  
1 foot platoon 10th cavalry  
B Company 6th Infantry with – 
HQ platoon 
2 – Rifle platoons 
1 Machine gun Platoon 6th Infantry (2 – LMGs)  
Cannon Platoon 6th infantry (Vickers-Maxim 2.95” + crew) 
 

The game started before dawn allowing the Mexican force 
to advance on the US pickets. 
 

US disposition 
One platoon from 6th Infantry was on picket; one platoon 
from 10th was out on patrol and would return on D6+4 
turns upon the alarm being sounded. Other elements of the 
garrison are asleep off duty and take 1D6 turns to stand-to 
once the alarm has been raised. 
 

San Domingo looking NW along the rail-line 
 

The early game turns saw the Mexican advancing on a 
broad front, Federals on the left, Colerados on the right and 
the militia in the centre. The Mexican commander (me) 
sent all his cavalry and mounted infantry on a long end-run 
sweeping around the hill to the left to attack the village 
from the rail-line. The US players my boys - Alex (11) and 
Chris (8) had picketed the hill with half a platoon, whilst 
the other half guarded the village along with a LMG 
section. It took several turns of movement for the pickets to 
spot the advancing Mexicans, by which time the cavalry 
was almost around the hill and the various foot units had 
almost reached the base. Dice roles revealed the platoon 
from 10th Cav. would arrive back at the village in 8 turns, 
whilst the garrison would be up and about in 4 turns.  
 

 
Mexicans (Raventhrope Miniatures) 
 
Thankfully the US players (after a gentle hint) had 
emplaced their MG team covering the wide-open right 
flank, this really shocked the Federal mounted infantry who 
quickly dismounted and went to ground, this was as far as 

they got and eventually took enough casualties for their 
morale to collapse and they ran away! 
 

 
Mexican Banditas, two from Warrior Miniatures 
(converted by author) and the last from Irregular 
miniatures 
Things were touch and go for a while, the best Mexican 
troops, the Colorados regulars fought a protracted battle 
with 2nd platoon 6th infantry, eventually numbers told 
along with support from the only group of militia which 
actually reached the village. Most of the militia and the 
federals became bottled up around the rail-yard and were 
slowly cut down, until their morale failed unit by unit and 
they broke and fled. 
A great game; the result could have gone either way at one 
point. A bit of luck to one side and the whole result could 
have changed; the restrictions on the Mexican morale and 
firing seemed to even out the huge disparity in forces.    
Figures 

My Mexican force is mostly from Raventhorpe Miniatures 
with some Irregular Miniatures mixed in. I have one unit of 
female banditas converted from various WW2 resistance 
and SCW ranges.  My US Army figures are all from 
Tumbling Dice, the 2.95” Vickers-Maxim is a resin model 
from David Reasoner’s - Moonlite Modelwerks. 
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