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Abstract

This study of General John J. Pershing’s 1916 Punitive Expedition debates whether the incursion into Mexico was a success or a failure.  The investigation scrutinizes eyewitness accounts and expert historical evaluations in its examination of the state of U.S. military forces at the beginning of the expedition, new technologies and tactics employed during its eleven-month life span, and the effect the expedition had on the U.S. Army’s performance in World War I immediately thereafter.  Specific instances of success and failure are analyzed, compared, and weighed to determine whether or not the expedition should be rated an overall military success.  After careful review of all of these factors, the writer concludes that the Punitive Expedition has to be considered a success.

General Pershing’s Punitive Expedition of 1916: Success or Failure?
For the past nine decades military historians have been waging a continuous debate concerning the outcome of General John J. Pershing’s Punitive Expedition.  Some experts, such as American military historian John S. D. Eisenhower (1993), believe that the trek into Mexico to hunt down Pancho Villa and his forces was a failure—“an ill-conceived idea from the start, (p. xv) …a misguided intervention, (p. xvi)…despite the miracles of endurance that Pershing’s troops demonstrated in the wastelands of Chihuahua” (p. 328).  Most Mexican historians, predictably, considering their perspective, agree.  Former chair​man of the Council of Mexican Historians of the American Historical Association, Michael C. Meyer, and former assistant to the president of Mexico City College, William L. Sherman (1979), support Eisenhower’s claim, adding smugly that the “United States…spent $130 million in its unsuccessful attempt to catch and punish the Columbus raiders” (p. 542).
On the other hand, other experts counter that the Punitive Expedition was a success.  Business writer and historian Alan Axelrod (2002) explains that the expedition “was hardly the fiasco that some historians portray.  As a result of the operation, Villa’s army had been greatly reduced, and his most senior commanders had been killed.  By the end of the campaign, raids into the United States also stopped” (p. 366).  Military historian Herbert Molloy Mason (1970) agrees, adding, “Misfits in higher echelons had been exposed, and junior officers were given invaluable field experience with troops, which would benefit them in two world wars” (p. 231).
This writer also agrees.  By examining the state of the U.S. military forces at the beginning of the expedition, the new technologies and tactics employed during its eleven month life span, and the effect the expedition had on our performance in World War I immediately thereafter, this writer aims to show that, despite specific instances of failure, General John J. Pershing’s Punitive Expedition should be judged a resounding military success.
Mitchell Yockelson (1997), a reference archivist in the Modern Military Records Branch for the National Archives who specializes in U.S. Army records for the period from the Spanish-American War through World War II, contends that although the Punitive Expedition is usually considered to have played a minor role in our U.S. history, it is a story filled with adventure and intrigue (p. 256).  Its origins are rooted in the 1910 Mexican Revolution, when a rebel faction led by Francisco Madero attempted to overthrow Mexico’s dictator of more than thirty years, President Porfirio Diaz (p. 256).  Professors Meyer and Sherman (1979) note that it was then that a notorious character by the name of Francisco “Pancho” Villa joined Francisco Madero’s ultimately successful revolt against Diaz (p. 500).

