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ABSTRACT 

 
Revolution and the Industrial City makes two major contributions to the field: it expands our 

understanding of the structure of the global economy in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, and it inserts the strategic, economic, and political value of Monterrey into the 

histories of the Mexican revolution.  Specifically, this study analyzes international networks of 

trade, violence and social relations along the U.S.-Mexico border, focused on the city of 

Monterrey.  The analysis begins by rethinking Monterrey’s origins under Spanish colonial rule 

and its transformation into the leading city of the Mexico-U.S. borderlands in the 1850s and 

1860s.  The study then details how Monterrey became a unique industrial city in the continental 

interior, making textiles for regional markets, steel for expanding Mexican railroads, beer and the 

glass to contain it for Mexican consumers, and refined silver for export to the U.S.—a precocious 

industrialization consolidated around 1900.  The analysis turns to the challenges of sustaining 

industrial capitalism in the face of serial crises: a devastating flood in 1909, the political crises 

rooted in Monterrey that led to the outbreak of revolution in 1910, and the uncertainties of years 

of political and social conflict mostly away from the city in 1910-1914.  Finally, this dissertation 

examines the culminating year of 1915, when an alliance forged by Pancho Villa, the Madero 

family, and General Felipe Ángeles worked to ground a revived revolutionary faction in the 

industrial economy of Monterrey.  The attempt confirmed the pivotal importance of the northern 
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industrial city and the fragility of industry in a time of revolution. The alliance could hold the 

city, but its opponents used mobile rural warfare to cut transport links, blocking supplies of raw 

cotton, mineral ores, and coal while limiting access to markets in Mexico and the U.S.  While set 

during the early twentieth century, Revolution in the Industrial City is based on research that 

begins in the colonial period and introduces a new vision of the nineteenth century.  Sources 

used in this study range from Foreign Service documents in Washington and London to state and 

municipal archives in northeastern Mexico. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

At the beginning of the twentieth century Monterrey was the leading industrial city in North 

America west of the Mississippi River.  It began the nineteenth century as a trading enclave on 

New Spain’s northern frontier and, after negotiating the conflicts of Mexican independence and 

wars with Comanches and the United States, Monterrey became a booming manufacturing and 

industrial center that attracted migrants and capital from central Mexico, Europe, and the United 

States.  By 1910 Monterrey produced approximately one-quarter of Mexico’s total GDP and was 

the largest processor of refined silver, the country’s most important export.1  Monterrey hosted at 

least eighteen banks, including branches of Mexican and European financial institutions as well 

as others built with local capital.2  On the eve of the Mexican Revolution, the capital of the state 

of Nuevo León had surpassed all other cities in northern Mexico in terms of population, 

economy, and political influence. Monterrey had become the virtual industrial, commercial, 

financial, and political capital of Mexico’s dynamic border regions by 1910.  During the decade 

that followed, this northern economic engine would play a central, yet long un-recognized, role 

in the conflicts that re-made Mexico and re-shaped its relations with the United States. 

Monterrey’s process of industrialization, growth, and capital accumulation followed a 

familiar trajectory: an early period, mostly based on increasingly automated textile production, 

followed by a shift into heavier and energy-intensive industries like metallurgy and precious 

metal refining, and accompanied by a surge in economic activity and modern mechanization of 

                                                 
1  Mario Cerutti, “Concesiones estatales, industrias y modalidades del capitalismo en Monterrey (1890-1910),”  
Cathedra, No. 12-13 (1979). 
2 “Monterrey Inspection Report, 1907.”  U.S. National Archives and Records Administration, Washington, DC 
(NARA). Record Group 59, Inspection Reports. 
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artisan activities such as glass-blowing, brewing, brick-manufacturing, and tool-making.  Yet in 

almost every other way Monterrey’s development was exceptional: it industrialized rapidly, in 

little more than a generation, and earlier than any other Latin American city or region.3  

Monterrey’s development challenged the specialization that shaped the world economy between 

1870 and 1915. While industrial production and economic power concentrated in northwestern 

Europe and the Northeastern United States, the rest the world produced raw materials for export 

and bought industrial goods.  In the late nineteenth century, in contrast, Monterrey 

industrialized—challenging European and U.S. industrial hegemony from its position in 

northeastern Mexico. 

Before 1910, Monterrey had developed its own energy- and capital- intensive industries, 

employing thousands of factory workers, drawing raw materials from across the country and 

exporting finished goods throughout Mexico and to the United States.  Considering the important 

and exceptional position that Monterrey held in 1910, it is surprising that the city has received 

little attention in the rich historiography of the Mexican Revolution.  Studies focus on the 

agrarian movement led by Emiliano Zapata, the popular mobilization ruled by Pancho Villa—

both defeated—and on the rise of the victorious Constitutionalists. Monterrey rarely appears, and 

when it does it seems a momentary deflection or diversion of main conflicts based elsewhere. 

Yet while the industrial behemoth of the northeast seems to vanish during the revolution, it rose 

again to help lead a national development project from the 1920s. 

This study shows that Monterrey was pivotal in the origins, development, and outcomes 

of the Mexican Revolution.  The city’s industrial and financial infrastructure was an economic 

                                                 
3 On Monterrey’s early industrialization see Guillermo Beato, and Domenico Sindico, “The Beginning of 
Industrialization in Northeast Mexico,” The Americas 39 (4): 499-518 (1983). 
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and strategic asset that revolutionary factions attempted to harness or neutralize.  Political and 

economic leaders with roots in Monterrey and in the surrounding borderlands played key roles in 

the struggles and in the aftermath of the conflict. Furthermore, in 1914 and 1915 Monterrey was 

the site of an original attempt to build a revolutionary force grounded in an urban industrial 

economy.  Led by Francisco Villa, the Madero family, and General Felipe Ángeles, the 

experiment used aimed to mobilize industrial capitalism as the basis for revolutionary change. In 

the attempt, Monterrey’s urban revolutionaries discovered and revealed a central structural 

contradiction of urban industrial capitalism.  An industrial city can be an engine of economic 

growth that offers profit and prosperity to some, safety and security to many.  But the complex 

economic and social networks essential to support the industrial city also rendered its population 

and prosperity vulnerable. As this history shows, that vulnerability could come from economic 

cycles, as in 1907, natural disaster, as in the flood of 1909, or ongoing revolutionary violence—

as began in 1910 and peaked around Monterrey in 1915.   

When war remains outside of the industrial city and allows networks of supply and 

demand to adapt and survive, the city can support unparalleled military capabilities. Consider 

Britain in the Napoleonic Wars, New England in the U.S. Civil War, the U.S. in World Wars I 

and II.   However, when war comes home to the modern industrial city and radically disrupts in 

chains of supply and demand, it can undermine the city’s economic strength and potential for 

wartime mobilization. This history will detail the rise of Monterrey as an industrial city, the 

attempt to mobilize it as the basis for a revolutionary faction seeking a coalition of commercial, 

industrial, and popular interests.  The attempt brought the revolutionary war home to Monterrey, 

and in the process undermined its production and thus potential to sustain the alliance of Villa, 
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the Madero’s, and Angeles. Following the evolution of national and international social relations 

and networks of commerce and distribution centered in Monterrey, this study reveals that 

maintaining links to commercial networks can be an issue of life and death in modern, industrial, 

and urban societies, especially in times of crisis.  In the end, others factions based in Monterrey 

did not win the revolutionary wars.  Others would shape the regime that ruled post-revolutionary 

Mexico, but in the following decades Monterrey would rise again to reign as the industrial 

capital of northern Mexico. 

 

Reassessing the importance of Monterrey in Mexican history 

As the Mexican Revolution entered its bloodiest phase in early 1915, three different systems of 

political economy competed for supremacy in Mexico: the agrarian insurgent communities of the 

south led by Emiliano Zapata; the commodity export enclaves dispersed along the northern 

border, the Gulf coast, and in Yucatán; and the nascent urban industrial economy of Monterrey. 

In the south, Zapatistas grounded in landed villages found the self-sufficiency to sustain a 

defensive war to preserve their traditional modes of life and production and promote a radical 

vision of agrarian reform.  Zapata’s villagers took arms to resist the encroachment of large 

commercial agriculture estates into land traditionally used by families and communities in the 

state of Morelos, just south of Mexico City.  The great strength of the Zapatistas was their 

ecological autonomy—the ability to live off the land— allowing them to sustain long-term 

campaigns.4  Yet while the social and economic structures that sustained the Zapatistas gave 

                                                 
4 On the concept of ecological autonomy see John Tutino, “The Revolutionary Capacity of Rural Communities: 
Ecological Autonomy and its Demise,” in Cycles of Conflict, Centuries of Change: Crisis, Reform, and Revolution 
in Mexico, ed. Elisa Servín, Leticia Reina, and John Tutino (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007). 
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them a notable defensive advantage over other movements in revolutionary Mexico, their 

reliance on autonomous agricultural communities sharply curtained their offensive capabilities. 

Zapatistas proved almost impossible to defeat and were therefore able to shape the development 

and outcomes of the Mexican Revolution. Still, they were never able to take control of the 

Mexican state. 

The sugar haciendas that provoked the Zapatista insurrection were a local example of a 

broader economic system that rose within the Mexican economy in the decades before the 

revolution. During the rule of Porfirio Díaz, Mexico experienced a commodity-export boom that 

reshaped society in many regions. While Zapatistas fought to preserve a system of production 

anchored in ancient villages—Mexico’s past—the hacienda commodity-export economy was the 

Mexican economy’s present.  This export-oriented system of political economy was the material 

support of Díaz’ regime, of the nation’s most prosperous entrepreneurs, and of the revolutionary 

leaders who won the revolution.  These former frontier territories—the Yaqui Valley in Sonora, 

the Laguna region in Coahuila and Durango, northern Nuevo León and Tamaulipas, among 

many others like the henequen haciendas of Yucatán—became part of the most commercially 

dynamic sector in Mexico.  Except for Zapata, most of the leaders of the revolutionary factions 

came from the northern borderlands. And they built their factions first on the export economies 

there—before turning to include the enclaves that exported coffee, henequen, and oil along the 

Gulf. 

While Zapatistas fought to rebuild a communal social autonomy with roots in the past; 

Carrancistas, Villistas, Obregonistas, Orozquistas, and many others fought their revolutions 

firmly grounded in the economic present of early twentieth-century Mexico—the commodity 
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export economies catering to international market booming in 1910s. When in 1915, the fight 

among the factions for national dominance reached a pivotal stalemate, one group turned to 

mobilizing Monterrey—Mexico’s emerging industrial future—to try to break the stalemate. They 

discovered that industrial prosperity was also industrial fragility. The attempt failed, the city and 

its people suffered, the Constitutionalist who had built a base in the export enclaves won—

marginalizing Zapata and the agrarians (while honoring them in rhetoric), and soon learning that 

they needed Monterrey and its industrial to build Mexico’s future.   

The creation of the border and the expanding global demand for raw material transformed 

the former frontier territories of the north during the nineteenth century.  It also contributed to a 

boom in northern cities.  Population growth and industrialization after 1890 converted many 

northern urban areas, led by Monterrey, into engines of capitalist profit and production.  This 

study analyzes and revises the often-overlooked role that the urban industrial political economy 

of Monterrey played in the Mexican Revolution.  In order to do so, the first part of this study 

synthesizes the early history of what today is northeastern Mexico, placing strong emphasis on 

the complimentary, and often contradictory, relationships between the urban politics and 

economy of Monterrey and the surrounding frontier territories. Resting in relative isolation on 

the edge of the Spanish Empire, society in the northeast was always commercially oriented, even 

though local merchants were rarely able to compete with their counterparts from central Mexico 

and the Bajío. After independence, northeastern society struggled for new economic openings as 

Mexicans fought through decades of political turmoil, foreign invasion, lost territories, and 

financial instability. When international borders were redrawn after the war between the United 

States and Mexico, the northeast turned from a frontier society into an economically vibrant 
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border region.  By the end of the nineteenth century the economy of northeastern Mexico was 

booming thanks to local, immigrant, and foreign investment, deep integration into national and 

international networks of trade, and an expanding population or workers and consumers. 

The rapid industrialization and growth that northeastern Mexico enjoyed came at a high 

price for many residents of the region.  The second part of the present study analyzes two 

moments of crisis that reshaped the politics and the economy of the northeast and profoundly 

impacted the rest of the country.  The first crisis resulted from a flood that devastated Monterrey 

in 1909. The worst natural disaster in the history of the city disproportionately affected workers 

who had recently migrated to take advantage of the opportunities provided by the expanding 

industries of Monterrey.  The second moment of crisis occurred six years later, during some of 

the deadliest months of the Mexican Revolution.  As they had in 1909, the poorer sectors of 

Monterrey’s society bore the heaviest burden in this crisis.  Different factions fighting each other 

in the revolution used violence to achieve their objectives, and their violence was often aimed at 

civilian populations. However, some revolutionaries as well as foreign consuls, and corporate 

leaders directed relief efforts aimed at protecting those affected by disease, hunger, and 

combat—if often as a way to protect their own interests and to undermine popular support for 

their adversaries.  In other words, revolutionaries and capitalists used trade networks to manage 

violence and relief, or life and death, in order to achieve their politico-economic objectives. 

Finally, the concluding pages of the analysis explain the rapid recovery of Monterrey’s 

economy after the Revolution.  The relationship between the city’s elites and the new national 

regime that consolidated during the 1920s was strained, but both corporate leaders and a new 

generation of politicians ruling from Mexico City needed each other.  After the commodity boom 
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fueled by World War I deflated, and the economies of the world moved to more protectionist 

industrial development models, Monterrey emerged as a model for Mexico’s national 

development.  Meanwhile—and ironically—in the new political landscape of Mexico, 

Monterrey’s industrialists became the most visible opposition to the nationalist post-

revolutionary regime.  By the 1930s, the liberal corporate elites that had attempted a Revolution 

based on urban industrialism in Monterrey a generation earlier embraced a conservative Catholic 

identity and forged alliances with other conservative groups of the Bajío and northern Mexico. 

These alliances set the stage for the conflictive but necessary relationship between northern 

industrialists and the central government. Rulers descended from a revolutionary faction that had 

defeated Monterrey (and Zapatistas) to claim power discovered that they need both to rule 

Mexico after global export economies broke down after 1930. Many former Zapatistas 

collaborated to gain land reform; Monterrey elites turned to opposition to negotiate regional 

independence, enabled them to lead an industrial revival that allowed them to shape much of the 

political and economic history of twentieth-century Mexico. 

 

Chapter Breakdown 

Chapter 1 follows the early evolution of society in northeastern New Spain and analyzes the 

relationship between the commercially oriented, militaristic frontier, and the more urban society 

that became the center of industrial capitalism.  Since its founding in the late sixteenth century, 

society in the Nuevo Reino de León was divided into three broad groups: Native North 

Americans, Mesoamerican settlers, and those who resided in Spanish towns.  Although it was 

peripheral to larger systems of political economy, the complex society of the northeast was never 
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truly isolated from world markets.  For more than two centuries, the residents of the Nuevo 

Reino de León slowly consolidated and expanded their society on the northeastern edge of 

Spanish America.  When the early nineteenth century struggle for independence began, the 

multi-ethnic militias of the northeastern provinces of New Spain participated in a few early 

battles in the wars of independence, but the region was mostly peaceful after 1811.  In fact, the 

wars in the Bajío and the Central highlands of New Spain boosted the region by giving residents 

more economic and political autonomy.  Economically, the war disrupted the monopoly that 

New Spanish elites had on trade and gave local merchants the ability to use northern ports to 

trade.  Politically, the legal debates that accompanied the conflicts that led to independence gave 

northeasterners the language and logic of liberalism to assert their political independence—

always backed by the independent and well-armed multiethnic militias that guarded their frontier 

territories.   

The economic boost given to northeasterners during the struggle for independence did not 

last long.  Once Mexico became an independent nation, and the Nuevo Reino de León was 

rebuilt as the state of Nuevo León, the northeast found itself wedged in the intersection of larger, 

expanding political economies: the Comanche empire at the zenith of its power, the fast-growing 

commodity export slave economy of the southern United States, and a consolidating nation 

centered on Mexico City with expansionist aspirations of its own.  The clash between these 

expanding polities brought decades of violence and geopolitical reconfigurations to the region.  

At the end of this cycle of violence, invasion, and political transformations, the northeast was 

changed from a frontier to a border region. 
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Chapter 2 analyses the effect that the transformation from a frontier to a border region 

had on the political economy of Nuevo León and, specifically, how this transformation removed 

Monterrey from the periphery and placed it in the center of a booming commercial system.  

Residents of the northern frontier had suffered the brunt of warfare and invasions in the first half 

of the century when they faced the most efficient fighting forces in North America: the 

Comanche and Lipan-Apache alliance, Texan bandits, militias and filibusters, and the Army of 

the United States.  After decades of war and a two-year period of U.S. occupation, the 

northeastern frontier militias emerged well armed and trained, politically adept at negotiation and 

adaptation, and connected to markets where they could trade the commodities produced in their 

region and abroad. 

As the cycle of North American warfare came to an end in 1867, Monterrey remained the 

center of power in the region.  Borderland elites dominated during the 1850s and 1860s, but the 

new period of stability shifted the power back to the city, especially once the regime headed by 

Porfirio Díaz began consolidating political power throughout Mexico by the late 1870s.  Aided 

by Porfirian stability and growth, a new type of capitalist elite centered in Monterrey forged 

alliances with immigrant capitalists and foreign investors and finished transforming Monterrey 

into an industrial and financial hub.  Again, the pivotal position of Monterrey benefited the 

economy of the region.  Urban elites took advantage of changes in economic policies in the 

United States and Mexico that made it more profitable to build ore refineries on the Mexican side 

of the border.  The new heavy industry built in the 1890s significantly augmented an already 

growing industrial sector in the capital of Nuevo León, which included mass manufacture of 
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products such as textiles, beer, glass, and cement and culminated in 1900 with the construction of 

the first steel mill in Latin America. 