Villa, of course, was the focus of the Punitive Expedition.  Cultural and political journalist Joe Cummings (1994) reveals that Villa was actually named Doroteo Arango when he was born in 1877 in San Juan del Río, Durango, Mexico (¶ 1).  At the age of 16, Arango killed the man who raped his sister, and then fled into the mountains (¶ 1).  There he joined a gang led by the original Francisco “Pancho” Villa (¶ 1).  When that Villa was killed, Arango took over his gang and his name (¶ 1).  In 1897 the new Villa moved to Parral, Chihuahua, where he worked as a miner and moonlighted as a cattle rustler (¶ 1).  In 1899 he added bank robbery to his list of crimes (¶ 1).  Cummings adds that during the next ten years, Villa became a folk hero in Mexico and the United States thanks to his Robin Hood escapades and clever evasions of President Diaz’s government posses (¶ 2).  With the outbreak of the Mexican Revolution in 1910, Villa came down from the hills and transformed himself from a bandit into a revolutionary (¶ 2).
National archivist Yockelson (1997) picks up the story from here.  U.S. President William H. Taft was concerned that the conflict might adversely affect American business interests in Mexico and its citizens living along the border (p. 257).  In April 1911, he sent 16,000 soldiers, designated the Maneuver Division, to the Texas border area—officially for “war games” and unofficially for a possible incursion into Mexico (p. 257).  By June the revolution had succeeded, and Madero was elected president, so two months later, on August 7, 1911, the Maneuver Division was disbanded (p. 257).  Historical writer Jim Tuck (1999) notes that although the revolution attracted other populist rebels such as Emiliano Zapata and Pascual Orozco, only Villa remained loyal to Madero (¶ 19).  Yockelson (1997) adds that on February 19, 1913, General Victorio Huerta arrested Madero and forced him to resign (p. 257).  Three days later, Huerta had him assassinated (p. 257).  A civil war ensued between Huerta’s forces and those of Villa and Venustiano Carranza (p. 257).  
In the U.S. on March 4, 1913, President Woodrow Wilson, took office (Yockelson, 1997, p. 257).  Wilson refused to recognize Huerta because of the under-handed manner in which he had seized power and instituted an arms embargo against both sides of the civil war (pp. 257-58). When Huerta appeared to be winning in early 1914, Wilson lifted the embargo and offered to help Carranza (p. 258).  This action had volatile consequences.  For several months, U.S. Navy warships had been stationed at the ports of Tampico and Vera Cruz to protect American interests involved with the rich oil fields in the area (p. 258).  On April 9, a group of sailors from the USS Dolphin went ashore at Tampico (p. 258).  Huerta’s troops arrested and detained two of them, and although the sailors were released a short time later, an angry President Wilson sent the U.S. Navy’s Atlantic Fleet to occupy Tampico (p. 258).  Another crisis festering down the coast in Vera Cruz ultimately prevented U.S. troops from occupying the city, however (p. 258).

The U.S. consul’s office in Vera Cruz received a tip that a German ship would be delivering arms for Huerta on April 21,1914 (Yockelson, 1997, p. 258).  President Wilson ordered U.S. forces in the area to capture the guns (p. 258).  On the afternoon of April 21, a contingent of 787 marines and sailors went ashore and seized the building in which the guns were stored (p. 258).  Mexican soldiers fired upon the U.S. forces, and a violent street battle erupted (p. 258).  By noon of April 22, the U.S. troops had occupied the town (p. 259).  American casualties totaled 17 killed and 61 wounded (p. 258).  Mexican casualties totaled between 152 and 172 killed and between 195 and 250 wounded (p. 258).  
On April 30, 1914, Brigadier General Frederick Funston and the U.S. Army’s Fifth Infantry Brigade arrived at Vera Cruz (Yockelson, 1997, p. 259).  The brigade assumed occupation duty from the Marines and also organized a military government to restore order to the city (p. 259).  On July 15, 1914, Huerta resigned under pressure and moved to Spain (p. 259).  The Fifth Infantry Brigade eventually left Vera Cruz on November 23 (p. 259).

Francisco Carvajal took over the presidency (Eisenhower, 1993, p. 148), but was soon under threat of attack from General Alvaro Obregon (on Carranza’s behalf) and General Funston, who was occupying Vera Cruz at the time and aching to lead an expedition into the capital (p. 153).  On August 12, Carvajal followed Huerta into exile (p. 153).  Three days later, Carranza seized power (p. 153), but two important players were not happy—Zapata and Villa (p. 153).  Carranza tried to placate Zapata, but was unsuccessful (p. 154).  He sent Obregon to deal with Villa (p. 154).  Obregon met with Villa, and the two established a mutual rapport (p. 154), but Obregon gradually became convinced that Villa was a madman (p. 158).
On August 26, 1914, on their way to a conference in Nogales, Sonora (Eisenhower, 1993, p. 155), Obregon and Villa stopped at El Paso to meet Brigadier General John J. Pershing, the U.S. Army El Paso District Commander (Mason, 1970, p. 76).  Pershing and his 8th Infantry Brigade had arrived from the Presidio in California on April 25th of that year (Vandiver, 1977, p. 582).  Villa was impressed with the cavalry and field artillery drills that Pershing staged for him and Obregon at his Fort Bliss headquarters (Mason, 1970, p. 76).  He was also impressed with Pershing’s command of the Spanish language (p. 76).  Villa considered the American general to be “muy simpático,” while Pershing found Villa to be “a rough-and-ready sort” (p. 76).