Monterrey’s rapid change had many consequences.  The city’s links to international 

markets and capital strengthened as capitalists and representatives of foreign governments 

moved to Monterrey.  The economic boom also attracted workers from other parts of Mexico 

who looked to take advantage of the city’s opportunities.  As a result, the city’s population grew 

with the economy.  Monterrey’s Porfirian economic boom was impressive, but it came with 

substantial downsides.  Chapter 3 focuses on dual environmental and political crises that arose as 

a result of the city’s transformation.  As Monterrey’s population expanded, the city’s elites 

benefited from the labor pool available for their industries.  They also profited from the 

economic opportunities offered by the expansion of the housing and construction markets, yet 

the city’s leaders did not invest in adequate infrastructure to protect the lives of the workers that 

their corporations had attracted.  The lack of adequate material support became painfully 

apparent in August of 1909 as whole city blocks were washed away, along with thousands of the 

city’s inhabitants, when a tropical storm flooded the Santa Catarina River that runs through 

Monterrey.  Analysis of the flood and its consequences underlines the city’s transformation and 

helps shed light on the structures of Monterrey’s society on the eve of the revolution. 

The crisis created by the great flood was augmented by a political crisis of national 

importance.  The Porfirian system transformed the economy of Mexico, but it also reconfigured 

the political balance on the regional and national levels.  Northern elites had seen their place in 

national and state politics eroded by the overwhelming power of the Porfirian state, even as their 

economic power grew.  Dissatisfied with the ways in which Díaz, through Governor Bernardo 
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Reyes, had sidelined them, northeastern political movements hostile to the Porfirio Díaz’ 

government began to emerge.  At the head of these political movements were Gerónimo Treviño 

and his protégé Francisco I. Madero.  Significantly, both Treviño and the Madero family had 

economic interests in the industrial capitalist economy of Monterrey, while maintaining their 

roots in the commodity-export hacienda economy of the northern borderlands.  Their broad 

economic base gave them the social links and political legitimacy needed to forge cross-class 

alliances that could challenge the regime.  The Treviño-Madero coalition sided with Díaz to 

quash the political aspiration of Reyes in the aftermath of the flood of 1909.  A little over one 

year later, this coalition played a central role in the fall of the dictator himself.  Meanwhile, 

Treviñistas and Maderistas also marginalized other political groups in Nuevo León, particularly 

the political faction which represented the interests of the borderlands merchant elites centered in 

Lampazos. 

By late 1911, the same set of political alliances that helped undermine the power of 

Porfirio Díaz catapulted Madero to the zenith of Mexican politics.  Chapter 4 focuses on how the 

Treviño-Madero alliance was able to take control of the national government and how it was 

ultimately defeated.  The revolutionary capitalists from Nuevo León succeeded in averting 

Bernardo Reyes’ political comeback and managed to resist several insurrections organized by 

both conservatives and radicals.  Those victories came at a high cost; they weakened the power 

of the presidency and eroded its base of support.  Madero was faced with the impossible task of 

building a democratic government on the foundations of the old Porfirian state structures, while 

facing increasing polarization in Monterrey and elsewhere in Mexico.  In February of 1913, 

Madero’s experiment in governance ended when the federal army and Porfirian elites staged a 
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coup in which the president was murdered just a few days after Bernardo Reyes died in a 

skirmish. 

The deaths of Madero and Reyes shifted the leadership of the revolution from political 

actors with their primary base of support in urban industrial Monterrey to leaders from northern 

commercial borderlands towns like Lampazos and Cuatro Ciénegas.  The second part of this 

chapter analyzes the development of the war that followed the fall of Madero.  Venustiano 

Carranza, the governor of Coahuila, led a new coalition opposed to the dictatorship of Victoriano 

Huerta that emerged after the coup.  Carranza, from the Coahuilan borderland town of Cuatro 

Ciénegas, formed an alliance with other leaders of former frontier territories like (Lampazos 

native) Pablo González, Lucio Blanco, Álvaro Obregón, and Francisco Villa.  The 

Constitutionalist army that emerged from this coalition overthrew the regime and finally 

dismantled the remnants of the Porfirian state.  The revolution succeeded, but as with many 

generalized social insurrections, the bonds that united the alliance created to dismantle the old 

regime were not strong enough to forge a new government. 

The breakdown of the constitutional alliance and the bloody civil war that broke out as a 

result are the focus of chapter 5.  The Constitutionalist army split into two camps: the 

Conventionists, who believed a new regime should emerge from a constitutional convention, the 

Soberana Conveción Revolucionaria de Aguascalientes, and the Constitutionalists, who agreed 

to have Venustiano Carranza remain as supreme leader of the new government.  

Constitutionalism remained firmly controlled by borderland leaders grounded in the militaristic, 

commodity-export hacienda economy of northern Porfirian Mexico: Carranza, González, 

Obregón, Blanco.  The Conventionists, however, attempted to build a national regime with a 



 

14 
 

more diverse base: Zapatismo, a social revolution based on Mexico’s communal, rural past; 

Villismo, a popular movement rooted in the same hacienda-based relations of production as the 

Constitutionalists; and a reconstituted Maderista alliance attempting to use the capitalist 

industrial base of Monterrey to obtain the resources necessary to win the war and build a national 

regime.   

This chapter shows that the Conventionists lost the war for two reasons.  First, the diverse 

coalition contained too many internal contradictions that weakened the political resolve of the 

alliance.  Second, the Constitutionalist advantage was ultimately economic: the recent outbreak 

of World War I meant that the commodity export economy that the Constitutionalists understood 

so well offered extra advantages.  International firms were willing to pay top price for the 

commodities needed for the war, and foreign governments were more willing to offer recognition 

and political advantages to any faction that could secure strong links to global markets.  

Carrancistas won by controlling the ports and sabotaging cities and transportation networks; the 

Maderista experiment with revolutionary capitalism failed because the industrial base of 

Monterrey was undermined by Constitutionalist attacks on the city’s transportation links.   

The final chapter of this dissertation analyzes how the city of Monterrey survived the 

brutal conditions created by the civil war between the Conventionists and the Constitutionalists, 

and it examines the ways in which its survival set the stage for the nationalist and paternalist type 

of industrial capitalism that characterized the city’s industry until the 1980s.  In 1915, Monterrey 

was the site of one of the first attempts to build a revolution on an urban industrial economic 

base.  The first part of this chapter details how Maderistas attempted to restart Monterrey’s 

economy in order to place it in the service of the Conventionist army.  The revolutionaries who 
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took control of Monterrey in the first weeks of the year were not strangers to the city.  Just as 

Constitutionalist leaders had deep knowledge of the hacienda export economy of the northern 

borderlands, Maderistas were close to the industrial economy of Monterrey.  Many of them had 

close kinship and business links to Monterrey’s society. 

The second half of this chapter analyses how the Constitutionalists efforts to undermine 

the industry of Monterrey affected the population of Monterrey and ultimately defeated Villismo.  

The industrial revolutionary ambitions of the northern revolutionaries had failed by the summer 

of 1915.  Lack of fuel and Constitutionalist guerrillas isolated Monterrey, kept the city in a 

virtual state of siege, and shut down the city’s industry.  The way that the city was neutralized by 

cutting off its link to the rest of the country and the United States underlines the how cities can 

only function when they are linked to notworks of trade and communication.  More importantly, 

it demonstrates that industry can not flourish when war comes to the city. 

The skilled labor force suffered throughout the civil war, embattled by unemployment, 

scarcity, and outbreaks of infectious disease.  In the end, the Maderista faction lost the war, but 

bolstered by the relief efforts of capitalists and foreign consuls, Monterrey’s infrastructure and 

workforce were preserved.  The city’s economy recovered relatively quickly, and by the 1920s, 

its place in the political economy of Mexico was restored to prerevolutionary levels.    

  By the end of the armed struggle, leaders from the commercial borderland enclaves had 

control of the Mexican government, but national and global economic events began shifting the 

balance of power towards the city again.  The commercial enclaves of the borderlands that 

specialized in production of commodities with strong demand in global markets (cotton, hides, 

foodstuffs, ixtle and henequen, and minerals) were in a perfect position to benefit from an 
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economic model that relied on exogenous factors for growth.  Throughout its history, Mexico 

had depended on global markets since the internal market was always underdeveloped.  As the 

price of Mexican commodities fell in the late 1920s and 30s, elites in the private and public 

sectors began to shift the Mexican economy towards industrial growth and stronger industrial 

demand.  In this new economic model, Monterrey had the advantage over the borderlands.  My 

conclusion hints at the ways in which, during the 1920s and 30s, Monterrey’s elite left their 

revolutionary past behind, and formed a conservative opposition to the postrevolutionary regime. 
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Chapter I 

Commerce, Conflict, and Adaptation on a Colonial Frontier, 1496-1850 

 

It is said that Monterrey was saved by a miracle in 1716.  After forty days of continuous rain, a 

terrible flood threatened to destroy the eastern sector of the city.5  Followed by her neighbors and 

several members of her family, a woman placed a small wooden statue of the Virgin Mary on the 

edge of the overgrown Santa Catarina River.6  The statue lowered its hands and made the water 

recede, saving the city.  The woman who carried the miraculous was Antonia Teresa, a 

Tlaxcaltecan urban artisan who was born in Saltillo but had lived in Monterrey since 1698.  After 

the flood, residents built a chapel to honor the miraculous statue of the virgin.  Antonia Teresa 

maintained the small colonial chapel and donated most of her property to the temple upon her 

death.  The shrine has since been replaced by one of Monterrey’s most iconic temples, the church 

of the Purísima.  

The account of the flood of 1716 and the relief triggered by Antonia Teresa’s faith 

illuminate essential cultural, commercial, social, and political aspects of Monterrey during the 

                                                 
5 According to Servando Teresa de Mier, a nineteenth century intellectual and political leader of the region, the 
flood was caused by forty days of continuous rain.  José Servando Teresa de Mier Noriega y Guerra, Cartas del 
doctor fray Servando Teresa de Mier al cronista de Indias, doctor d. Juan Bautista Muñós, sobre la tradición de 
Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe de México, escritas desde Burgos, ciudad de España, año de 1797 (Monterey: 
Imprenta del Gobierno, 1887), 25.  Fray Servando’s chronicle is discussed in a history of the Purísima church, 
written by Aureliano Tapia Méndez, a historian and priest from Monterrey who oversaw the temple for more than 
two decades.  See Aureliano Tapia Méndez, La purísima: historia de una imagen y de su templo (Monterrey, 
México: Producciones Al Voleo-El Troquel, 1989) 
6 In his history of the Purísima temple of Monterrey, Aureliano Tapia Méndez (a historian and catholic priest who 
oversaw the Purísima church for several years) describes the incident as follows: “Se cuenta que la india Antonia 
Teresa, al ver la avalancha de las aguas torrenciales, llena de fe, en compañía de su familia y de alguna vecinos, 
invocando la intercesión de la Purísima Madre de Dios, sacó la pequeña imagen de su hogar oratoria, y la llevo hacia 
las márgenes del Rio Santa Catarina, y la imagen bajando sus manos, calmó la creciente y salvó la Ciudad.”  Tapia 
Méndez, La purísima,25. 
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city’s colonial era.7  Monterrey was a diverse and multicultural, albeit small (less than 700 

inhabitants) and relatively poor, city on the edge of the northeastern frontier.8  In her will, 

Antonia Teresa identifies herself as “India Tlaxcalteca, vecina de esta ciudad de Monte Rey y 

originaria de la Villa del Saltillo.”9  Later census records confirm Monterrey as a center with a 

population of diverse origins.10  The will also reflects the slow process of ethnic integration that 

was unfolding on the edges of the North American frontier.  The Zapatera and her family had 

Spanish names—her offspring were named Francisco, Margarita, Pascuala, and Josefa.11  Their 

names, as well as their deep catholic faith, indicate that the Tlaxcatlecas of the northeast were 

Hispanicized, but retained their Tlaxcaltecan identity into the eighteenth century.   

Antonia Teresa’s will further reveals the urban and commercial orientation of 

Monterrey’s population in the latter part of the colonial period. Antonia Teresa’s family lived on 

the edge of the city, close to the road that led to Saltillo, the region’s commercial hub.  The plaza 

where the chapel for the Virgen Chiquita was located is known today as the plaza Purísima, a 

famous gathering point for young members of the post-revolutionary middle- and upper-class 

during the 1950s and 60s.  During the colonial period, that same park was known as the Plaza de 

los Arrieros (Muleteer’s Plaza) because it was the first place where merchants unloaded their 

                                                 
7 The original is located in Monterrey’s municipal archive (“Testamento de la Zapatera,” Archivo Histórico de 
Monterrey (AHM), Fondo Monterrey, Nuevo León y Coahuila, tomo 1717, volumen 44, expediente 30.)  A 
facsimile of the last testament of Antonia Teresa is reproduced in Tapia Méndez, La purísima, 29.   
8 Antonia Peña Guajardo’s La economía novohispana y la élite local del Nuevo Reino de León en la primera mitad 
del siglo XVIII (Monterrey, Mexico: Fondo Estatal para la Cultura y las Artes de Nuevo León, 2005) shows 236 
heads of household in 1740, while Montemayor Hernández in Historia de Monterrey (Monterrey, Nuevo León: 
Asociación de Editores y Libreros de Monterrey A.C., 1971) cites 685 in habitants.  Peña Guajardo, La economía 
novohispana, 39-40; Montemayor Hernández, Historia de Monterrey, 73-74. 
9 “Testamento de la Zapatera,” AHM.  See also Tapia Méndez, La Purísima, 29. 
10 Peña Guajardo, La economía novohispana, 39-40. 
11 “Testamento de la Zapatera,” AHM.  
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wares as they arrived from Saltillo.12  Understandably, immigrants from Saltillo like Antonia 

Teresa’s family preferred to settle in a location that offered them easy access to regional trade 

networks.  Furthermore, this Tlaxcaltecan family required these links to commerce because they 

were urban artisans.  Antonia Teresa herself is popularly remembered simply as La Zapatera, the 

cobbler.  Her husband, Diego Hernández, is described in her will as a master “builder, cobbler, 

and carpenter.”13 

Additionally, this family integrated itself into the New Spanish regime’s political 

economy.  The will describes Antonia Teresa’s property as having a corral and a huerta—small 

urban gardens like those common in Otomí Queretaro—so we know for sure that the family did 

practice some agriculture.14  But their main economic activity seems to have been part of the 

urbanized commercial economy in which they willingly participated and which afforded them a 

degree of prosperity.  That a Tlaxcaltecan woman wrote a will detailing her possessions in the 

first place is evidence of such prosperity.  The testament even states, with a degree of pride, that 

her husband owned his own tools (“toda la herramienta de uso de los oficios).”15  Antonia Teresa 

and her family were commercially oriented urban artisans who owned their means of production.  

Can we describe them as proto-capitalists?   

Far away from the core of the empire, Monterrey’s residents could rarely depend on help 

from the Spanish colonial system; as with many other frontier populations, they likely avoided 

interference by the central government as well.  Their relative isolation and culture of 

                                                 
12 Tapia Méndez, La Purísima, 39. 
13 “Testamento de la Zapatera,” AHM.  
14 “Testamento de la Zapatera,” AHM.  See also Tapia Méndez, La Purísima, 25.  On the Otomí Huertas and their 
social and economic importance, see John Tutino, Making a new world: founding capitalism in the Bajío and 
Spanish North America (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011), 4, 75-76.  
15 “Testamento de la Zapatera,” AHM. 
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independence meant that residents of the city could rely only on each other, and in their faith, to 

relieve the suffering of the population in the face of disastrous events.  At the same time, what 

we know about Antonia Teresa, her family, and the rest of the city in the eighteenth century 

demonstrates that Monterrey was never completely isolated politically or economically from the 

rest of the empire.  The seeds of Monterrey’s capitalism were planted early in its history. 

This chapter synthesizes the first two and a half centuries of the history of Monterrey, 

from the time that it was founded in 1596 by settlers of European and Mesoamerican origin, to 

1846, when the United States army occupied the city in the context of the war between the 

United States and Mexico.  The chapter shows that Monterrey was always a diverse urban 

commercial center connected to the global economy, and the social and economic networks that 

evolved throughout these 250 years laid the foundations that permitted this peripheral region to 

become the crucial industrial and financial hub of northern Mexico in the early twentieth 

century.  I emphasize two elements that were crucial to the region’s development: the negotiation 

of its dependence on global markets and its adaptation to different cultures and labor relations.  

Existing alongside these elements are the main themes of this dissertation—violence, relief, 

production, and international commerce.  The first part of this chapter highlights the social 

diversity and the capacity to negotiate changing political condition of the population northeastern 

New Spain by focusing on the frontier experience of the region’s society.  The second part of this 

chapter analyzes conflicts that erupted and expanded as this area was transformed into the U.S.-

Mexico border.16  The newly created state of Nuevo León, as well other surrounding provinces—

                                                 
16 The frontier-to-border process of what is today the U.S.-Mexico border is not an unfamiliar story I am following 
Friedrich Katz’ “frontier to border” approach to the history of northern Mexico: Friedrich Katz, The secret war in 
Mexico: Europe, the United States, and the Mexican Revolution (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981).  For 



 

21 
 

especially the vast territory that is now Texas—found itself at the intersection of three socio-

political forces: the consolidation of the emerging Mexican nation that aspired to continue the 

northward expansion of the Spanish Empire; the expansion of the cotton and slave political 

economy of the Southern United States; and the escalating military strength of independent 

indigenous groups (especially the Comanches, but also smaller groups like the Lipan Apache).  