On November 5, 1914, Zapata and Villa wrested control of the country away from Carranza and gave it to Eulalio Gutiérrez (Eisenhower, 1993, p. 164).  Obregon initially supported Gutiérrez (p. 164), but when the president appointed Villa as “Military Chief of Mexico,” he switched his allegiance back to Carranza (p. 166).  By April 15, 1915, Obregon had dealt Villa two crushing defeats in battle at Celaya, and Villa’s strength rapidly declined (p. 179).  On October 19, 1915, the U.S., along with Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Guatemala, and Uruguay, officially recognized the Carranza government (p. 185).  Villa felt insulted and immediately started making plans to retaliate against the “gringos” (Yockelson, 1997, p. 259).
In January, 1916, Villa pulled 17 Americans off a train at Santa Ysabel and executed 16 of them (Vandiver, 1977, p. 603).  Both houses of Congress erupted in Washington, but President Wilson remained calm (p. 603).  He wanted no part of the Mexican feud, especially not at Villa’s whim (p. 603).  Irked that his Santa Ysabel escapade hadn’t drawn the Americans across the border, Villa brooded in mounting anger until he finally realized what he had to do (p. 603).
On the night of March 8-9, 1916, Villa took his fight to America, specifically to the 350 inhabitants of Columbus, New Mexico (Vandiver, 1977, p. 603).  The U.S. Army’s 13th Cavalry had a small detachment there, just to the west of town, but it was totally unprepared for the raid (Mason, 1970, p. 3).  Though the soldiers did everything they could to save the town (p. 18), Villa and his men looted, pillaged, and murdered for two hours (p. 17).  At the end of the battle, 17 Americans were dead (20), but so were nearly 100 Villistas (p. 24).
A nation-wide outcry forced President Wilson to respond (Mason, 1970, pp. 68-69).  He called out the entire available contingent of U.S. soldiers, but since the bulk of the U.S. Army was stationed in places like the Philippines, Hawaii, and the Canal Zone, that left only 24,602 men within the continental United States from which to draw (p. 84).  Dr. James L. Abrahamson (1981), former associate professor of History at West Point, adds that when Wilson’s generals told him that they were still short of men, he called up the entire National Guard (p. 111).  He amassed all 158,000 guardsmen throughout the Southwest to protect against any more border raids and to prepare for possible war with Mexico (Axelrod, 2002, p. 364).  
Dr. Abrahamson (1981) points out that Wilson’s mobilization of the National Guard to protect our southern border at the beginning of the Punitive Expedition exposed the militia’s inadequacies (p. 118).  Despite a last-minute recruiting effort that had flooded the Guard with new members, its units fell 100,000 men short of the prescribed war strength of 250,000 men (pp. 108-111).  Many of the guardsmen proved physically incapable of field service, some having never even fired a rifle before (p. 111).  The mobilization also revealed the Guard’s lack of engineers, cavalry, artillery, and other special troops needed to support its infantry units (p. 111).
A month later, U.S. Army Assistant Chief of Staff, Major General Tasker H. Bliss, found that most of the National Guard units deployed along the border had still not begun serious tactical instruction and decided, “It was unnecessary to attempt to use them for immediate service, even for de​fensive purposes, at this time” (Abrahamson, 1981, p. 111).
In addition to calling out the National Guard, President Wilson ordered Secretary of War Newton Baker to organize a punitive expedition (Mason, 1970, p. 69).  Major General Hugh Scott, U. S. Army Chief of Staff, selected Brigadier General John J. Pershing to lead the expedition (p. 75).  What was needed was:

A soldier who could not be provoked into rashness but who could fight hard; a disciplinarian with the respect of subordinates; a man with tactical experience against an armed enemy in guerrilla warfare; a general who knew the book but was flexible in exercising options; and above all, a soldier who placed military duty above political ambition or expediency, but with a knowledge of political machinations (Mason, 1970, p. 75).
Pershing was the only U.S. Army general who met all of these qualifications (Mason, 1970, p. 75).  He had served in the frontier Indian Wars, the Philippine Insurrection, and as an observer in the Russo-Japanese War (Yockelson, 1997, p. 261).  While on the western frontier, he had commanded a troop in the all-black Tenth U.S. Cavalry Regiment (p. 261).  In addition, he had been in command of the El Paso District for almost two years by then and had developed a feel for the situation on the border (Mason, 1970, p. 75).  It was not Pershing’s fighting record, however, that impressed Scott but the skillful diplomacy he had shown during his service overseas, a skill necessary for the upcoming expedition (Yockelson, 1997, p. 261).

Once the order to pursue Villa was given, Pershing faced serious problems.  Nothing of this magnitude had ever been attempted by the U.S. Army (Yockelson, 1997, p. 335).  His biggest enemy was the sprawling terrain of Chihuahua—more than 94,000 square miles of featureless plains scoured by the sun and interrupted by a seemingly endless chain of Sierra Madre mountains (Mason, 1970, pp. 80-81).  Water for the animals and for the men, Pershing knew, would be scarce (p. 81).
There were hardly any roads, and Washington had further handicapped him by ordering that he could not use the Mexican railroads (Mason, 1970, p. 81).  Pershing would have to supply his people with wagons and, when he could get them, trucks (p. 81).  Washington forbade the use of “any Mexican town either as base camp, temporary stopping place, or as recreational site; there could be no indication that the U.S. Army was occupying any part of Mexico” (p. 81).