The urban and rural societies of Nuevo León successfully faced multiple political, economic, and 

military threats during the first half of the nineteenth century. 

By the end of the 1840s—the closing period covered in this chapter—a foreign army 

occupied Monterrey, and decades of war had devastated most of the countryside.  Despite these 

serious setbacks, the 1850s launched a period of consolidation, rebuilding, and unprecedented 

growth for the people of the state.  By the first decades of the independent life of Mexico, the 

long colonial history of the northeast had established a struggle that would continue to work 

itself out for the next century: the process of confrontation and cooperation between the 

culturally diverse proto-capitalist urban culture of Monterrey and the commercially oriented, 

militarily experienced rural communities of the northeastern frontier.  This complex relationship 

between the city and the borderlands would work itself out in the Mexican Revolution a century 

after the start of the conflicts that made Mexico an independent nation. 

 
Explorations and first settlements 

 
During the colonial era there were three main types of settlements in the Nuevo Reino de León: 

“Spanish” towns, like Monterrey, which were inhabited by people of European, Mesoamerican, 

                                                                                                                                                             
the importance of this approach see: Samuel Truett, and Elliott Young, Continental crossroads: remapping U.S.-
Mexico borderlands history (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004); and especially Juan Mora-Torres, The 
making of the Mexican border (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2001). 
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African, and mixed descent; Repúblicas de Indios founded by Tlaxcaltecan colonist who hosted 

Franciscan missions and settled Chichimecas (a Nahua word used to describe, and denigrate, 

independent indigenous groups); and independent groups that would sometimes be allied with or 

dependent on towns or republics and would sometimes live independently or even in a state of 

war against the New Spanish colonial system.17  The Ciudad Metropolitana de Nuestra Señora 

de Monterrey was founded as a frontier trading outpost at the base of the Sierra Madre in the late 

sixteenth century.  The founders of the capital of the Nuevo Reino de León were veterans of the 

Chichimeca wars, and many of them were Iberians of Basque and Portuguese origin (both the 

Basque and the Portuguese were subjects of the Castilian Crown in the late 1500s) who arrived 

in New Spain as mercenaries and merchants.  Diego de Montemayor, who is considered to be the 

founder of the city, and many other leaders of the early settlement expeditions in the northeast 

were likely descendants of Sephardic Jews.18  Other than the leaders, most of the original settlers 

of Monterrey identified as Españoles (Spanish) but were most likely born outside of Europe.  

Since relatively few women from the Iberian Peninsula travelled outside of Europe, especially 

during the early 16th century many of people who joined in the expeditions to settle in northern 

Mexico must have had African, Amerindian, Arab, and Canarian ancestry—only the richest 

among them were capable of migrating with their brides or families.  Many others must have 

been Mesoamerican who were able to claim Spanish status; in the early colonial period, the term 

Spanish—like Chichimeca, or Indio—was a social, not a racial, category, and mostly referred to 

                                                 
17 Sean F. McEnroe, From colony to nationhood in Mexico: laying the foundations, 1560-1840 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012), 60. 
18 For a historical and anthropological perspective of Sephardic settlement in Nuevo León, see Ricardo Elizondo 
Elizondo, Los sefarditas en Nuevo León: reminiscencias en el folklore (Monterrey, Mexico: Gobierno del Estado de 
Nuevo León, Secretaría de Administración, Archivo General del Estado, 1987).  See also Eugenio del 
Hoyo, ¿Sefarditas en el Nuevo Reino de León? (Monterrey, Mexico: Universidad Autónoma de Nuevo León, 1971). 



 

23 
 

someone who spoke the Spanish language and did not live in a República de Indios, a settlement 

mostly populated by people of Mesoamerican descent. 

The highlands of the sierra around the site of the city’s founding are wooded and 

temperate, but the lowland where the city is located is characterized by a generally drier and 

warm climate, with an inconsistent water supply.  The city sits at the edge of the unpredictable 

Santa Catarina River, which floods a few times every century but usually carries small amounts 

of water, a fact that eliminates it as a stable source of irrigation for commercial agriculture.  The 

city’s main source of water for more than three centuries after its founding was not the river but 

the more reliable Santa Lucia springs located in what is today the city’s downtown 

area.Monterrey’s location was chosen not because it had a consistent water supply but because it 

was an ideal place to trade.  From its first settlement, commerce was a central reason for the 

existence of Monterrey. 

The valley where Monterrey rests is a strategic location on the path that leads from the 

central highlands of Mexico, where most of New Spanish society developed, to the vast low and 

flat area inhabited by independent groups of peopleidentified by Spanish and Nahua names like 

Guachichiles, Rayados, Borrados, Aguatas, Tepehuanes, Cucumayas, Matolaguas, Quibonoas, 

Tocuamas, Icabias, Coyaguaguas, Quienes, and Guinaimos.19  Most nineteenth and twentieth 

century historians tended to see most of the population of the region as “people without history,” 

to borrow Eric Wolf’s phrase.20  Collectively important scholarship has recently worked 

                                                 
19 Ricardo Canavati, Actas del Ayuntamiento de Monterrey, Vol. 1. (Monterrey, Mexico: Archivo del Estado de 
Nuevo León, 2004.  See also Eugenio del Hoyo, Historia del Nuevo Reino de León (1577-1723) (Monterrey, 
Mexico: Gobierno del Estado de Nuevo León, 2005 [1972]). 
20 Eric Wolf, Europe and the People Without History (Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 1982). 
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toreconstruct the history of the state-free native people of North America, although Mexican 

historiography, especially in the northeast, remains deficient. 

The fluid nature and demographic diversity of the frontier territory around Monterrey 

meant that, from the beginning, new settlers had difficulty adapting to the political order of their 

new home.  Conflicts over sovereignty and political authority emerged early on in the settlement 

process.  Tensions between different groups living in frontier regions are commonplace, and 

these tensions often result in violence.  This violence did not afflict Monterrey incessantly or, at 

least, not as much as other cities farther north.  The idea that Monterrey lived under constant 

siege from nomadic Indians during its entire colonial history—a state of Guerra viva—is a 

somewhat overstated and disputable fact.  Many colonial documents that describe this supposed 

stage of siege do so because local elites received tax breaks from the colonial regime when they 

lived in frontier situations and had to defend their land.21  Exaggerating or blatantly inventing 

indigenous threats were not uncommon practices in the New Spanish frontier.22 

The perception of a constant state of siege was also reinforced by the impressions of 

nineteenth century observers who experienced a sharp increase in the number of attacks and raids 

perpetrated by Apache and Comanche groups.  These groups moved into the region after the 

consolidation of the United States and especially after New Spanish troops were pulled from the 

northern outposts (known as presidios) during and after the conflicts that led to independence. 

The situation during most of the colonial era was different.  Before the U.S. army’s attack on the 

city in 1848, there is only one documented case of a direct, organized attack on the city of 

                                                 
21 Peña Guajardo, La economía novohispana, 133. 
22 A conclusive study of how Indian threats were exaggerated and distorted later in the colonial period can be found 
in Sara Ortelli, Trama de una guerra conveniente: Nueva Vizcaya y la sombra de los apaches (1748-1790) (México, 
D.F.: Centro de Estudios Históricos, El Colegio de México, 2007). 
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Monterrey.  This attack was led by Cuaujuco, the head of a large and fiercely independent 

Chichimeca group known as Guachichiles and the most powerful military and political leader in 

the region’s early colonial history.23 

It is not clear when Cuaujuco and his people settled in the area around Monterrey.  The 

valley might have been the homeland of Cuaujuco’s people for generations, but there is strong 

evidence that they were the first colonists to push the Spanish Empire into the lands that became 

the Nuevo Reino de León.  During the first few decades of Spanish expansion into what is today 

northern Mexico, the Guachichiles were the most populous Chichimeca group in the region, and 

the territory they possessed was the largest, ranging from the northern borders of the Bajío 

through San Luis and into the area where Saltillo was founded.24  Because of their numbers and 

the vastness of the land they inhabited, Guachichiles were able to forge alliances with other 

Chichimecas and build the strongest resistance against the expansion of the silver economy and 

the Spanish political system.  During the mid-sixteenth century, Guachichil leaders could field 

up to six thousand warriors in one valley northeast of Zacatecas alone.  They were also so skilled 

                                                 
23 The story of Cuaujuco is chronicled in Historia de Nuevo León con noticias sobre Coahuila, Tejas, Nuevo 
México, a seventeenth-century history of the northeastern frontier of New Spain.  The section of Cuaujuco was 
probably written by colonial administrator of the Zavala administration Alonso de León, c. 1649, decades after the 
death of the Chieftain.  The later sections of the Historia were probably written by Juan Bautista Chapa, one of de 
León successors, and by General Francisco Sánchez de Zamora, a nephew of Martín de Zavala who lived in San 
Luis, but travelled extensively in through the northeast.  There have been many reprinting of this early history of the 
region, but most are abridged versions—especially the English-language editions which usually just reproduce the 
sections of the text that relate to Texan history and ignore the wider context in which this text was created.  I looked 
at two complete editions of the Historia: the early twentieth-century edition published in Mexico City by Genaro 
García (México: Librería de la Vda. de C. Bouret, 1909), based on a manuscript that García found in the Library of 
the UNAM; and a recent edition by Lydia Espinosa Morales and Isabel Ortega Ridaura in El Nuevo Reino de León 
en voz de sus contemporáneos (Monterrey, Mexico: Fondo Editorial Nuevo León, 2006).  See chapter XII (pages 
63-74 of the Espinosa Morales and Ortega Ridaura edition) for the story of Cuaujuco’s raid on Monterrey.  For more 
on the authors of the Historia see “Estudio Preliminar” in the Espinosa Morales and Ortega Ridaura edition.  See 
McEnroe, From Colony to Nationhood, 44, for more on Alonso de León.  See page 7 of the 1909 edition for more 
information on General Fernando Sánchez Zamora. 
24 A classic text on Guachichiles (or Huachichiles) is Philip Wayne Powell’s Soldiers, Indians, & silver; the 
northward advance of New Spain, 1550-1600 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1952), 32-37.  
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at trading and extracting good from the empire that by the 1560s many of them were supplied 

with Spanish goods.25 

The evidence that Cuaujuco was an important ally in the expansion of the Hapsburg 

crown in North America is strong.  The Viceroy, himself, gave Cuaujuco the title of Capitán in 

Mexico City.  The title gave him full rights to participate in New Spain’s politics, culture, and 

economy in several ways: he could ride a horse, carry a sword, and wear European clothing.  In 

the early history of Spanish political expansion in America and elsewhere, violence was never 

discounted as method of achieving dominance, but it was not the only or even the most common 

method of incorporating people and territory into the empire.  Several Chichimeca leaders were 

co-opted by the empire and fought alongside Iberian, Tlaxcaltecan and Otomí forces against 

other independent indigenous groups.  This context raises the possibility that Cuaujuco received 

his titles as a result of a peace settlement negotiated with viceregal authorities.  Cuaujuco might 

have been a veteran of the Chichimeca Wars, as many of the “Spanish” settlers of Monterrey had 

been.  If this is true, then it is also likely that the frontier chieftain and the warriors under his 

command were among the first conquistadores to colonize the northeast. 

A successful trader, Cuaujuco was fluent in several languages including Spanish.  

Cuaujuco is described in colonial-era sources as an organizer of slave raids (entradas) in the 

region around Monterrey.26  When the authorities of the New Spain limited the ability of Spanish 

settlers and explorers to profit from the bondage of northern native populations, Cuaujuco, and 

surely other indigenous entrepreneurs, stepped in to fill the void.  In February of 1624, after 

                                                 
25 Powell, Soldiers, Indians, & silver, 36. 
26 See de León, Historia del Nuevo Reino de León, discurso segundo, capítulo XII (pages 63-74 in the Espinosa 
Morales and Ortega Ridaura edition). 



 

27 
 

learning that some residents of Monterrey had organized an entrada and sold captives without his 

consent, Cuaujuco and another indigenous captain known as Colmillo—who must have held a 

similar status as Cuaujuco since he also rode a horse—exerted their authority in the region and 

raided Monterrey, taking all the horses, cows, and goats in the city.  The vecinos of the city 

lacked the military muscle to eliminate such a powerful leader and skilled frontiersman as 

Cuaujuco in the early seventeenth century, so the population of Monterrey was unable to 

retaliate.  In the end, the new immigrants to the region did not end Cuaujuco’s life; his death 

resulted from a local insurrection.  One day, as he was travelling to Monterrey to conduct some 

business, Cuaujuco, one of his sons, and a bodyguard were ambushed by a group of Indians of 

many nations.  Although Cuaujuco and his party defended themselves fiercely (they were armed 

with swords, while their attackers only had clubs), the frontier entrepreneur was wounded in one 

arm, thrown off his horse, and then killed.27 

Cuaujuco’s story is emblematic of the relationship between the settlers and the 

indigenous groups.  It is problematic to describe the armed conflictsof the colonial period, such 

as Cuaujuco’s attack on Monterrey, as simple raids by nomadic and “apolitical” indigenous 

groups, as many contemporary historians do.  All documented acts of warfare during the colonial 

era were conflicts over commerce and sovereignty—disputes over who held political power and 

who had the right to control profitable endeavors like the slave trade.28  Many Españoles 

believed they had the right to rule the area.  The Viceroy empowered indigenous leaders like 
                                                 
27 On the death of Cuaujuco, see de León, Historia del Nuevo Reino de León, discurso segundo, capítulo XV (pages 
74-76 in the Espinosa Morales and Ortega Ridaura edition). 
28 In del Hoyo’s words: “Hemos podido constatar, a lo largo de nuestra investigación, que todas las sublevaciones, 
así como los hechos de armas que merecen el nombre de tales, siempre fueron promovidos y manejados por indios 
ladinos, criados entre Españoles y concebidos por una mentalidad más española que indígena.  Este asalto a la 
ciudad de Monterrey sólo es un episodio de la lucha por el monopolio del comercio de esclavos y no una guerra 
entre conquistadores y conquistados…”; del Hoyo, Historia del Nuevo Reino de León, 321. 
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Cuaujuco and Colmilloas a way to keep the power of the independent-minded settlers in check, 

and these leaders flexed their political and military muscle and asserted their right to rule and 

trade. 

Españoles and chichimecas were not alone in the region.  The most successful 

settlements, at least in the early decades of colonization, were Repúblicas de Indios.  A typical 

República in the most populated regions of New Spain like the Central highlands was a 

community of Mesoamerican people that predated the Spanish Empire.  Colonial officials gave 

these communities political status, along with a degree of autonomy.  The Repúblicas in the 

north differed from those of central and southern New Spain because they were created as 

pioneer settlements, not as a continuation of an already existing community.  In the northeast, 

these colonists were mostly Tlaxcaltecas.  Tlaxcaltecan Repúblicas de Indios grew and 

prospered, providing the region with food, raw material and more colonists to continue with the 

expansion of New Spain.29 

The history of these settlements dates back to 1591, when Viceroy Luis de Velasco gave 

Tlaxcaltecan settlers the opportunity, and the funds necessary, to emigrate to the northeast.  In 

exchange for the invaluable help of these pioneers, Viceroy Velasco funded their difficult and 

dangerous trek into the frontier region and offered them special privileges not available to most 

Mesoamerican people at the time: he gave settlers land, allowed them to use weapons and ride 

horses, and even granted some of them the title of Don.30  These privileges essentially gave 

                                                 
29 McEnroe’s From Colony to Nationhood is, to date, the best history of the Tlaxcaltecan colonization of the 
northeast.  
30 See McEnroe, From Colony to Nationhood; David Bergen Adams, Las colonias tlaxcaltecas de Coahuila y Nuevo 
León en la Nueva España: un aspecto de la colonización del norte de México (Saltillo, Mexico: Archivo Municipal 
de Saltillo, 1991); Israel Cavazos Garza, “Los Tlaxcaltecas en la Colonización de Nuevo León” in Constructores de 
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Tlaxcaltecas migrating into northeastern Mexico the opportunity to reinvent their lives as 

Spanish settlers in the borderlands.  Many Tlaxcaltecas, especially the ones who possessed 

enough wealth to fund profitable commercial endeavors in the borderlands, must have taken the 

opportunity to join the Spanish settlements.  Becoming Spanish brought many challenges, 

though, and we can deduce that most of them chose to retain their Indian identity because it 

offered them other kinds of advantages, specifically the ability to found their towns as 

Repúblicas.  Forming a República meant that the towns responded directly to, and only paid 

taxes to, the Viceroy.  It also meant that communally held land was protected from the markets 

and Spanish speculators.  This arrangement afforded them more cultural and political autonomy 

and allowed them to circumvent the local and regional Spanish governments of the Nuevo 

Reinode Leon, Nueva Vizcaya, Nuevo Santander, or any other political units that competed for 

jurisdiction over the area. 