No one could predict how the Carranza troops would react once thousands of American soldiers marched into Mexico (Mason, 1970, p. 82).  An armed clash with the Mexican government was the last thing Wilson wanted.  General Pershing’s superior officer, General Funston, stressed to Pershing that “the greatest caution will be exercised after crossing the border that fire is not opened on troops pertaining to the de facto Government of Mexico” (p. 82).  While Villa caused Carranza some consternation, he was no longer the threat to the government he once was (p. 82).  Carranza felt that he did not need America’s help in dealing with Villa (p. 82).  If it turned out that the Americans, and not Carranza’s forces, captured Villa, Mexico would lose face (p. 82).
Pershing could expect very little help from the ordinary Mexican farmers and villagers (Mason, 1970, p. 83).  To Chihuahua’s poor, Villa was a magnanimous hero (p. 83).  Going into Chihuahua to lay hands on Villa would be like the Sheriff of Nottingham venturing into Sherwood Forest and expecting the peasants to help him capture Robin Hood (p. 83).  
Nevertheless, from Georgia to Arizona, the Punitive Expedition forces assembled (Mason, 1970, p. 83).  At the time, the U.S. Army consisted of 170 regiments of coast artil​lery, which were useless, and six regiments of field artillery, but only 31 regiments of infantry and 15 of cavalry, the arm most needed for Pershing’s operations in Mexico (pp. 83-84).  From what was most readily available, Pershing chose the 7th, 10th, 11th and 13th Cavalry, and the 6th and 16th Infantry Regiments (p. 84).  To this he added two batteries of the 6th Field Artillery (p. 84).  Supporting the combat arms of this Provisional Division were two companies of Army engineers; an ambulance company; a field hospital; two wagon companies of 27 wagons, 112 mules, six horses and 36 men each (p. 84); the First Aero Squadron with eight airplanes; and a signal detachment (Yockelson, 1997, p. 262).

The expedition entered Mexico with 4,800 men and 4,175 animals, divided into two columns, 50 miles apart (Mason, 1970, pp. 84-85).  Major Frank Tompkins of the 13th Cavalry led the first column out of Columbus shortly after noon on March 15 (p. 85).  Pershing set off with the western column thirty minutes past midnight on March 16 (p. 85).  This was the U.S. Army’s very last horse cavalry pursuit and the very first military campaign to use airplanes in combat and trucks and armored vehicles in any way (PBS, n.d., ¶1).

The expedition’s weapons situation did not look good.  The artillery amounted to eight 2.95-inch Vickers​-Maxim howitzers (Mason, 1970, p. 84).  Each gun required a team of 10 mules to carry it, plus 12 men to look after the mules and assemble and fire the gun (p. 84).  The crews never got enough practice because there were only 5,800 rounds of ammunition available to the entire U.S. Army—about three minutes’ worth for each gun (p. 84).  The infantry was a little better off (p. 84).  They had four days’ worth of reserve rifle ammunition dispersed in armories throughout the nation for their .30-06 Springfield rifles (pp. 84-85).