Four hundred Tlaxcaltecan families moved to the north in 1591, founding several towns 

along the way, including San Esteban de la Nueva Tlaxcala, next to Saltillo.31  Known today as a 

neighborhood in downtown Saltillo, San Esteban flourished and became a major producer of 

food not just for other settlements in the region, but for mining centers like Zacatecas and 

Guanajuato, south of the frontier.  San Esteban was the longest-lasting Mesoamerican settlement 

                                                                                                                                                             
la nación: la migración tlaxcalteca en el norte de la Nueva España (San Luis Potosí, México: Colegio de San Luis, 
1999); René Cuéllar Bernal, “Los Tlaxcaltecas de Nuevo León” in Estudios de historia del noreste (Monterrey, 
México: Editorial "Alfonso Reyes", 1972); and Rodolfo Esparza Cárdenas, “La Construcción de la identidad en las 
colonias Tlaxcaltecas del noreste de México: El caso de San Esteban de la Nueva Tlaxcala” (Humanitas: anuario 
del centro de estudios humanísticos,  No. 28,  697-709, 2001). 
31 Cavazos Garza enumerates several in the “chain” of towns that the Tlaxcaltecas founded: “Mezquitic, Vanegas, 
Venado, Guadalcázar, Santa María, entre otros.”  Throughout the seventeenth century, Tlaxcaltecas helped found 
important towns in Nuevo León, including the places we know today as Bustamante, Guadalupe, Lampazos, and 
Cadereyta.  Cavazos Garza, “Los Tlaxcaltecas en la Colonización de Nuevo León” 7-12.  See also McEnroe, From 
Colony to Nationhood. 
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of northeastern New Spain and provided many of the settlers who would colonize the 

northernmost region of the kingdom.32  Without the help of the much larger and prosperous San 

Esteban, it is doubtful that Saltillo would have survived those first decades of colonization to 

become the most important commercial center of northeastern New Spain—a position it held 

until Monterrey overtook it as the economic center of the region in the nineteenth century. 

Just as those in Saltillo, Monterrey’s early inhabitants struggled for the first few decades 

but then managed to thrive thanks in large part to an influx of Tlaxcaltecan settlers who founded 

Nueva Tlaxcala de Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe y Horcasitas.33  The city still exists, albeit with 

its name shortened to Guadalupe, and it surrounds Monterrey’s famous natural landmark, the 

Cerro de la Silla.  It is part of Monterrey’s metropolitan area and has become the second most 

populated municipality in Nuevo León.  For decades, settlers of Tlaxcaltecan, Portuguese and 

Guachichil descent had formed an effective, if sometimes contentious, alliance in order to create 

a commercial enclave deep in the North American borderlands.  They managed to do so with a 

degree of independence, although they were never able to accumulate much wealth because the 

region’s relative isolation resulted in the settlers’ failure to produce commodities profitable 

beyond their borders.  Circumstances began to change for the next generation of settlers.  When 

the region’s population grew and stabilized it began to attract the attention of the wealthy 

entrepreneurs who had amassed huge fortunes farther south. 

 

                                                 
32 Leslie Offut shows that the Tlaxcalan community outside of Saltillo “became the most important… colony of 
sedentary Indians in terms of both its longevity and its role as a base for further colonization.”  See Leslie Offut, 
Saltillo, 1770-1810: Town and Region in the Mexican North (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2001), 3. 
33 On Nueva Tlaxcala de Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe y Horcasitas, see Cavazos Garza “Los Tlaxcaltecas en la 
Colonización de Nuevo León.” 
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The Zavala reforms 

Monterrey remained as a small Spanish settlement ruled by Diego de Montemayor and, later, his 

son until 1611.  After the death Montemayor, the Viceroyalty refused to name a resident of 

Monterrey as the new governor and assigned Agustín de Zavala to rule the Nuevo Reino de 

León.  Zavala was a Basque millionaire who owned silver mines in San Luis Potosí and had 

close ties to the Court of Phillip II.  He was a Knight of Order of Santiago, an honor only 

bestowed upon members of the Spanish Empire’s highest elites.  For about fifteen years, Zavala 

seemed disinterested in the region, so the vecinos of Monterrey continued to live more or less 

isolated from the political power of the New Spain.  In 1626, Zavala named his son governor of 

the Nuevo Reino de León.34  Martín de Zavala, a European-educated, cosmopolitan heir to a 

huge fortune was as disinterested as his father was in living as a frontiersman and ruled mostly as 

an absentee governor, spending most of his time in Mexico City.  That does not mean that the de 

Zavala family failed to profit from speculation with the land they governed.  In fact, the Zavala 

administration is remembered as the regime that brought important economic changes to the 

region, thanks in large part to Alonso de León, a chronicler, explorer and imperial administrator 

who implemented most of the mid-seventeenth century reforms.35 

Zavala and de León helped stabilize the region’s political economy by opening up new 

land, promoting immigration, and regulating the encomienda system, which gave some 

Españoles the legal right to negotiate tribute in the form of labor from specific indigenous 

groups.  The encomienda was the most widespread labor relation between Indians and Spaniards 

in northeastern New Spain.  Technically, it was a system that permitted subordinates to pay 

                                                 
34 Del Hoyo, Historia del Nuevo Reino de León, 339-341. 
35 On Alonso de León see McEnroe, From Colony to Nationhood, 44.   
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tribute to a lord through labor.  This system had two distinct advantages: it was a cost-effective 

way of expanding the empire, and it served as a practical way of setting up a system by taking 

advantage of existing relations of production.  This system of labor appeared early on in the 

colonial period as a way for the first explorers in the Caribbean to reimburse their expenditures.  

It was used to organize labor in the search for gold in the early colonization of Hispaniola, an 

endeavor that established important precedents for the colonization of the rest of America.36  In 

other words, the encomienda was a way to privatize the cost of the territorial expansion of the 

empire, by letting settlers profit from a monopoly on labor. 

In the core areas of the empire, the encomienda system did not last more than a few 

decades because the Spanish Crown distrusted it; the system gave too much power to the settlers, 

and massive population decline made it unsustainable.  Depopulation had the effect of freeing up 

large amounts of land and creating labor scarcity.  This in turn motivated the emergence of 

commercially-oriented agricultural estates, which had to rely on other labor relations, such as 

wage labor, to attract workers.37 

The encomienda system in the northeast differed in many ways from its manifestation in 

other areas, and it lasted much longer.  In the case of Mesoamerica, the encomienda left control 

of the land in the hands of peasant families and used local Indian elites as mediators.  But in the 

north, the structure of Indian communities was completely different since the native Chichimecas 

did not own a particular piece of land permanently, and they did not have the type of political 

                                                 
36 As Henry Kamen points out: “thanks to the encomienda, the Crown was able to mount military operations in the 
New World without the necessity, which it would in any case not have been able to fulfill, of sending an army there 
Kamen, Empire: How Spain became a world power, 1492-1836 (New York, NY: HarperCollins, 2003), 83. 
37 John Tutino, “Agrarian Social Change and Peasant Rebellion in Nineteenth Century Mexico:  The Example of 
Chalco,” in Riot, rebellion, and revolution: rural social conflict in Mexico, ed. Friedrich Katz (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1988), 98. 
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elites that existed in Mesoamerican societies.  The encomienda system was meant to be unequal 

and exploitative, to be sure, but indigenous bands were not bound by ownership of land or 

coercive political systems.  Encomendados could literally pick up their belongings and move 

beyond the encomendero’s reach, yet many of them chose to live and work in an encomendero’s 

commercial property.  One reason why many Indians chose to stay with the Spanish was not 

because of coercion or control from imperial structures of power, but because they saw joining 

them as a way to find relief in times of scarcity, or protection in times of war.  The encomienda 

from the Spanish perspective was a right to negotiate labor with indigenous people, as well as a 

way to incorporate them into the world system they called civilization.  Many indigenous groups, 

on the other hand, viewed the encomienda as a temporary alliance to counter emerging threats.  

When Indian groups felt conditions under Spanish rule to be intolerable, they often escaped, 

joined other groups and in many extreme cases rebelled.  In 1736, the colonial regime changed 

the encomienda system to congregaciones—simply known as congregas—perhaps as a way to 

more accurately reflect the reality: estate owners were not able to command labor as a tribute as 

they did in other colonial regions; they could, at best, hope to congregate some people in an 

estate who might be willing to work in exchange of some security.38 

The Zavala administration promoted the region to potential settlers and was responsible 

for opening up the northeast to migration and to cattle grazing, undoubtedly reaping profits 

speculating with the land.  Powerful ranching interests from the south acquired large estates in 

order to sustain their growing herds.  Ample evidence indicates that some of the richest families 

                                                 
38 On the uniqueness of Northeastern encomiendas, see McEnroe, From colony to nationhood, 60-65.  See also José 
Cuello, “The Persistence of Slavery and Encomienda in the Northeast of Colonial Mexico, 1577 – 1723,” Journal of 
Social History, Summer 88, Vol. 21 Issue 4 (1988) and Silvio Arturo Zavala, Entradas, congregas y encomiendas de 
indios en el Nuevo Reino de León (Sevilla, Spain: Secretariado de Publicaciones de la Universidad de Sevilla, 1992). 
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of New Spain, and even the Jesuit order, bought large tracts of land in the Nuevo Reino de León 

as grazing land for their livestock.39  Every winter, huge flocks of sheep would descend from the 

Sierra Madre to graze on the land throughout the region.40Although it tied the region closer to 

theNew Spanish economy, this yearly influx of animals did not benefit the population 

financially.  After every winter grazing season, the capital literally fled the region in order to 

provide wool for the obrajes, or factories, in the Bajío. Significantly, grazing created wealth for 

absentee landowners while the residents of the Nuevo Reino de León saw no profit.  Today, 

someone observing the area surrounding the valley where Monterrey is located might find it hard 

to believe that it was considered prime grazing land during the early colonial period.  Before the 

area was fully incorporated into the economic sphere of the New Spain, it supported herds of 

bison, locally known as cíbolos, which means that the ecosystem must have sustained richer 

grass.41 

This yearly introduction of biomass into the region in the form of livestock further 

pressured the area’s resources and increased strain on the lives of the different groups of native 

state-free groups, as well as the lives of many of the original settlers who had arrived a 

generation before.  According to seventeenth century accounts, in 1635, just after the Zavala 

reforms were enacted, more than 30,000 sheep grazed every year on thirteen estates.  By 1685, 

the number of sheep that entered the state onto just eighteen estates had grown an impressive 

                                                 
39 See Tutino, Making New World, 101, 165, and del Hoyo Historia del Nuevo Reino de León,  479-481. 
40 Del Hoyo, Historia del Nuevo Reino de León, 383. 
41 On the transformation of the environment of the Nuevo Reino de León after 1635, see del Hoyo, Historia del 
Nuevo Reino de León, 378-380.  
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fifteen times to 555,000.42  The same account describes the way in which the grazing economy 

strengthened the links between Monterrey and the international markets.  While grazing did not 

benefit the local market, its significance in the global market grew as New Spain’s international 

trade networks expanded. For example, in 1685, the total value of imported goods coming into 

the region from places like Asia and Europe was twenty times larger than the figure for 1635.43  

By 1715 over one million sheep grazed in Nuevo León, and the flocks increased their value by 

an impressive 150,000 pesos every grazing season.  By comparison, the largest fortune in Nuevo 

León at the end of the colonial period, almost a century later, was about 100,000 pesos.44 

The capital, political organization, and influx of humans and livestock into the Nuevo 

Reino de León, which began during Martín de Zavala’s tenure as governor, transformed the 

region. During Zavala’s administration, beginning in 1626, new settlers began moving to 

Monterrey.  Immigrants of all backgrounds arrived in the city with cattle, African slaves, and 

Indian laborers (indios laboríos), adding cultural and economic dynamism to the kingdom.  

These new Spanish settlers were of Otomí or mixed heritage from the Jilotepec region of the 

Bajío.45  The new administration continued—in fact, expanded—the policy implemented by 

                                                 
42 De León, Historia del Nuevo Reino, discurso tercero, capítulo VI (pages 92-93 in the Espinosa Morales and 
Ortega Ridaura edition). 
43 “No faltan géneros de Castilla ni China, y valen, según buen cómputo, las mercaderías que entran en cada un año, 
al pie de diez mil pesos; cosa muy grande para la que vimos en el año de treinta y cinco, y de ahí abajo que no valía 
un año quinientos…”  De León, Historia del Nuevo Reino, discurso tercero, capítulo VI (page 93 in the Espinosa 
Morales and Ortega Ridaura edition). 
44 In the words of Mora-Torres: “Over a million sheep grazed in Nuevo León during the height of the mesta, and as 
many as 300,000 sheep were born there every year.  If a flock of 30,000 sheep had a value of 15,000 pesos in 1715, 
then Nuevo León generated 150,000 pesos a year for the sheep owners from the newborn sheep alone.” Mora-
Torres, The making of the Mexican border, 25.  See also Peña Guajardo, La economía novohispana, 129. 
45 Del Hoyo argues that many of these new settlers must have been of Otomí origin.  He shows that theeconomic 
surge of the 1630s can be explained “por la entrada al Reino de un importante y valioso contingente de nuevos 
pobladores, a partir de 1635, provenientes, los más de ellos, de zonas en que la explotación agrícola y la cría de 
ganados constituía una temprana y vigorosa tradición: Huichapan, Tepatitlán, San Luis de la Paz, Puebla de los 
Ángeles, Querétaro, Guadalcázar, son algunos de los lugares de origen de aquellos colonos.  El foco principal de 
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previous governors and viceroys of giving tax breaks and access to cheap water and land to 

settlers of any ethnic, class, or cultural background.  As the region’s economy grew, so did its 

population.  The political strength of the government also became more pervasive, making it less 

likely for frontier entrepreneurs like Cuaujuco or the Montemayor family to continue to thrive. 

While no business in the Nuevo Reino de León was ever as profitable as sheep grazing, 

the Zavala administration promoted other economic activities like mining and commercial 

agriculture, but mining proved to be an unreliable venture.  Miners in Nuevo León were never 

able to find large amounts of silver, but they did discover some lead in the region.  Production of 

lead was not particularly profitable most of the time, but its price tended to fluctuate 

considerably during colonial times.  The dominant method of silver refining in New Spain 

involved the use of mercury, an element that had to be imported from Spain because no sources 

were found in North America.46  When supplies of mercury dwindled because of disruptions in 

the transatlantic supply chain, lead could be used to extract silver from the ore, although this 

method was more costly and less efficient.  Scarcity of mercury meant profits for the absentee 

owners of lead mines in Nuevo León, and the early Zavala reforms happened to coincide with a 

period of scarce mercury.  Despite relatively short periods of immense profits for investors from 

                                                                                                                                                             
esta nueva corriente migratoria se localizaba en Huichapan en la provincia de Jilotepec, tan famosa ya a mediar el 
siglo XVI,  tanto por su fuerza de expansión colonizadora hacia el norte de la Nueva España, representada por 
aquellos indios caciques conquistadores, de raza otomí, como don Juan de Tapia o don Nicolás de San Luis 
Montañez, como por su fabulosa riqueza ganadera.  Era esta, además, una de las zonas de más intenso mestizaje y de 
más temprana aculturación; tenemos la impresión de que la mayor parte de los ‘españoles’ que entran al Reino de 
esta región, eran en realidad mestizos o castizos y vienen con ellos gran cantidad de ‘indios laborios’, mulatos, 
zambos, coyotes, etc.” Del Hoyo, Historia del Nuevo Reino de León, 385-386.  Del Hoyo’s analysis is mostly based 
on the research conducted by nineteenth century historian, doctor and politician José Eleuterio González, better 
known as Gonzalitos.  See José Eleuterio González, Lecciones orales de historia de Nuevo León (Monterrey, N.L.: 
Imprenta del Gobierno, 1887).  See also Celso Garza Guajardo, Nuevo León: textos de su historia (Monterrey, 
México: Gobierno del Estado de Nuevo León, 1989), 48. 
46 For more on mercury as the determinant factor in silver production in the Spanish colonies see Stein and Stein, 
Silver, Trade and War: Spain and America in the Making of Early Modern Europe (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins 
University Press), 21. 
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other regions (1626-1656 was one such period), mining in Nuevo León was never a consistently 

profitable endeavor.47  From its early settlement in the 1580s to the end of the seventeenth 

century, Nuevo León was the site of only nine settlements with the status of Real de Minas 

(mining settlements sanctioned by imperial authorities), and most of these yielded low quality 

ore or exhausted their resources quickly.48 

Although farming never became a major economic activity, Zavala’s reforms encouraged 

an expansion in the production of grains in order to supply the people and livestock arriving in 

the city.   Farmers introduced wheat and rice, as well as better strains of corn that adapted well to 

the harsh northeastern environment.  Seventeenth-century reports show that seeds of wheat 

brought from Guadalcázar, an agricultural and mining settlement in San Luis Potosí that supplied 

the southern mines with food, adapted perfectly to the climate of Monterrey and doubled the 

region’s production of grain to the extent that a small surplus could be exported.49  Most farming 

occurred on small tracts of land and in the few Repúblicas founded mostly by Tlaxcaltecas.  

Urban huertas were also common in the towns of the region, and still exist in many places as a 

                                                 
47 Peña Guajardo uses research by Valentina Garza Martínez in “Poblamiento y colonización en el Noreste 
Novohispano, siglos XVI-XVII” (Ph.D. Dissertation, Colegio de México, 2002) to prove this point: “Según datos 
proporcionados por Valentina Garza, la producción de plomo y derivados constó en el Nuevo Reino de León de 
ochocientos mil quintales en el periodo 1626-1656.  Asimismo, de 1626 a 1644, la cantidad de plomo producida 
(cuarenta mil quintales de plomo y doscientos cincuenta mil de greta) representaba la extracción de más de 
dieciocho millones de pesos, lo que habla de una participación significativa en la minería de plata.  La importancia 
de este insumo en el siglo XVII radicó en que se utilizó con más frecuencia el método de fundición debido a que se 
padeció una crisis de abastecimiento de azogue.” See Peña Guajardo, La economía novohispana, 25.  The 
fluctuations in silver production reported by Garza Martínez and Peña Guajardo are consistent with Stein and Stein’s 
(Silver, Trade and War) analysis of the importance of mercury in silver production in Perú and, especially, New 
Spain (see n. 41). 
48 Garza Guajardo, Nuevo León, textos de su historia, 10-13. 
49 “Se empezaron a hacer labores, y una semilla que envió D. Juan de Zúñiga, de Guadalcázar, privó y se dio muy 
bien.  El que antes se sembraba, no acudía; hoy se coge cantidad en cada labor, y doblado el trigo que antes tanto, 
que, con haberse acrecentado los gastos, se suele hacer saca de ello habiendo falta allá afuera.  Arroz se da en 
cantidad, tan grueso y mejor que el de Castilla.” De León, Historiadel Nuevo Reino, discurso tercero, capítulo VI 
(page 93 in the Espinosa Morales and Ortega Ridaura edition). 
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lasting legacy of the Mesoamerican influence on the northeast.  Some agricultural estates and 

commercial ranches were created, but just as with mining, they were never able to compete with 

sheep grazing in terms of profitability.  Between 1582 and 1716, only seven haciendas and seven 

commercial ranches were founded in Nuevo León.  The entire eighteenth century saw the 

creation of only three additional large-scale commercial ranches.50  Despite the low number of 

haciendas and commercial ranches, rural Nuevo León remained mostly under the control of 

wealthy interests from other parts of Spain’s empire throughout the colonial period—a situation 

that laid the foundation for the independent urban culture and poorer and less powerful 

countryside of nineteenth-century Nuevo León. 