U.S. Army Quartermaster Corps Museum historian, Major K. Born (n.d.), reports that to support the Punitive Expedition, Pershing looked to the Quartermaster Corps’s first motorized truck companies (¶ 1).  Military historian and New York State Guard Lieutenant Colonel William Scheck (1997) adds that Pershing called for five supply trains of 27 trucks each (p. 18).  Since the entire army possessed only about 100 trucks, located at widely scattered posts and depots throughout the country (Born, n.d., ¶ 2), and less than 1,000 motor vehicles of any type at that time, Pershing’s demands seemed outrageous (Scheck, 1997, p. 18).
Pershing got what he asked for, though (Scheck, 1997, p. 18).  On March 14, 1916, Secretary of War Newton Baker was somehow able to spend $450,000 of unappropriated funds (Yockelson, 1997, p. 335) to purchase 54 one-and-a-half ton trucks from companies in Cleveland, Ohio, and Kenosha, Wisconsin (Born, n.d., ¶ 2).  The vehicles left the Great Lakes region on a special southbound freight train on March 16 and arrived at El Paso two days later, having covered 1,500 miles in 48 hours (¶ 2).  Pershing’s forces loaded the trucks and drove them across the border that same night (¶ 2).
Finally, there was the 1st Aero Squadron, upon which Pershing had pinned such high  hopes (Mason, 1970, p. 80).  This unit was organized in September 1914 at North Island, San Diego (p. 103).  In March 1915, squadron commander Captain Benjamin D. Foulois moved his unit to Fort Sill, Oklahoma, where the pilots tested out new Curtiss JN-2s, nicknamed “Jennies” (p. 104).  In response to tensions along the U.S.-Mexican border, he immediately dispatched four pilots and two planes to the Rio Grande Valley in Texas (p. 104).  On November 26, 1915, the entire squadron then relocated to San Antonio, Texas (p. 105).
Mason adds that one of Pershing’s first acts as commander of the Punitive Expedition was to order the squadron, which now consisted of six Jennies, 10 pilots, and 82 enlisted men, to New Mexico (Mason, 1970, p. 108).  The planes arrived in Columbus on March 15, 1916, in horrible condition (p. 108).  They were not fit for military service, especially along the border (p. 108).  Two fliers carried .22 rifles, some carried pistols, and the rest possessed no weapons at all (p. 108).
This would be the first real action the U.S. Army had seen in fifteen years—since the Philippine Insurrection of 1898-1901(Eisenhower, 1993, p. 237).  General Pershing had more than enough men with him to accomplish his mission, but their readiness left much to be desired (p. 237).  Pershing did not have nearly the amount of weapons, ammunition, equipment, and supplies he would have preferred, either (p. 237).

As the campaign moved along, the need for more motor transport grew, until ultimately more than 500 vehicles were assigned to the expedition (Scheck, 1997, p. 18) and more than 10,000 tons of supplies were delivered to Pershing by truck (Yockelson, 1997, p. 335).  Moving supplies by truck was no easy feat, though (p. 335).  The expedition had to rely on mules and wagons to some extent to keep supplies moving (p. 335) because the trucks were almost useless in some of the rugged, off-road trails that Villa’s men traveled (PBS, n.d., ¶ 1).  
Pershing penetrated 400 miles into Mexico, helped in part by trucks from 128 different manufacturers (Scheck, 1997, p. 18).  In Columbus, New Mexico, Pershing established a spare-parts depot and repair shop (p. 18).  Maintenance and repair of the vehicles were beyond the capabilities of the Army at the time, though, so it was necessary to hire civilian mechanics (p. 18).  The Army also scrambled to recruit soldiers with mechanical aptitude or experience (p. 18).
Even so, the lessons learned from the Punitive Expedition in the area of ground transportation had to prove even to the most stubborn horse advocate of the time that the truck would be the supply link of the future (Scheck, 1997, p. 18).  According to George S. Patton, Jr. Historical Society Founder and President Charles M. Province (1983), two years after the expedition’s conclusion, Assistant Secretary of War Benedict Crowell submitted an official report which stated, “The Punitive Expedition into Mexico in 1916 in pursuit of Francisco Villa marked the real beginning of the use of motor transportation for the Army” (p. 28).
Military historian Martin Blumenson (1972), who was Staff Historian of Patton’s Third Army in World War II, relates the very first instance on record of a motorcar being used in an actual U.S. Army combat situation (p. 337).  In early May 1916, Pershing’s forces were hot on the heels of Villa’s Captain of Bodyguards, Colonel Julio Cardenas, when Patton learned that Cardenas’s wife was living nearby at the San Miguelito ranch (Blumenson, 1972, p. 329).  An initial search of the area turned up nothing (p. 329). 
On May 14th, Pershing sent Patton out to purchase some corn (Blumenson, 1972, p. 330).  Patton took 14 men and three Dodge Touring cars with him in hopes of mixing business with pleasure (p. 330).  After Patton concluded his business, he told the men his plan (p. 332).  A moment after Patton and his men arrived at San Miguelito, three armed men emerged from the gate (p. 333).  The gunfight that ensued left all three Villistas dead—Colonel Cardenas, Captain Isador Lopez, and Private Juan Garza (p. 336).  The Americans were unscratched (p. 336).  Patton and his men strapped the corpses to the fenders of the Dodge touring cars and rushed back to camp (p. 336).
Province (1983), author of three books on Patton, adds an epilogue to the story.  When Patton reached camp, he dumped the bodies in front of General Pershing’s tent and then interrupted him in the middle of a meeting (p. 31).  Pershing was furious until he saw the bodies (p. 31).  The San Miguelito gunfight made Patton famous (p. 31).  The newspapers quoted Patton as saying, “The motorcar is the modern warhorse,” and with that pronouncement, Patton officially ushered in the motorization era of warfare (p. 31).