Monterrey and its surrounding regions produced great wealth for absentee landlords, but 

they never grew as rich as those in other regions, and the government never grew too powerful.  

Estates did not expand to the degree they did in the central highlands, the Bajío or even in the 

area around Saltillo.  Rural Nuevo León continued to be populated by relatively independent 

cultivators, some medium-sized haciendas, and large holdings owned by absentee landlords.  

People who had already made their fortunes in the mines and agricultural estates of the Bajío 

began investing in large tracts of land in the area around Monterrey.  These lands were used not 

to create great haciendas, but as grazing lands for voracious herds owned by landlords who lived 

elsewhere.  The annual appearance of the sheep in the valley of Monterrey—sheep owned by 

elites from central New Spain—was so sizeable that it changed the ecosystem; the large herds of 

cíbolos disappeared and are extinct today. The change in the environment displaced more groups 

                                                 
50 Garza Guajardo, Nuevo León, textos de su historia, 10-13. 
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of independent people and drew them closer to the settlements and estates controlled by 

encomenderos, who offered them relief from the violent social and ecological environment.51 

Despite Zavala’s reforms the Nuevo Reino de León continued to bewhat Mora-Torres 

accurately describes as a “poor person’s frontier.”52  The economic conditions, especially in the 

eyes of the newer waves of colonos who arrived in the area, improved after the 1630s, although 

it also created challenges for the older generation of settlers and to the independent indigenous 

people.  Documents of the time period show that some residents who were aware that the sheep 

were destroying the landtried to resist the Zavala reforms.  Chronicler Juan Bautista Chapa wrote 

in the late seventeenth century: “…y aunque es verdad que hay personas poco políticas que 

dicen que la entrada de las ovejas echó a perder la tierra, son como el ciego, que no puede juzgar 

de colores” (my italics).53  It is not completely clear what Bautista Chapa meant by “personas 

                                                 
51 No comprehensive study of the environmental impact of sheep in Nuevo León has been written, but the historical 
consensus is that European livestock had a significant impact on the ecology of Colonial America.  Although the 
broadness of some of her arguments has been challenged, Elinor Melville’s analysis of the impact of sheep in the 
central Mexican highlands is a complete study of this process: Elinor Melville, A plague of sheep: environmental 
consequences of the conquest of Mexico (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1994).  For some 
challenges of Melville’s arguments, see Karl W Butzer, “Cattle and Sheep from Old to New Spain: Historical 
Antecedents,” Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 78 (1): 29-56 (1988).  For a good overview of 
the literature, see Andrew Sluyter, “From Archive to Map to Pastoral Landscape: A Spatial Perspective on the 
Livestock Ecology of Sixteenth-Century New Spain,”Environmental History. 3 (4): 508-528 (1998).  Crosby’s 
Columbian Exchange is a foundational text on the impact of old-world organisms in America Studies of other 
regions also help support the idea of environmental, and consequentially economic, transformation due to extensive 
sheep grazing: Alfred W. Crosby, The Columbian exchange: biological and cultural consequences of 1492 
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1972).  A classic text on Spanish transhumant grazing by Julius Klein describes 
the type of economy that the Imperial system was trying to replicate in North America: Julius Klein, The Mesta: A 
Study in Spanish Economic History 1273–1836 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1920).  For a larger 
context of the colonization of the frontier in New Spain and other regions of the world during this era, see John 
Fulsom Richards, The unending frontier: an environmental history of the early modern world (Berkeley CA: Univ. 
of California Press, 2003), especially chapter 10.  The change in the environmental geography of the region was 
certainly accelerated by the influx of old-world livestock for sure, especially sheep and goat, which are notorious for 
razing grassland.  We must also keep in mind that there is also a continuation of long-term ecological change: in 
prehistoric times, the grass in the region was so rich that it supported herds of all kinds of megafauna; the museum 
of Mina, Nuevo León, north of Monterrey holds some mammoth remains found in the area. 
52 Mora-Torres, The making of the Mexican border, 16. 
53 De León, Historiadel Nuevo Reino, discurso tercero, capítulo V (page 89 in the Espinosa Morales and Ortega 
Ridaura edition). 
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poco políticas.”  He could have meant the “apolitical” Indians who subsisted on the edges of the 

New Spanish economy, and who saw the flora and fauna of the region disappear under the 

innumerable herds coming from the south, threatening their survival; or he could have been 

referring to those Spanish settlers—specifically the ones who had arrived before the Zavala 

reforms—who did not care to understand the changing political economy of the core regions of 

the New Spanish regime.  An additional possibility is that Bautista Chapa was referring to both 

the indigenous population of the region and that first generation of Iberian, Mesoamerican and 

African settlers who were not interested in losing control of the region.  What is clear is that all 

attempts to resist and stem the tide of the New Spanish economy failed.  By opening the region’s 

resources to exploitation in order to supply the cities and industries of New Spain, the Zavala 

reforms brought more uncertainty and violence to independent bands of people who had three 

basic choices: they could become dependents in an encomendero’s estate; they could settle in a 

República and slowly integrate into Tlaxcaltecan culture; or they could join other independent 

state-free groups and try to resist the rising influence of the global political economy. 

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries different groups of state-free people 

controlled most of the rural areas in three regions: the area north of Monterrey, the Rio Grande 

basin, and most of what today is the U.S. state of Texas.54  Encounters between these groups of 

independent people and settlers were common and often violent.  Monterrey itself did not suffer 

this violence directly, and throughout the colonial period the city remained a sanctuary on the 

edge of the violent borderlands.  As a result, the culture of Monterrey remained urban and poor.  

                                                 
54 The Lipan Apache moved into the region at some point in the eighteenth century and became the dominant group, 
at least until the end of the colonial era, when the Comanche empire grew into what today is Texas and Northeastern 
Mexico. 
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People flocked to the cities, particularly Monterrey, which became multicultural centers of trade 

and security, creating the precedent for the urban, industrial culture of Nuevo León.  Meanwhile, 

decapitalization and environmental degradation in the hinterland drained the region of its 

resources and prevented the accumulation of capital that could encourage the establishment of 

industry.  The lack of silver also prevented local entrepreneurs from offering high wages that 

could attract skilled workers.  The Nuevo Reino de León’s lack of cash was so pervasive that 

many private debts were conducted in specie; it was not uncommon to use corn, lead, sheep, and 

goats to pay for land.55 

 

New attempts at reform: the late colonial period 

The region’s economy advanced with the introduction of sheep during the seventeenth century, 

but it had reached a plateau and stagnated by beginning of the eighteenth century.  The 1715-

1723 period saw some attempts to implement reforms in order to give the region’s economy a 

new boost, with moderate success.  Sheep grazing on such an intensive scale benefited the 

industries of New Spanish elites who used the wool to supply their textile mills, and it also 

helped feed the growing cities like Querétaro, Mexico City and Puebla.  The Nuevo León 

hinterland produced great wealth for absentee landlords but did not benefit the inhabitants of the 

state.  The transhumant flocks took a toll on the region’s resources, inhibiting the economic 

growth of local ranching and agriculture.  The resources that the population of the northeast 

accessed became scarcer, as their poverty subsidized the growing urban areas of other regions, as 

well as the lush lifestyles of powerful elites. 

                                                 
55 Peña Guajardo, La economía novohispana, 48. 
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During the first half of the eighteenth century, the region’s political economy looked very 

similar to the way it had been reshaped by the Zavala administration.  A handful of absentee 

landlords from places like Querétaro, San Miguel el Grande, and Mexico City owned huge 

estates used for seasonal grazing; many of these landholdings were tens of thousands of hectares.  

Just one individual, General Luis García de Pruneda, owned 62,400 hectares in the kingdom in 

the early 1700s.  By comparison, 20,000 hectares would have been considered a very large estate 

in Zacatecas—a province geographically larger than Nuevo León.  The land that was not 

controlled by the absentee landowners from the south was divided between some small land 

owners who practiced subsistence agriculture, ranchers with medium-sized holdings (about 2,000 

to 5,000 hectares), and urban merchants and artisans like Salvador de Herrada Capetillo (“el 

único platero que había en la ciudad de Monterrey”) who owned one solar of land.56 

Colonial motivation for reform was reignited after a wave of violence struck the northern 

regions in the late 1600s and early 1710s (most notably the Pueblo Revolt in New Mexico).  

During the first three decades of the eighteenth century the large estates created during the 

Zavala reforms had grown, as had the Repúblicas of the Tlaxcaltecan pioneers, their population 

swelled by settling Chichimecas.  Economic growth slowed as the population grew as result of a 

general global economic downturn, but also due in large part to the impact of environmental 

degradation.  It is not a coincidence that this period is also considered to be the height of the 

grazing economy.  The results were rising tensions and periods of violence between repúblicas, 

commercial estates, and independent groups. 

                                                 
56 Peña Guajardo, La economía novohispana, 31. 
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Colonial administrators led by Francisco Barbadillo arrived in the kingdom during the 

1710s in order to implement new social and economic reforms.57  Encomiendas were rebranded 

as congregaciones, and the New Spanish military presence was reinforced through the creation of 

new mounted companies designed to defend the countryside and discourage insurrections.  Local 

elites who resented the encroachment of the colonial regime in local issues resisted these 

reforms.  Elite resistance to the increased military presence was a sign that daily life was not as 

violent as many historians argue.  Elites of Nuevo León seem to have been worried about attacks 

from Chichimecas, but they were not preoccupied enough to encourage encroachment of the 

colonial army into their territory. 

In addition to attempts to reform the economy, there were some attempts to improve the 

educational level of the city in the 1710 when Jesuits opened a seminary in Monterrey.  The 

attempt failed because the lands granted to the Jesuits to support the college were not productive 

enough to sustain the effort.  The underdeveloped condition of the countryside in Nuevo León 

again proved to be a hindrance on the development of Monterrey.  It is not clear when the Jesuits 

left the city, but there is evidence that by 1736, the Company had abandoned its attempt to create 

the first educational institution in the region.58  No project succeeded in altering the peripheral 

status of the Northeast’s economy, especially in the countryside.   

The population that could have benefited from educational reforms was very diverse, as 

census records around the time of the Barbadillo reforms confirm.  In 1740 a sizeable percentage 

(44.49%) of Monterrey’s heads of households were of African or indigenous ancestry.  The 

remaining 55%, as we have seen, must have included a large number of mulatto and 

                                                 
57 McEnroe, From colony to nationhood, 74-80. 
58 Del Hoyo, Historia del Nuevo Reino de León, 478-500. 
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Mesoamerican individuals who claimed Spanish identity for one reason or another.  The 

percentage of heads of household that registered as mestizo, mulatto, or Indian in the state was 

even larger (52.25%).  Other than Monterrey, most cities in Nuevo León were not as diverse; 

they were either predominantly Indian or predominantly Spanish.  The 1740 census registers as 

Indios 100% of the population of Repúblicas like Guadalupe, San Cristóbal de Gualagüises, and 

Santiago de las Sabinas—not a surprising fact, considering only Indians were allowed to live in 

the Repúblicas.59  Most of these population centers had been settled originally by Tlaxcaltecas in 

the eighteenth century and had served to integrate many Chichimecas into the colonial system.60  

In contrast, between 80 and 90% of the population of towns like Valle de Pesquería, Santa 

Catarina, and Valle de Huajuco were considered Spanish by colonial authorities.  Most towns in 

the state remained segregated (either majority “Indian” or majority “Spanish”), but Monterrey 

was a diverse city and continued to be so for the remainder of the colonial era. 

Elsewhere in Northern Spanish America, the eighteenth century was a time of economic 

resurgence, especially after 1750, when rich mineral veins were found in northern mining center 

in Chihuahua.61  At the end of the colonial period Monterrey was an economically active region 

of New Spain, although its population remained relatively poor.  The largest fortunes of Nuevo 

León grew close to 100,000 pesos by the last decades of the colonial period.  This was a large 

amount for the late eighteenth century but a meager sum in comparison to the millionaire 

personal fortunes of the wealthiest men in Spain’s richest colony who lived in Guanajuato, 
                                                 
59 Peña Guajardo, La economía novohispana, 39-40 
60 Peña Guajardo, La economía novohispana, 39-40. 
61 See for example the case of the Chihuahuan mining centers that boomed after 1750 in Phillip Hadley, Minería y 
sociedad en el centro minero de Santa Eulalia, Chihuahua, 1709-1750 (México: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 
1979).  The rising economic activity in mining also stimulated economic growth in areas that specialized in 
producing supplies for the mines.  See Ross Harold Frank, “From settler to citizen: economic development and 
cultural change in late colonial New Mexico, 1750-1820” (Ph. D. Thesis, University of California, Berkeley, 1992). 
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Zacatecas and Mexico City—many of whom profited immensely from the large tracts of land 

they owned in Nuevo León.62   

As we can see, the colonial history of Monterey was punctuated by several efforts to 

jump-start the slow local economy that enjoyed limited success.  Yet the Nuevo Reino de León 

remained an attractive destination for entrepreneurs.  For centuries, Monterrey and the 

surrounding region existed as a frontier where individuals could remake themselves.  Individuals 

of diverse origin—Iberian, Tlaxcaltecan, African, Guaichichil—who would be prevented from 

joining the ranks of the highest elites in the core of the Empire ruled by the Castilian Crown were 

able to work and fight in order to profit and in some cases even amass small fortunes in the 

borderlands of the New Spain.  Nuevo León in 1810 did not seem like the place that would 

become the industrial and financial center of the region less than a century later.  With the 

benefit of hindsight, we can see the foundations of a modern, economically dynamic city.  The 

region was urban, diverse, and commercially oriented—a perfect place for new generations of 

immigrants and foreign capitalists to try their luck.   

 

Nuevo León at the Time of Independence 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century—five decades before Monterrey replaced Saltillo as 

the economic hub of the northeast—absentee landlords still controlled the region.  Elites from 

central Mexico benefited from the resources of the Nuevo Reino de León and gave little in 

return, except for providing a crucial link between the region and the world economic system.  

                                                 
62 “Algunos miembros de la élite local pudieron tener un relativo éxito en el desempeño de sus actividades 
económicas al acumular fortunas cercanas a los cien mil pesos”, Peña Guajardo, La economía novohispana, 129.  
For analysis of some of the great fortunes of the Bajío see Tutino Making a New World. 
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Ample evidence shows that Monterrey’s merchants traded with Asia and Europe, but they only 

did so (at least legally) via the camino real that went through Saltillo and San Luis Potosí into 

Mexico City and through the ports of Acapulco, to the west, and Veracruz, to the east—a 

situation that centralized power in the hands of large merchants with strong business and kinship 

ties with members of the colonial elite.  Entrepreneurs of smaller settlements like Monterrey and 

Monclova were incapable of competing with the elites of the larger commercial centers. 

The relative poverty of the residents of Monterrey and the surrounding region benefited 

New Spain’s powerful elites, who were able to exploit large parts of the territories (as they did 

with the destructive sheep herding economy) that today constitute the states of Nuevo León, 

Texas, Coahuila and Tamaulipas.  Policy-makers in Madrid did not help local merchants 

compete in the colonial economy either.  The colonial regime actively discouraged settlements 

on the coast and free trade in order to curb contraband and piracy of silver, which was the life-

blood of the Empire and of the linchpin of the world economy.  This imperial policy put Nuevo 

León’s merchants at a huge disadvantage vis-à-vis their larger and better-funded competitors 

from other regions, but by the end of the colonial era the regime’s attitudes toward trade were 

changing.   

The year 1810 marks the beginning of the cycle of violence that eventually resulted in the 

severing of ties between the Spanish Empire and the lands that would become Mexico.  This 

violence consumed much of the Bajío and other southern areas of Spanish North America, and 

practically brought commerce to a halt.63  As popular revolts transitioned to sustained 

                                                 
63 See, for example, Carlos María de Bustamante’s description of the trade disruptions created by the revolutions of 
the 1810s, written in 1816-17:  Carlos María de Bustamante, El indio mexicano, o, Avisos al rey Fernando Séptimo 
para la pacificación de la América Septentrional: obra redactada en dos opúsculos durante la permanencia del 
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insurgencies that lasted through the 1810s, the social structure and economy of the Bajío and 

large parts of central Mexico changed radically.  When the profitable commercial estates, rich 

mines, and silver refineries that literally produced large parts of the world’s money ceased to be 

the engine of an export economy, formerly dependent workers successfully turned to family 

sustenance and to local markets.  The transformation in the Bajío was radical, as were the 

consequences for the regions to the north.64 

After serious military defeats on the road to Mexico City, some of the insurrectionists 

headed by Miguel Hidalgo fled the Bajío and sought refuge in the Northeast.  The population of 

the region—long disaffected from the central government—embraced Hidalgo, and many 

communities joined his cause.  Multiethnic militias, raised to face the insurgents in their march 

north, decided not to fight and instead joined Hidalgo’s rebels.  The insurgents took Monterrey 

without firing a shot.  Unlike in central and southern New Spain, the insurgency did not last for 

long.  By March of 1811, many of the leaders of this first wave of insurgency, including Hidalgo 

himself, had been captured in Coahuila.  A strong royalist force pacified the region and occupied 

Monterrey.  Local leaders who had briefly sided with Hidalgo swore allegiance to the colonial 

order.  The insurgency in the northeast had been short, but it left northeasters with a new sense of 

independence, the language of liberalism of the Constitution of Cádiz, which they could use to 

assert their autonomy.  The conflict also reassured the population of Nuevo León that the 

                                                                                                                                                             
autor en la prisión del Castillo de San Juan de Ulúa, en los años 1817-18; seguidos del discurso Motivos de mi 
afecto a la Constitución (México, D.F.: Mexico, Instituto Mexicano del Seguro Social, 1981), 71. 
64 On the process that led to independence see John Tutino, “The Revolution in Mexican Independence: Insurgency 
and the Renegotiation of Property, Production, and Patriarchy in the Bajio, 1800-1855,” Hispanic American 
Historical Review 78.3: 367-418 (1998) 
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multiethnic militias that guarded the frontier could do more than protect settlements from the 

predations of independent indigenous groups.65 

The radical changes of the political economy of New Spain actually benefited norteños in 

multiple ways.  Insurrections and the breakdown of the colonial social order rendered the 

Camino Real practically unusable, breaking the monopoly that the large merchants from Saltillo 

and San Luis held on commerce.  Small population centers on the coasts became ports in order to 

allow the region to trade with the world.  Coastal settlements like Soto la Marina and Tampico 

became important trading ports.  More importantly for the merchants of Monterrey, in 1826 the 

congregación El Refugio, a small settlement on territory mostly inhabited by Lipan Apaches, 

was officially upgraded to the status of port.  El Refugio was located on the mouth of the Rio 

Grande and was renamed Matamoros.  The direct links to international markets made an 

immediate difference; local merchants and producers found new ways to sell their goods, and 

consumer prices of imported goods fell to about one-fourth of their previous price.66  For a short 

time after independence, northeasterners finally had a reason to feel optimistic about the 

economic prospects of their region, yet new challenges approached; the consolidation and 

expansion of the United States and Mexico would bring armed conflict to the region and push 

independent indigenous groups like the Lipan Apache and the Comanche to assert and expand 

their own rights and sovereignty.   

 

                                                 
65 On the independence movements in the northeast, and the nature of the multiethnic militias, see McEnroe, From 
Colony to Nationhood, especially chapter 5.  See also Isidro Vizcaya Canales, En los albores de la independencia: 
las Provincias Internas de Oriente durante la insurrección de don Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla, 1810-1811 
(Monterrey: Instituto Tecnológico y de Estudios Superiores de Monterrey, 1976). 
66 Javier Rojas Sandoval, Fábricas pioneras de la industria en Nuevo León (Monterrey, México: Universidad 
Autónoma de Nuevo León, 1997), 38.  
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Breakdown of peace in northeastern Mexico 

After Mexico became an independent nation, the region’s economic prospects were rebounding.  

The opening of ports and the gradual liberalization of trade along the northeastern border were 

the main reasons for optimism.  Matamoros was especially important for the people of Nuevo 

León, Texas, and Coahuila.  Concrete plans to make the Rio Grande navigable appeared almost 

immediately, although they were not implemented for several decades.  Ultimately, the Rio 

Grande would prove to be navigable only for about 60 miles, but for most of the nineteenth 

century, northeastern Mexicans and, later, Anglo Texans dreamed of using the river to trade 

directly with New Mexico, effectively taking control of the Santa Fe Trail and the Camino Real.  

By controlling a navigable river that linked northern Mexico to the expanding economy of the 

United States, Matamoros might have replicated or even surpassed the success that New Orleans 

achieved when it harnessed the commercial potential of the Mississippi river, linking economies 

and opening land to settlement. 

Another reason for optimism in the northeast during the first few years after 

independence was the relative peace that the region enjoyed.  The Bajío and other important 

regions had suffered through years of insurgency that brought the economy of the new nation to 

a standstill.  By contrast, the northeast looked like the perfect place to receive investment and 

labor fleeing from the conflicts of Central Mexico.  The northeastern frontier of the Empire was 

comparatively peaceful.  Relations between settlers of the Spanish Empire and indigenous people 

in the region were tense, but negotiation and adaptation were regarded as better options than 

outright violence.  Furthermore, the Bourbon reformers of the late Spanish Empire had worked 

on establishing a policy of peace on the edges of the empire.  The colonial regime consolidated 
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presidios and strengthened its military presence in the region.  At the same time, the regime 

negotiated peace with independent Indians by offering territory and a regular allotment of 

rations.  The regime essentially transformed its frontier settlements into “harder” targets, making 

it costlier to attack them, while sweetening the deal by supplying potential attackers with corn, 

blankets, tobacco and liquor.  The rations might have looked like a bribe, a gift, or even charity 

from the perspective of the Spanish, but to the Indian groups, they were a hard-earned tribute 

enforced by a peace treaty.  After all, these North American indigenous groups had fought hard 

for their right to be independent for decades, even centuries, and had never been defeated.  In any 

case, the accommodations created by the Bourbon reforms gave norteños more than a generation 

of peace and prosperity.67 

One of the groups that took advantage of the Bourbon policy of peace was the Lipan 

Apaches.68  Different groups of Apaches, not just the Lipanes, had fought Spanish, Tohono 

O’odham, and Pueblo settlements all along the territory that now comprises the U.S.-Mexico 

border for decades.69  In the mid-eighteenth century another foe challenged the Apaches.  

Comanche groups moved west and south as they took advantage of new economic opportunities 

                                                 
67 For more on the cycles of war and peace in the borderlands north of Monterrey during the colonial era, see Juliana 
Barr, Peace came in the form of a woman: Indians and Spaniards in the Texas borderlands (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 2007). 
68 Lipanes have been often overlooked in the history of the U.S.-Mexico region, perhaps because they were not as 
numerous as other Apache groups, and because the south Texas valley and the south eastern edge of the borderlands 
are often overlooked in general.  Even outstanding recent studies of indigenous life and warfare in the region like 
Brian DeLay’s War of a thousand deserts: Indian raids and the U.S.-Mexican War (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2008) and Pekka Hämäläinen’s The Comanche Empire (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008) have little 
to say about Lipanes. Thomas A. Britten’s The Lipan Apaches: people of wind and lightning (Albuquerque, NM: 
University of New Mexico Press 2009), a recent study of the Lipanes, is a notable exception.  Martha 
Rodríguez’ Historias de resistencia y exterminio: los indios de Coahuila durante el siglo XIX (Tlalpan, D.F.: 
CIESAS, 1995) offers a good example of how Lipanes have been studied in northern Mexico. 
69 For an illustrative study of violence against Apaches see, for example, Karl Jacoby, Shadows at dawn: a 
borderlands massacre and the violence of history (New York: Penguin Press, 2008).  See also Rodríguez’ Historias 
de resistencia y exterminio. 
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opened to them when they incorporated horses and firearms into their culture.  Comanches 

would become a powerful adversary and play a significant role in the history of North America.   

Lipanes, one of the easternmost Apache groups, were hit hardest by the invasion of the 

Comanches.  By the time the Spanish Empire was looking for peace, the Lipanes had been nearly 

obliterated by a long war on two fronts.  It is estimated that only between 1,500 and 2,000 

Lipanes survived when they negotiated peace and settled along the Rio Grande valley, in Nuevo 

Santander.  Their territory encompassed a very large region between El Paso and the south Texas 

valley.70  Although the Lipanes were numerically weak, they were veteran and skilled warriors, 

socially and militarily prepared to survive in the harsh environment of Rio Grande valley, a 

territory they came to know like no one else.   

Over the course of a few decades at the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the 

nineteenth centuries, Lipanes etched a living in the valley while trading, hunting, doing a little 

farming, and collecting tribute from Spanish and, later, Mexicans.  The relationship between the 

indigenous people of the northeast and the emerging Mexican state was strong enough that a 

Lipan leader and a Comanche leader, Cuelga de Castro and Guonigne (or Quonique, in other 

sources), respectively, attended Emperor Agustín de Iturbide’s coronation in 1822—an 

indication that there was no open warfare at the time of Mexico’s founding as an independent 

nation.71  Relations were not perfect by any means, though.  In 1817, as the colonial regime 

began draining military and economic resources from the frontier, Lipanes staged some raids on 

                                                 
70 Matamoros is on the southern limit of this territory.  Nuevo Santander would become the present day state of 
Tamaulipas, but its northern region was annexed by the United States in 1845, precipitating the war between the 
United States and Mexico. DeLay, War of a Thousand Deserts, 53.   
71 Isidro Vizcaya Canales, Tierra de guerra viva: incursiones de indios y otros conflictos en el noreste de México 
durante el siglo XIX, 1821-1885 (Monterrey, Nuevo León, México: Academia de Investigaciones, 2001), 23-36; and 
Mora-Torres, The making of the Mexican border, 37. 
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settlements south of the Rio Grande.  Some of these raids were blamed on Comanches, but the 

episode did not escalate into outright war.  Shortly after the raids, Cuelga de Castro reaffirmed 

the peace treaty and the alliance against the Comanches with Anastacio Bustamante, a rising 

political figure in Nuevo León.72  Even if this episode did not erupt into generalized violence, it 

did mark the beginning of a breakdown in peace.   

As Mexico was established, northeastern governments were unable, or perhaps unwilling, 

to continue to maintain the structure of peace that had been established in the late colonial 

period.  Mexico emerged as an independent nation with its silver industry practically paralyzed 

and therefore economically crippled.  As in other Latin American nations, a good number of 

troops were pulled from the presidios to fight in the wars of independence; these soldiers must 

have been the best trained and equipped and most experienced fighters in the Colonial army.73  

Mexicans also slowed the resources sent to missions, congregaciones and presidios to a trickle, 

and eventually stopped meeting their treaty obligations with groups like the Lipanes.  Mexico 

also broke the peace with the Comanches at a time when the tribe’s power was growing to 

unprecedented levels.  There are strong indications that the most powerful military group in the 

North American borderlands during this time was not the emerging Mexican state, or the 

expanding United States, but the Comanches who, thanks to the commercial dynamism of the 

borderlands, had been able to acquire weapons and horses through trade.74  As the presidios in 

what is now the state of Texas were abandoned or underfunded it became impossible for the 

Mexican regime, still in the process of consolidating, to protect settlers and independent 

                                                 
72 DeLay, War of a thousand deserts, 16. 
73 DeLay, War of a Thousand Deserts. 
74 On the power of the Comanches in the region during the nineteenth century see Hämäläinen Comanche Empire 
and DeLay War of a Thousand Deserts. 
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indigenous allies like the Lipanes, who had settled in Northern Tamaulipas hoping to have the 

settlements of Texas (particularly San Antonio de Bexar) as a buffer between themselves and the 

Comanches.  The Mexican state was also unable to continue with the process of colonizing the 

territory north of the Rio Grande, a pursuit that had begun more than a century before the end of 

Spanish colonial rule.  The situation only worsened as the United States continued to expand 

westward, pushing Comanches deeper into Texas, and expelling settlers from its porous borders 

and into territory contested by both Comanches and Mexicans.75  Comanche attacks on the Rio 

Grande valley happened sporadically for years; the first report of a Comanche raid along the Rio 

Grande dates back to 1799, but they certainly intensified during the 1820s.  

By the mid 1820s, these attacks were reaching levels not seen for more than a generation.  

In 1824 Comanche leader Paruakevitsi attacked Lipan settlements with what has been reported 

as 600 warriors, a huge number if one considers that presidios were sometimes garrisoned with 

as little as eighty men and the whole Lipan nation consisted of less than 2,000 men, women, and 

children.  A year later, strong Comanche attacks were reported in Mexican territory well south of 

the Rio Grande.76  The Lipanes were put in a position where they had to choose between 

adhering to their alliance with the Mexicans, who had broken their treaty commitments and 

seemed unable and unwilling to protect the territory, or seek an alliance with their old enemies, 

whose power was growing noticeably.  The decision must have been difficult, but forming an 

alliance with the Comanches—their old enemies—and going to war against Mexico was the 

rational choice to make.  The Lipanes were not numerically strong but, beginning in the 1820s, 

                                                 
75 See Hämäläinen, The Comanche Empire. 
76 DeLay, War of a thousand deserts, 55. 
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they proved to be a powerful asset to the Comanches.  They were easily among the best warriors 

in the frontier and, perhaps more importantly, they knew the territory better than anyone else.77  

The Lipan-Comanche alliance marked the beginning of a war that devastated the 

countryside of northern Nuevo León and Coahuila.  Although it never significantly threatened 

major cities, including Monterrey, everyone lived in fear of Apache and Comanche raids.  The 

war made a profound, although sometimes unacknowledged, impact on the culture of the region.  

Many of the histories of Nuevo León that describe relations between Neoleoneses and Indians 

during the colonial era as a constant state of war (guerra viva), while ignoring the even longer 

periods of peace, have been colored by nineteenth-century observers who experienced the long 

nineteenth century war for the northern borderlands.78  Life in Monterrey was more peaceful than 

in the countryside, since the city was not directly attacked by Comanches.  The war in the 

borderlands did disrupt the commerce on which the artisans and merchants of the city depended. 

 

The War for the North American Borderlands 

The open hostility against Comanches and Apaches spurred the steady growth of violence in the 

1830s.  New sources of violence soon emerged.  Post-independence political disputes on a 

national level quickly evolved into a series of open civil wars between federalist and centralist 

factions.  The political consolidation of Mexico as a new nation grew more difficult with the 

expansion of the cotton and slave economy, which led to the independence of Texas in 1836 and 

a war against the United States about a decade later.  For almost three decades after 

                                                 
77 DeLay, War of a thousand deserts, 53-54. 
78 On the concept of guerra viva, see Isidro Vizcaya Canales, Tierra de guerra viva.  For a more recent study from 
this perspective, see Cuauhtémoc Velasco Avila, Tierra de guerra viva: nómadas y civilizados en el noreste 
mexicano, 1800-1885 (Monterrey, Mexico: Archivo General del Estado de Nuevo León, 2003). 



 

55 
 

independence Comanches, Lipanes, and different groups of bandits and filibusters as well as 

three nations—the United States, Mexico, and Texas—competed for control of the region that 

today is Texas.  In North America, only the U.S. Civil War and the Mexican Revolution have 

cost as much blood and resources as the war over the borderlands between the Comanches, 

Mexico, and the United States.  War was not the only problem facing the population of the 

region.  Besides the violence, the 1833-1845 era was also a period of epidemics (most notably 

cholera and yellow fever) and consequently, depopulation.79  The increasing presence of the new 

global economy in the region brought with it some unforeseen negative consequences, such as 

the cholera outbreak of 1833 that killed a merchant by the name of José Francisco Madero y 

Gaxiola, the first patriarch of the Madero family that would play a crucial role in the 

developments of the Mexican revolution in the early twentieth century.80 

National problems worsened the regional challenges that northeasterners faced.  The 

political divide in Mexican politics during the few decades after independence was between 

centralists and federalists, not between conservatives and liberals—those labels would not 

become central to the Mexican political debate until the mid-nineteenth century. The centralists 

wanted power to remain concentrated in Mexico City, and they were mostly the old elites who 

resented the way they had been losing power to the newer provincial merchant class since the 

Bourbon reforms. In the northeast, Saltillo remained the stronghold of centralist political power.  

The federalists believed in states’ rights and were mainly the new merchants from the states that 

                                                 
79 Benavides, Artemio, “El liberalismo en el noreste Mexicano” (Sociedad, milicia y política en Nuevo León: siglos 
XVIII y XIX, Monterrey, Mexico: Archivo General del Estado de Nuevo León, 2006). 
80 Mora-Torres, The making of the Mexican border, 20-21.  For a comprehensive history of the Madero family in the 
nineteenth century, see Manuel Guerra de Luna, Los Madero, la saga liberal: historia del siglo XIX (México D.F.: 
Editorial Siglo Bicentenario, 2009). 
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favored “free,” or at least liberalized, trade.  Monclova, the second-largest city in the state of 

Coahuila and Texas and, to a lesser extent, Monterrey were the centers of liberal federalism in 

the region.   

The political tensions between centralists and federalists escalated until 1834 when the 

federalists staged an insurrection with the support of immigrants of mostly European (German, 

Irish, Scottish) origin who had migrated into Texas from the United States with the 

encouragement of the Mexican government.  As the central government proved itself incapable 

of defending its frontiers, the federalists and their cause gained strength.  Northeasterners, 

already independent and suspicious of central government, had been organizing militias to 

defend themselves from Comanches and Lipanes (eventually these militias would successfully 

fight Mexican, Texan, and U.S. armies).  These militias defeated the Mexican army of President 

Santa Anna, but the victory of the Federalists was not complete.  By 1836 the “anglo” settlers 

(those who came from the United States and settled in Texas) had taken over the independence 

struggle and quickly marginalized the Mexican federalists when Texas declared itself an 

independent republic with the intention of expanding slavery and the commercial cotton 

plantation system.  The Monclova elites were further marginalized from Texas by their 

opposition to slavery.  Mexican federalists had defeated the Mexican government but had lost 

control of their movement and much of the territory they had hoped to colonize.81 

The independence of Texas did not end the violence in the northeast. Between 1835 and 

1844 Texan armies in search of booty, territorial gains, or revenge from real and imagined 

                                                 
81 Guerra de Luna’s Los Madero offers a clear and well-documented view of the Texan revolution from the 
perspective of the northern Coahuilan merchants and borderland elites.For the perspective from the Texan side, and 
the motivations that pushed Anglo settlers to colonize Texas, see Randolph Campbell, An empire for slavery: the 
peculiar institution in Texas, 1821-1865 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1989). 
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grievances continuously attacked northern settlements.  These filibustering expeditions were 

repelled, but they strained the military resources of the norteño militias.  Meanwhile, the war 

against the Comanches continued with varying levels of violence for more than a decade.  