While cars and trucks were steadily proving their worth, the airplanes were floundering.  Author Gary Glynn (2003), notes that the 1st Aero Squadron experienced many problems (p. 10).  Each plane carried a different type of compass, and the aviators were equipped with poor maps (p. 10).  The planes also underperformed (p. 11).  The 100-horsepower engines could not lift the JN-3s over the 12,000-foot-high mountains, nor could they withstand any of the adverse weather conditions frequently encountered in northern Mexico—gusty winds, rain, hail, and snow (p. 11).
The planes experienced all sorts of mechanical problems, too (Glynn, 2003, p. 11).  The wheels bogged down in deep sand (p. 11).  The hot, dry air soon desiccated the wooden fuselages and delaminated the propellers (p. 11).  Metal propellers were too heavy, so the aviators had to carve their propellers from dried desert wood (p. 11).  The pilots learned to carry spare propellers, “stored in humidity-controlled boxes, strapped to the sides of their fuselages” (p. 11).

The squadron’s mechanics tried to strengthen the Jennies, but they could do only so much (Glynn, 2003, p. 11).  Pershing soon had the squadron abandon most of its reconnaissance missions and had it concentrate instead on carrying mail and dispatches—missions in which the planes proved to be very capable (p. 11).  However, Foulois knew that his aircraft could not long withstand the rigors of desert flying, so he devised a plan to conserve the remaining planes (p. 11).  At Foulois’s suggestion, Pershing established a radio-telegraph link between his two main camps at Casas Grandes and Namiquipa (p. 11).  They used motorcycles for routine message traffic between other locations and reserved the planes for emergency use (p. 11).
On April 12, 1916, Pershing’s forces met and defeated a large portion of Villa’s army at Parral, but the fliers played no part in that action (Glynn, 2003, p. 11).  The planes, in fact, had not yet been equipped with any type of offensive weapon other than the rifles and pistols the pilots had brought with them (p. 11).  Machine guns and bombs had been ordered, but would never be sent (p. 11).  The squadron had received a shipment of three-inch artillery shells, but nobody knew how to convert them into aerial bombs (p. 11).  The Signal Corps (to which the 1st Aero Squadron belonged) had previously experimented with bombsights, bomb-release devices and a variety of aerial explosives, but the tests had been abandoned because the use of airplanes as offensive weapons was considered contrary to military policy at the time (p. 11).

On April 20, 1916, Foulois received four new Curtiss N-8s, an export version of the JN-4, the latest model of the Jenny (Glynn, 2003, p. 12).  He was unimpressed (p. 12).  Upon initial inspection, he condemned the N-8s, and then set fire to the two surviving JN-3s for good measure (p. 12).  Undoubtedly due to the passion he displayed, not his wanton destruction of government property, Pershing promoted Foulois to Major (p. 12).  The N-8s were quickly withdrawn and sent back to San Diego (p. 12).  The Signal Corps instead equipped the squadron with twelve Curtiss R-2s, which boasted a 160-horsepower engine (p. 12).  The R-2s used in Mexico were “eventually equipped with automatic cameras, radios, Lewis machine guns, and incendiary and explosive bombs, although none of the weapons were ever used” (p. 12). The 1st Aero Squadron received more trucks and personnel, too, and by May 1, 1916, the squadron boasted 16 officers and 122 enlisted men (p. 12).