Finally, in 1846, the militia fighters of Nuevo León found themselves battling the army of the 

United States.82 

The events that led to the war between the two countries began when the United States 

agreed to annex Texas.  The war itself was not precipitated by an attempt on the part of Mexico 

to reclaim Texas.  No Mexican leader seriously believed he could muster the resources to defeat 

Texas and the United States.  The hostilities began when Texas claimed northern Tamaulipas (as 

the colonial province of Nuevo Santander was renamed after independence).  When the U.S. 

army marched south of the Nueces River (where the northern border of Tamaulipas had been 

traditionally set) the Mexican army attacked it.  The United States considered this attack to be an 

attack against its army on its territory, and it consequently declared war against Mexico.  

Although both countries claimed the territory as theirs, it is hard to determine who effectively 

controlled it.  The territory between the Nueces and the Rio Grande Rivers had been settled by 

the Lipan Apaches since the late colonial period.  Clearly, the conflict was not over the land, 

since after decades of low-intensity war between Comanches, Texans, and Mexicans, much of 

the territory had been depopulated and its infrastructure and settlements lay in disrepair.  

Different groups aspired to control the area because merchants of Texas, Mexico, and now the 
                                                 
82 The decisive role that the Comanches and Apaches played in the outcome of the war of 1846 is shown 
conclusively in César Morado Macías, “Aspectos Militares: Tres Guerras Ensambladas,” in Nuevo León ocupado: 
aspectos de la Guerra México-Estados Unidos, ed. Miguel A. González Quiroga, and César Morado Macías 
(Monterrey, Nuevo León: Fondo Editorial Nuevo León, 2006) and, more recently, in Delay’s War of a Thousands 
Deserts.  For Morado Macías the northeast experienced three stacked wars between 1835-1848: one war against 
Texas divided into two campaigns (1835-36 and 1844-46); another constant war against Indians; and finally the U.S. 
invasion of 1846. 
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United States, still aspired to use the Rio Grande to link the Santa Fe Trail and the growing 

commercial economy of northern Mexico to the Gulf of Mexico port. 

Once the United States declared war in 1846, its strategy was to invade Mexico from 

different regions.  Marines invaded and took Veracruz—the most important port in the country—

and later marched to the capital.  Another invasion came from the Texas border was led by 

General Zachary Taylor (who would become President of the United States a few years later).  

Taylor’s army included many graduates from West Point who became important political figures 

in the United States, including two future presidents: Jefferson Davis and Ulysses S. Grant.83  

The force defending Monterrey fought the U.S. army with an effectiveness that impressed the 

invaders.  The battle of Monterrey was not an overwhelming victory for the United States by any 

means; Mexico’s defeat by the United States in the mid-nineteenth century was not inevitable.  

At many points during the battle, even the U.S. officers thought that they might lose.  The death 

toll among West Point-educated military officers was especially high.84Ultimately, Mexico’s 

political divisions, its depressed post-independence economy, and division among military and 

political elites resulted in Mexico’s defeat in all-important military engagements, including the 

battle of Monterrey.  As a result of the Mexican army’s defeat, Monterrey was occupied by the 

U.S. Army, which was constantly harassed by norteño guerrillas, for about two years.85  The U.S. 

invasion launched just as the long, bloody, and expensive war against the Comanches was 

                                                 
83 For a list of notable soldiers and future politicians from the United States who participated in the Battle of 
Monterrey, see Bertha Villareal de Benavides, “1846:  Monterrey ante la Invasión Americana,” Humanitas: anuario 
del centro de studios humanísticos, No. 28, 609-642 (2001). 
84 Chris Dishman, A perfect Gibraltar: the battle for Monterrey, Mexico, 1846 (Norman: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 2010), xvii. 
85 Mora-Torres, The making of the Mexican border, 20-22.  On the U.S. occupation of Nuevo León and the guerrilla 
resistance to it see Miguel A. Gónzalez-Quiroga, “Nuevo León ante la invasión Norteamericana,” in Nuevo León 
ocupado: aspectos de la guerra México-Estados Unido, ed. Miguel A. González Quiroga, and César Morado Macías 
(Monterrey, Nuevo León: Fondo Editorial Nuevo León, 2006). 
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winding down.  We can only wonder if the victory of the United States against Mexico, and the 

subsequent acquisition of today’s southwestern states, would have been conclusive.  The loss of 

Texas had deep consequences for the region, the continent, and the world.  The incorporation of 

Texas into the United States marked the expansion of slavery west of the Mississippi River, 

disturbing the delicate balance of power between northern and southern states.  This conflict 

eventually led to the U.S. Civil War, a conflict with global economic and geopolitical impact.  

On the Mexican side of the newly created border, the formation of the political boundary 

between the two nations marked the beginning of a process that shifted the power away from 

cities like Saltillo and San Luis Potosí—the centers of the frontier political economy during the 

colonial period.  Monterrey would become the main beneficiary of this shift in political power 

and rise to become the engine of northern Mexican political economy that reshaped the country 

during the Mexican Revolution. 

 

Conclusion 

Like many other societies with historical roots in frontier territories, the people of 

Monterrey understand this period of time as foundational to their collective identity.  A common 

image of frontier society is that of self-reliance and rugged individualism.  The historical context 

of the frontier also creates the myth of a homogenous group (which is to say European, as 

opposed to the mostly Indian societies of central Mexico) of vecinos, working and fighting 

together against threats from groups they consider to be less civilized.86  Life was difficult on the 

edge of the Spanish Empire, to be sure, but the work of a multicultural alliance of settlers and the 

                                                 
86 For example, Peña Guajardo’s 2005 La economía novohispana—an excellent study of the colonial economy of 
Nuevo León—still argues that Monterrey was a predominantly European city. 
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involvement of external actors like colonial elites and transnational merchants contributed to the 

rise of Monterrey in the Porfirian era. The success of Nuevo León has depended on international 

economic forces as much as it has on hard work, ingenuity, and unity against external threats—

factors that enabled basic survival in the frontier and the development of the borderlands.  The 

next chapter will show how the period of relative peace that followed the war between the United 

States and Mexico facilitated the rise of a new regime that harnessed the diverse, urban, and 

commercial orientation of Monterrey that was forged during the first two and a half centuries of 

its existence. 
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Chapter II 

Bordering on capitalsim: the rise of urban-industrial Monterrey, 1850-1908 

 

In August of 1858, a powerful army from the north occupied the city of San Luis Potosí.  The 

occupying force was not composed of foreign invaders, state-free warriors, filibusters, or 

mercenaries; it was mostly made up of residents of the northeast, many of whom were veterans 

of the numerous conflicts of the first half of the nineteenth century.  The man leading the army 

was described by a San Luis Potosí newspaper as a stereotypical frontiersman: he carried dried 

beef in the satchels of his saddle, wore a blusa (a wide shirt typical of northern fighters), and 

carried a Sharps rifle in one hand and a Colt revolver in the other—weapons that were among the 

most modern manufactured in the United States and that would become western icons in North 

American popular culture on both sides of the Rio Grande.87  This Colt-carrying leader was 

Santiago Vidaurri, the most important political figure of the northeast at the time.  With 

Monterrey as its capital, the government Vidaurri headed essentially controlled the states of 

Nuevo León, Coahuila, and Tamaulipas, as well as vast swaths of Zacatecas and San Luis Potosí.   

Precisely how Monterrey became a center of economic and political power in 

northeastern Mexico after the establishment of the U.S.-Mexico border is the focus of this 

chapter.  Santiago Vidaurri was the most visible leader of the generation of norteños that used 

the trading, negotiating, and fighting skills they had developed over generations in the frontier to 

take advantage of the new geopolitical reality of the region—it was a now border, not a frontier.  

The Vidaurrista state reflected the political economy of the frontier: it was militarized, reliant on 

                                                 
87 This description is found in an editorial from the Mexican newspaper Sociedad, cited in: Guerra de Luna, Los 
Madero, 392.  
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liberalized trade, and expert at exploiting its position in the middle of conflicts among powerful 

states: Mexico, the United States, and France.  Northeasterners transformed their region and 

overtook the old mining centers like San Luis Potosí, Zacatecas, and Guanajuato as the economic 

engine of the north.88 

The second part of this chapter analyzes the ways in which Monterrey’s geographic and 

political position allowed it to become a financial and manufacturing center.  After the period of 

instability that followed Vidaurri’s rise, the Guerra de Reforma, the U.S. Civil War, and the 

French Intervention, Nuevo León’s political economy stabilized during the 1880s with the rise of 

a new national regime: the Porfiriato.  The Porfirian regime and specifically Bernardo Reyes—

Porfirio Díaz’ main political operator in Nuevo León—fostered political stability and a rapid 

process of industrialization.89  Central to this chapter is the link between Monterrey’s economic 

strategies and those of Mexico as a whole. Networks of elite business and kinship ties grew and 

consolidated in Monterrey under Bernardo Reyes’ leadership of Nuevo León, and these networks 

ultimately became a key part of Porfirian Mexico.  Such networks were not always harmonious, 

and conflict among Monterrey’s elites helped shape Mexican politics.  The relationships between 

these powerful economic and political actors of the northeast shaped Mexican Political economy 

in the last decades of the nineteenth century and ultimately precipitated the Mexican Revolution. 

Monterrey’s impressive economic development between 1890 and 1910 was a result of 

its connections to networks of international capitalism.  Although the region had always been 

                                                 
88 Mineral production in the colonial centers of mining had suffered during the wars of independence, but had slowly 
recovered since the 1830s. 
89 A classic text on the life of Bernardo Reyes: E. Victor Niemeyer, El general Bernardo Reyes (Monterrey, México: 
Gobierno del Estado de Nuevo Léon, Centro de Estudios Humanísticos de la Universidad de Nuevo León, 1966). A 
more recent study is Artemio Benavides Hinojosa, El general Bernardo Reyes: vida de un liberal porfirista 
(Monterrey, México: Ediciones Castillo, 1998). 
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commercially oriented, emerging communication and transportation networks facilitated by new 

technologies like the telegraph and the railroad opened the region to foreign investment and trade 

on a completely different level.  Landowners such as the Madero family, as well as veteran 

leaders from the civil wars and foreign interventions of the mid-nineteenth century such as 

Gerónimo Treviño, Francisco Naranjo and even President Manuel González, amassed huge 

fortunes with the introduction of the railroad.  Most of these new capitalists were born when 

Nuevo León was still part of the North American frontier, and they owed some of their success 

to the economic dominance and political power that the previous generation of frontier leaders 

had built.  Still, the political economy the new capitalists created, with Monterrey as its core, 

differed significantly from that of the previous generation.  The leaders of the 1880s erected a 

political and economic system that was cosmopolitan, urban and industrial. 

During the last two decades of the nineteenth century, the people of Nuevo León 

experienced the disappearance of the frontier.  Deadlier modern weapons like repeating rifles 

made it practically impossible for independent indigenous groups to contest control of the 

frontier territory.  Telegraph and railroad lines built in the last decades of the nineteenth century 

helped connect these territories to markets, and aided capitalists in the administration of the 

commercial estates.  Large tracts of land that previously unavailable for commercial exploitation 

commercial haciendas in Coahuila, Nuevo León and other states were opened to capitalist 

exploitation.  The Laguna region, for example, went from being practically uninhabited to being 

one of the most profitable regions for commercial monoculture in the country: by some 
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estimations, the former frontier territory on the border between the states of Durango and 

Coahuila produced about 90% of Mexico’s cotton.90 

One more factor motivated the closing of the frontier in northern Mexico.  The expansion 

of capitalism into the previously open frontier territories happened at a time when demand was 

growing for food, natural fibers, and mineral resources.  As rich countries in Europe and the 

United States industrialized, nations and capitalists aggressively pushed to colonize new 

territories where the commodities sought by international markets could be extracted. 

The new global commercial environment, coupled with new technologies that facilitated 

war, communication, transportation, and exploitation of natural resources resulted in the end of 

the frontiers not just in North America, but in most of the world.  Chihuahua, Texas, Coahuila, 

Arizona, Tamaulipas, and the other states in the borderlands followed the global trends towards 

specialization in production of exportable commodities.  Nuevo León, and specifically 

Monterrey, went against this trend.  As many industrialized cities of the world, Monterrey took 

advantage of the growing supply of raw materials and specialized in manufacturing.  For 

example, the rapid increase in cotton production stimulated the growth of industrial textile mills 

and attracted foreign investors.  Textile mills were important to Monterrey, but the industry that 

transformed the city into an industrial behemoth was metal ore smelting.  By the late 1890s, the 

smelter boom had helped industrialists move into heavier and more profitable industries.  

Railroads and telegraphic wires were some of the physical networks that helped Monterrey’s 

economic leaders build supply chains and manage their investments, and this chapter will 

analyze how the smelting boom could not have occurred without them. This chapter tells a story 

                                                 
90 For the transformation of the northeast from a frontier to a border, see Mora-Torres, The making of the Mexican 
border. 
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about economic growth and the creation of wealth, but more importantly, it is a narrative of the 

social relations that made production and growth possible. 

 

Santiago Vidaurri and the emergence of a new order 

Even though Mexico lost the war against the United States, the militias of Nuevo León had 

proven themselves capable of challenging standing armies, just as they had confronted irregular 

native forces and filibustering expeditions for decades.  Nuevo León emerged from the defeat 

and occupation by the United States stronger than ever.  Although it lost its claim to massive 

territory, the northeast ceased to be a frontier and started the process of becoming a border.  The 

last few decades had been taxing, but Neoleoneses emerged organized, armed, and reconnected 

to international markets through nearby maritime ports and a long border. 

For centuries during the colonial era and for decades after independence, Nuevo León 

was peripheral to Mexico’s political economy.  Nuevo León’s leaders were marginal players in 

national affairs until May 22 of 1855, when a group of veterans of the wars of the previous 

decades marched into Monterrey to take over the city and the governorship of the state and to 

join Juan Álvarez’ insurrection against the centralist conservative government.  Álvarez’ Plan de 

Ayutla—the beginning of the armed conflicts between liberals and conservatives dubbed the 

Guerra de Reforma—was the last insurrection against a government headed by Antonio López 

de Santa Anna.91  At the head of this group of fronterizos was Vidaurri, an able leader who 

                                                 
91 The northeastern leaders circulated their own manifesto, the Plan de Monterrey, which followed the Plan de 
Ayutla, but as Artemio Benavides shows, it also reflects Nuevo León’s own brand of liberalism.  See Artemio 
Benavides Hinojosa, “El Liberalismo en el Noreste Mexicano,” in Sociedad, milicia y política en Nuevo León: siglos 
XVIII y XIX, Artemio Benavides Hinojosa, J. Jesús Avila Avila, and Isidro Vizcaya Canales (Monterrey, Mexico: 
Archivo General del Estado de Nuevo León, 2006). 
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managed to become the head of a regional regime that would reorganize the northeast.  Vidaurri 

formed an alliance with other frontier militia commanders who would become key players in 

national politics in the decades to come: Mariano Escobedo, Ignacio Zaragoza, and Juan Zuazua.  

With the help of these leaders—particularly Zuazua—and with funds raised by taxing commerce 

at the border, Vidaurri raised an army (the Ejército del Norte or Army of the North), recruiting 

borderland veterans who had fought the most powerful military forces of North America: 

Comanche and Lipan fighters, the U.S. Army, and well-armed groups of bandits and filibusters 

from Texas.  In a few months, Zuazua and Vidaurri fashioned this group of frontiersmen into the 

deadliest war machine in all of Mexico.  Along with Álvarez’ forces in the south, the Army of 

the North was responsible in large part for dismantling Santa Anna’s power in Mexican politics 

and finally protecting the northeastern border from Texans, Lipanes, and Comanches.92 

The Army of the North became a formidable fighting force for many reasons.  First, its 

members were not novices or forced recruits; they were mostly veterans.  The leadership of the 

army was built around veteran militia commanders like Escobedo, Zaragoza, and Zuazua, not 

just Vidaurri.  Younger officers with bright futures ahead of them—men like Francisco Naranjo, 

Lázaro Garza Ayala, and Gerónimo Treviño—also played an important role in the Army of the 

North.93  Many of these military leaders would go on to form the backbone of the national liberal 

forces that fought the Conservative and European armies during the decades to come.  They 

would also come to be part of a generation of leaders that would dominate national politics until 

                                                 
92 On Juan Álvarez see Peter F Guardino, Peasants, politics, and the formation of Mexico's national state: Guerrero, 
1800-1857 (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 1996).  
93 Vidaurri, Naranjo, and Zuazua were all born in the Lampazos, a town close to Coahuila and Texas, in the heart of 
what used to be open frontier.  This same town would be the birthplace of Antonio Villareal and Pablo González, 
two important leaders of the Mexican Revolution. 
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the beginning of the Mexican Revolution under the regime of Porfirio Díaz.  For example, 

Ignacio Zaragoza, born in Goliad, Texas, commanded the Mexican Army in of the Battle of 

Puebla on May 5, 1862, which is famously celebrated as Cinco de Mayo.  Gerónimo Treviño 

rose to become governor of Nuevo León several times, as well as one of the wealthiest men in 

Mexico.  Treviño’s political guidance and material support would be a central element in the 

outbreak of the Mexican Revolution in 1910. 