Although more and more U.S. troops continued to pour into Mexico, “the services of the 1st Aero Squadron were utilized less and less” (Glynn, 2003, p. 12).  Retired United States Air Force historian Herbert A. Johnson (2001) believes that “the tragicomic fate of the 1st Aero Squadron in Mexico actually had a positive effect on the U.S. Army’s future,” though (p. 182).  It was the “catalytic agent in the development of American air power” (p. 182).
As the summer of 1916 turned into fall, Americans began to worry less about Pancho Villa and more about the war in Europe (Mason, 1970, p. 229).  By November, President Wilson believed that Pershing’s forces, “experienced in the ways of guerrilla fighting, thoroughly toughened, now familiar with the country and mounted on full-fleshed horses” would have soon found Villa and destroyed him for good (p. 228).  But Wilson grew impatient (p. 228).  Even minimal risk of military involvement with Carranza’s Mexican government forces was more than he cared to chance (pp. 228-229).  Relations between the U.S. and Germany were deteriorating daily (p. 229).  He abhorred the thought of war with Germany, but war with Mexico would be even more distasteful (p. 229).  If America joined the war against Germany on the Western Front, which was then claiming lives at the rate of 2,000 per day, the nation would need every member of the Punitive Expedition not only to fight but to “serve as a cadre of field-experienced soldiers to train the millions Wilson would call upon to bear arms” (p. 228).
The first week of the 1917 brought a graceful means of withdrawing the Punitive Expedition when Carancista General Múgica battled Villa’s army north of Torreón (Mason, 1970, p. 230).  Múgica thrashed Villa so badly that, for all practical intents and purposes, he eliminated Villa as a threat to America (p. 231).  There was no longer, it seemed, “even the vestige of pretext for keeping four-fifths of the Regular Army tied down uselessly in Chihuahua” (p. 231).  On January 12, 1917, Wilson told Secretary Baker that he wanted the expedition withdrawn (p. 231).  The last U.S. troops left Mexico February 5, 1917 (p. 232), just two months before the United States entered World War I.
An important success of the Punitive Expedition was the military training experience it provided to the 10,690 regular soldiers who survived the ordeal (Mason, 1970, p. 231).  Isolated from peacetime distractions, the men went through training programs more rigorous than any found in the still-peaceful United States (Eisenhower, 1993, p. 306).  Pershing’s command included all of the Army’s combat elements—infantry, artillery, and cavalry—and he trained each to the highest level possible (p. 306).  Lieutenant Patton took notice of Pershing’s “thoroughness of training, the fitness of his troops, and his personal involvement in the entire process” (p. 306).  Pershing benefited from this period as much as his men did (p. 306).

Pershing’s experience and the death of General Funston on February 19, 1917, made him the obvious choice to command the American Expeditionary Force (AEF) of World War I (Johnson, 2001, p. 164).  In his memoirs, Douglas MacArthur (1964) relates how he broke the news of General Funston’s death to President Wilson and Secretary of War Baker, and how he helped select General Pershing as Funston’s replacement as AEF Commander (p. 46).
Major MacArthur had the General Staff night watch on February 19, 1917, when he received the news of Funston’s death (MacArthur, 1964, p. 46).  Because he knew that Funston had been informally selected to command an AEF if we entered the Great War, MacArthur decided to tell Secretary Baker at once, despite that fact that the Secretary was giving a formal dinner for President Wilson that night (p. 46).  When MacArthur reached the Secretary’s home, he told the Secretary and the President the news (p. 46).  President Wilson asked Secretary Baker who should command the AEF now (p. 46).  Instead of replying to the President, Baker asked MacArthur whom he would choose (p. 46).  MacArthur answered, “I cannot, of course, speak for the Army, but for myself the choice would unquestionably be General Pershing” (p. 46).  The President gave MacArthur a long look and replied, “It would be a good choice” (p. 46).
James P. Finley (1993), U.S. Army historian and director of the Fort Huachuca Museum, notes that many of the same men who served with Pershing in Mexico or along the border during the Punitive Expedition accompanied him to France: Terry Allen, Omar N. Bradley, Malin Craig, Townsend F. Dodd, William J. “Wild Bill” Donovan, Hugh Drum, Robert Eichelberger, Benjamin D. Foulois, Edgar S. Gorrell, Clarence Heubner, George C. Marshall, Leslie McNair, Alexander M. Patch, George S. Patton, Matthew B. Ridgway, Carl A. Spaatz, George E. Straterneyer, Lucian K. Truscott, Jonathan M. Wainwright, and Walton H. Walker (p. 130).

Lieutenant George S. Patton’s dramatic experience with the automobile during the Punitive Expedition was a premonition of great things to come.  Professor Blumenson (1972, 1985) tells us that Patton entered World War I a Captain, searching for a way to distinguish himself  (1985, p. 115).  On October 3, 1917, when Patton learned that Pershing was considering the formation of a tank service, he immediately volunteered to command it (1972, p. 427).  During the Battle of St. Mihiel, he earned the Distinguished Service Cross for bravery and the Distinguished Service Medal “for high achievement in a post of great responsibility” (1985, p. 116).  The newspapers reported the account of Patton directing his men while lying wounded in a shell hole and dubbed him “Hero of the Tanks” (p. 115).  
The Army did not distinguish itself nearly so well in the air, however.  “America was unable to bring its meager air power to bear against the forces of a backward and disorganized enemy” (Johnson, 2001, p. 75).  The Punitive Expedition presented the U.S. Army with a great opportunity to accelerate the development of the airplane’s performance, reconnaissance, and offensive potential, but they failed to take advantage (p. 75).  Internal conflicts prevented a rational and timely development of a combat-capable air arm in the United States (p. 75).

The outbreak of the war during the summer of 1914 first revealed the inadequacy of America’s military aviation program (Glynn, 2003, p. 10).  The entire air force consisted of six planes, 12 officers, and 54 enlisted men (p. 10).  From 1914 until 1917, “aerial reconnaissance, artillery-fire direction and bombardment” air warfare tactics progressed in Europe as dozens of British, French, and German airmen fought daily over the trenches of the Western Front, but the lessons learned were not passed on to the Americans (Johnson, 2001, p. 126).

The 1st Aero Squadron was the only American air unit to fly in combat prior to America’s involvement in World War I (Glynn, 2003, p. 10).  The squadron remained at Columbus until August 1917, when Major Foulois and most of the experienced fliers were transferred to several new squadrons that were being formed (p. 12).  Foulois rose rapidly through the ranks during World War I and, as Brigadier General, commanded the U.S. Air Service of the First Army (p. 12).

The Army also failed to apply aerial lessons learned in Mexico to the situation in Europe.  Retired United States Air Force Major General Charles D. Metcalf (n.d.) observes that when Pershing arrived in France on June 13, 1917, to take charge of the AEF, the Aviation Section possessed fewer than 300 airplanes—and not one of them suitable for accommodating machine guns or bombs (¶ 3).  Only “131 officers, of which 56 were pilots and 51 were flying students, and 1,087 enlisted men were assigned to the AEF’s Aviation Section” (¶ 3).  They were at least two years behind Germany in practically all aspects of military aviation (¶ 3).  After the war, Brigadier General Foulois concluded, “I do not consider the war record of the Air Service impressive.  The price of unpreparedness was high” (Johnson, 2001, p. 126).
Somehow, despite all of the problems and setbacks, the U.S. Army managed to help the Allies defeat Germany in World War I.  Without the Army’s help, Germany might have won the war.  Although it seemed as though they were nowhere nearly enough prepared to take on the Germans, perhaps they were prepared just enough.  Perhaps they were prepared just enough thanks to the Punitive Expedition.
Some might argue that the lessons Pershing and the U.S. Army learned in Mexico could just as easily have been learned fighting the Germans in Europe and might have helped us win the war sooner.  This writer disagrees.  Learning those lessons against the Germans would have cost many more American lives.  Who knows whether or not the country could have overcome those additional losses?  The U.S. Army had a difficult enough time as it was defeating the Germans even with the experience gained and lessons learned from the Punitive Expedition.
Additionally, rushing off to France without subduing Villa’s forces probably would not have been a good idea. The Army might have ended up with a much larger border fight on its hands—one that might not have been fought only in Mexico, but quite possibly in Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and California, too.  If Villa had not gone on to cause more trouble on his own, Germany might very well have prodded him.  America fought successfully in two theaters simultaneously in World War II, but was much less prepared to do that in World War I.
It seems to this writer that all of the issues discussed here—the state of the U.S. military forces at the start of the expedition, the new technologies and techniques employed during its eleven-month life span, and the effect the expedition had on our performance in World War I—point toward the inevitable conclusion that General John J. Pershing’s Punitive Expedition of 1916 has to be considered an overall military success.

Although the expedition failed in its primary aim to capture or kill Pancho Villa, it accomplished the same result that Villa’s eradication would have.  President Wilson recalled the expedition not because Pershing had failed to catch Villa, but because Wilson felt the United States border with Mexico was once again relatively safe from outlaw bandits and raiders and because he felt the risk of all-out war with the Mexican government that the expedition had always presented was no longer acceptable.  The clouds of war with Germany were growing darker by the day, and Wilson correctly sensed that he would soon need Pershing and his 10,000 men much more in Europe than he needed them presently in Mexico.  
Secretary of War Baker made this observation of the Punitive Expedition in the War Department’s Annual Report of 1917:
Its objective, of course, was the capture of Villa, if that could be accomplished, but its real purpose was a display of the power of the United States into a country disturbed beyond control of the constituted authorities of the Republic of Mexico as a means of controlling lawless aggregations of bandits and preventing attacks by them across the international frontier (Yockelson, 1997, p. 341).

In that, as in most of the military endeavors he undertook during his distinguished career, General John J. Pershing, the “Iron General,” succeeded.  Beyond that, the military training and experience that Pershing, his men, and the entire country endured as a result of this expedition prepared them well for World War I and contributed to the American Expeditionary Force’s distinguished performance and the resultant Allied victory.
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