The soldiers and officers in the Ejército del Norte were experienced, but they were also 

better armed than most forces in Mexico.  Typical of frontier troops, the Vidaurrista army was 

organized into units of riflemen and dragoons, instead of the traditional infantry in mass 

formations and lancers.  Nuevo León’s proximity to the border meant that the Army of the North 

was armed with modern, accurate rifles purchased in the United States or smuggled into Mexico 

by ambitious entrepreneurs. Meanwhile, the armies from central Mexico were mostly armed with 

British surplus muskets.94  Vidaurri was able to supply his forces with the model 1841 

Mississippi rifle (that the U.S. army had used so effectively during its invasion of Mexico and 

that the population of Monterrey had surely been able to see up close during the occupation) and 

Sharps carbines—considerably more modern tools of war than the armament of the Mexican 

army.95 

                                                 
94 Chris D. Dishman, A perfect Gibraltar: the battle for Monterrey, Mexico, 1846 (Norman: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 2010), 19. 
95 Mora-Torres’ research shows similar conclusions: “Fernando Iglesias Calderón, a minister of war under Juárez, 
noted that the elite core of the Army of the North, the feared Riflemen of Nuevo León, was armed with Sharpe and 
Mississippi rifles.  None of the armies that contested national power during the War of Reform even came close to 
possessing such weapons and resources.”  Mora-Torres, The making of the Mexican border, 47.  Luis Alberto 
García’s monograph on the Ejército del Norte is the best study of that army’s armament, organization, and tactics: 
Luis Alberto García, Guerra y frontera: el Ejército del Norte entre 1855 y 1858 (Monterrey, Nuevo Leon: Archivo 
General del Estado de Nuevo Leon, 2007).  See also Guerra de Luna, Los Madero, 390. 
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Experienced leadership and modern weaponry were not lost on unmotivated troops.   

Unlike recruits who were forcibly impressed to fight with the centralist armies, norteños fought 

close to their homeland against an enemy they genuinely hated.  The lack of support they 

received when fighting the Comanche and Lipan invasion, and the incompetent direction of the 

wars against Texas and the United States, had proven to the people of the northeast that they 

could not depend on the national government.96  For three decades, the federal army had mostly 

made its presence felt in Nuevo León through taxation and impressments into the army.  Under 

Vidaurri, Neoleoneses were able to become the dominant political, military and economic force 

in the northeast for the first time. 

The superiority of the Army of the North was not only determined by experience, better 

armament, and motivation; it was also well funded and organized by the Vidaurrista state.  The 

government headed by the former frontiersman had unprecedented power in the region; the state 

was militarized and well-funded.97  Nuevo León’s government had an unprecedented access to 

cash because it took over the customs houses in the most important border crossings between 

Texas and Mexico.  The Vidaurrista government was able to wrest control of customs from the 

federal government because it expelled the conservative army and government.  Besides the 

revenue from taxing commerce, control of the border gave the liberal state government and the 

commercial establishment of Monterrey the opportunity to acquire the raw materials necessary 

for new forms of economic activity: mechanized textile production. 
                                                 
96 As Mora-Torres states, “after experiencing thirty-four years of rule under the Mexican flag, fronterizos firmly 
believed that they were better off fending for themselves rather than relying on the ‘center.’”  See Mora-Torres, The 
making of the Mexican border, 13.  Mora Torres’ assessment of norteño resentment against the central Mexican 
government is based on: Santiago Roel, Nuevo Leon, apuntes históricos (Monterrey, Mexico: Talleres 
linotipográficos del Estado, 1938). 
97 For Mora-Torres (The making of the Mexican border, 18), the Vidaurrista state was essentially run as a “military 
colony.” 
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Commercial textile production and other forms of industry had a long history in the 

region, but it was transformef during the Vidaurri era when it began mechanizing.  Obrajes 

(textile workshops) and trapiches (artisanal sugar cane mills, some of which still operate in 

tourist areas outside Monterrey) existed in the state as early as the late seventeenth century.98  

Some cotton cloth was woven in households of the region, mostly by urban women—probably 

Tlaxcaltecan and Otomí—looking for ways to supplement their income.  Neither of these 

activities ever amounted to a large source of income for the region before 1850.  The wool 

industry was never able to compete with the large obrajes of Puebla or Querétaro, which were 

partly supplied by the wool of sheep that grazed in Nuevo León.  Although the fabric 

manufactured in Nuevo León’s households was highly regarded for its quality, the cotton 

industry did not expand in the colonial period or in the first decades after independence because 

raw cotton was always in short supply in Monterrey. The city’s hinterland was never able to 

provide the labor power and irrigation infrastructure need for large-scale cotton agriculture.99 

During the Vidaurri era several cotton mills began operating in the northeast, partly in 

order to supply the uniforms of the Army of the North and to sell cloth for slaves in the 

plantations of Texas.100  The growth of the textile industry in the northeast began as the textile 

industry in the Bajío and Puebla waned after independence, as cotton cultivation expanded in the 

northeast—notably in the Laguna region and in the state of Tamaulipas—later in the nineteenth 

century, and as stronger links to international markets made the fiber available to local 

capitalists.  Industrial cotton operations in Monterrey began in the mid-1850s, a few years after 

                                                 
98 Rojas Sandoval, Fábricas pioneras de la industrialización en Nuevo León, 26-32. 
99 Javier Rojas Sandoval, Fábricas pioneras de la industria en Nuevo León (Monterrey, México: Universidad 
Autónoma de Nuevo León, 1997), 51. 
100 See Daddysman, The Matamoros trade, 34, and Mora-Torres, The making of the Mexican border, 50. 
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the U.S. invasion—a clear indication of the strengthening links to international commerce, as 

well as the growth of a regional, internal market.101  Since northern Mexico was still not a major 

producer of raw cotton, accessing raw material was the first concern of textile manufacturers.  

This problem was solved when the U.S.-Mexico border was set relatively close to the city and 

when ports expanded along the coast of the Gulf of Mexico.  Thanks to the new commercial 

links, importing raw material into Mexico became possible, especially as Texas became a major 

producer of the fiber.   

In 1854, a textile mill called La Fama opened just outside of Monterrey—an event that is 

remembered as an important precedent for the building of Monterrey’s industry.  The city 

constructed an aqueduct almost a kilometer long to bring water to the steam engine that powered 

the mill, which remained open for almost a century (La Fama closed in 1950).102  The 

corporation was created with an initial capital of 75,000 pesos from nine investors—a serious 

sum of money at the time.  Forty-five percent of the stock in the company was owned by 

members of Monterrey’s political and economic elite.  One such elite was Gregorio Zambrano, a 

local politician and entrepreneur who was part of a landholding merchant family that had lived in 

the city since the colonial era.  Significantly, more than half (55%) of the stock was owned by 

immigrant capitalists attracted to Monterrey by Vidaurri’s business-friendly regime.  Immigrants 

like Juan María Clausen, a Danish merchant who was married to Zambrano’s daughter, arrived 

from places like Spain, Denmark, and the United States  

                                                 
101 Isidro Vizcaya Canales, Los orígenes de la industrialización de Monterrey (1867-1920) (Monterrey, Mexico: 
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The militarization, and political consolidation of Nuevo León, with Monterrey at its 

center, began in May of 1855 when the Army of the North marched into Monterrey, displaced 

the conservative centralist governor, and named Vidaurri governor.  Less than a month later, 

Vidaurri and his forces successfully attacked Saltillo and, later, annexed the entire state of 

Coahuila.  The Saltillo elites tried to resist annexation, but Vidaurri had support from most of the 

population of the northern part of the state.103  The vecinos of Monclova actively supported 

annexation and even proposed attaching Saltillo to the state of San Luis Potosí.104  Saltillo, which 

for more than three centuries had been the most important city in the northeast, lost its 

preeminent position as the political and economic center of the region and become a city 

secondary to Monterrey. 

That same year (1855), the Army of the North took Matamoros from conservative 

General Adrián Woll and defeated another invading army from Texas, reinforcing its position as 

the dominant military force along the border and affirming its control over commerce and 

taxation.105  The liberal national government headed by President Ignacio Comonfort (he 

replaced Juan Álvarez after a few months) was unable to curb the growing power of the 

Vidaurrista faction.  The Estado Libre de Nuevo León and Coahuila wrote its own liberal and 

federalist constitution, modeled after the constitution enacted after the victory of the Plan de 

Ayutla.  The 1857 National Constitution was the most liberal foundational political document 

enacted in Mexico and quickly provoked a reaction by conservative factions.  By the end of 

1857, Mexico was falling again into civil war.  This time, the northeast was not severely affected 
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by the violence.  Thanks to the powerful army and government that the Vidaurristas had been 

able to build, Monterrey actually profited from the political chaos that plagued other regions of 

Mexico.  The Vidaurrista state used the Guerra de Reforma to consolidate its power over 

Tamaulipas and extend its political influence over other northern states, including Zacatecas, 

Durango, and San Luis Potosí.  In April of 1858, a division of the Army of the North 

commanded by Zuazua took the city of Zacatecas, and in August, as described in the opening of 

this chapter, Santiago Vidaurri himself marched at the head of his army into the city of San 

Luis—the last stronghold of the conservative northern elite with roots in the colonial era. 

Vidaurri’s stay in San Luis was short-lived.  About two months after his triumphant 

entrance into the city conservative forces rallied for a counterattack under the command of 

Miguel Miramón, a young general who would become the head of Maximilian’s army just a few 

years later.  The conservative force defeated the Army of the North in the battle of Ahualulco, 

and Vidaurri retreated to the north.  This defeat meant that Vidaurri would not be able to take his 

army all the way to Mexico City and rival Benito Juarez or any other liberal leader for national 

dominance.  The campaign of the Army of the North had not been a failure, though.  For Nuevo 

León, the battles against the centralists and the conservatives were not about national politics; 

they were about regional autonomy.  The war had weakened the economy and the political power 

of their regional adversaries, particularly the elites from Saltillo and San Luis Potosí, who had 

historically been aligned with the center.  At the same time, the military actions had further 

strengthened the capital reserves of Monterrey’s business people.  In a reversal of the economic 

trends of the colonial era, the Army of the North extracted as much wealth as it could from the 

conservative cities it conquered.  In the short term, northerners increased their wealth by 
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ransacking the churches and homes of their commercial rivals.  Even the furniture from General 

Zuazua’s headquarters in San Luis was shipped back to Monterrey.106  In the long term, the 

Reforma War shifted Monterrey toward the center of the border’s political economy, a position 

the people of the city would exploit during the coming period of intense commerce, 

industrialization, and violence in North America. 

The liberals, headed by Benito Juarez, defeated the conservatives in early 1861, but the 

political conflicts in Mexico did not end.  In 1862, France, with the support of the defeated 

Mexican conservative faction, invaded Mexico and installed a Hapsburg ruler, Maximilian I, as 

Emperor of Mexico from 1864 to 1867.107  Vidaurri was a committed liberal and supported 

Juárez in his fight against the invaders, at least in the first few years.  But Vidaurri was never one 

to submit to the federal government, and his relationship with the Juárez administration was 

never smooth.  Although he never openly advocated separatism, the governor was practically 

separated from the rest of Mexico as Mora-Torres has pointed out: 

The Vidaurrista state had its own army, appropriated complete control 
over border customs in the areas it governed and engaged in its own brand 
of diplomacy (Vidaurri supported the Confederacy during the American 
Civil War; Benito Juárez, the Union), three key features associated with 
independent states.108 
 

In 1864, Vidaurri broke with the republican government of Mexico and formed an alliance with 

the French forces supported by his old conservative enemies.  Most of the officers in the Army of 

the North—including Treviño, Garza Ayala, and Naranjo—remained loyal to the Republican 

                                                 
106 Guerra de Luna, The making of the Mexican border, 394. 
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government. The conservative leaders never fully trusted Vidaurri, and he became politically 

isolated.  The tide turned against the Empire of Maximilian after 1865, especially as the United 

States backed Juárez once the Civil War had concluded and as support from France diminished 

(Napoleon III was more concerned about the growing power of Germany than he was about 

controlling Mexico).  In the summer of 1867, Vidaurri, who was part of the Imperial cabinet in 

Mexico City, was captured and executed for treason by General Porfirio Díaz, a rising figure in 

Mexican politics.  

The success of the Vidaurrista regime was largely a result of Nuevo León’s close 

proximity to the border.  Vidaurri found experienced soldiers for his army while fending off 

threats that came from across this border (indigenous empires, filibusters, invading armies).  

Thanks to the border, the regime was able to purchase weapons and supplies needed to support 

the army, which itself was funded by taxing commerce with the United States.  Vidaurri’s 

commitment was not to the Empire or the Republic; his intentions were always to preserve and 

expand the political and economic autonomy of the northeast.  In the end, Vidaurri’s regional 

focus cost him his life, as it eventually led him to side with Maximilian’s empire against the 

liberal state of Benito Juárez. 

 

The U.S. Civil War and the early capitalization of Monterrey 

As the fight between Mexican conservatives and liberals developed, the United States was going 

through its own Civil War, precipitated in large part by the inclusion of Texas as a State (formed 

from land taken from Mexico in 1848) into the Union.  The war in the United States offered 

Monterrey’s rising capitalist class a solid opportunity for profit.  Commercial relations between 
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Nuevo León and Texas had grown steadily since 1855.  As the Civil War closed in, some cotton 

merchants in Texas began looking to the incipient textile industry of Nuevo León and Coahuila 

as a potential market.  The industrialization that begun during Santiago Vidaurri’s tenure as 

governor as taking off:  by 1860 eight mills operating in Nuevo León and Coahuila consumed 

between 3,000 and 4,000 bales of cotton a year—an important quantity, but still a small 

percentage of Texas’ cotton production.109   

This expansion of commercial cotton agriculture responded to a continental shift 

westward that began after the end of the U.S. Civil War, when the southern plantations lost their 

preeminent role as cotton suppliers for the world market.  According to Casey Walsh, as 

southern estates were dismantled after the defeat of the Confederacy and the abolition of slavery, 

commercial cotton cultivation shifted from the southern United States to the southwest and 

shortly afterward into the Mexican north.  By the second decade of the twentieth century, “cotton 

came to dominate irrigated agriculture in northern Mexico even more than was the case on the 

U.S. side of the border.”110  After the end of the U.S. Civil War the textile industry in Nuevo 

León surged.  Industrial cloth mills would grow considerably in Mexico only after 1870, when 

northern Mexican agricultural estates filled in the gaps left by the dismantling of the slave 

plantations of the southern United States; yet before the 1860s, the incipient textile industry of 

the northeast—mills like la Fama—were already attracting some attention.  In the eve of the 

Civil War, Confederate growers from Texas hoped to place some of their cotton production in 
                                                 
109 James W Daddysman, The Matamoros trade: Confederate commerce, diplomacy, and intrigue (Newark, NJ: 
University of Delaware Press, 1984), 35 
110 Casey Walsh, “‘A Rosy Future’: Cotton and Regional Development in Mexico’s Northern Borderlands, 1920-
1965” in The social relations of Mexican commodities: power, production, and place (La Jolla, CA: Center for U.S.-
Mexican Studies, University of California, San Diego, 2003), 23. For a more detailed analysis of the expansion of 
cotton agriculture in the borderlands see Casey Walsh, Building the borderlands: a transnational history of irrigated 
cotton along the Mexico-Texas border (College Station: Texas A & M University Press, 2008). 
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northern Mexico, although ultimately they were disappointed since the northeastern textile 

industry along the border states was still in its infancy.  Demand for cotton from mills such as La 

Fama expanded during the Civil War, but it was not nearly enough to absorb a significant 

fraction of the fiber produced by the Confederate States.  Still, the cotton trade during the 1860 

stimulated northern Mexican economy (since capitalist frond a readily available supply of raw 

material), and commercial links between the northeastern states and the United States were 

reinforced.111 

Despite being disappointing consumers of Texan cotton, capitalists in Monterrey did play 

an important role in the market for Confederate cotton as merchants.  The Civil War is 

recognized as a pivotal moment in the development of capitalism in Monterrey.112  As the Union 

blockaded Confederate ports, southern cotton growers had to rely on exporting their product 

through Mexico, where it was sent to Matamoros and then sold on the international market.  A 

large part of the cotton went to English cotton mills but, ironically, a considerable amount made 

its way to the northern states.113  Trade in Confederate cotton in Matamoros created some of the 

largest fortunes of the United States and Mexico.  The Milmo and Madero families, which would 

play important roles in twentieth-century Mexico, made millions in the Civil War cotton trade, as 

did Richard King and Mifflin Kenedy, who used their profits to build the King Ranch, an 

enterprise that became the most profitable hacienda of the region.  Another notable merchant 

                                                 
111 Daddysman, The Matamoros trade, 35. 
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who began his fortune in the Matamoros trade was Charles Stillman, who would later found 

Citibank in New York.114  The cotton trade along the southern tip of the U.S.-Mexico border 

during the Civil War had deep consequences on both sides of the border. 

Increased immigration into the Mexican northeast was yet another important result of the 

Civil War.115  Many Texans who did not agree with their state’s decision to join the Confederacy 

moved to Monterrey, Matamoros, and Piedras Negras, bringing with them capital and 

commercial contacts.  Large numbers of Germans who had settled in Texas in the late 1840s and 

1850s disliked the idea of fighting for the confederacy and left for Matamoros as soon as Texas 

joined the war.  Several of them sailed to the North to join the Union, but many waited the war 

out in Mexico, some even organizing in case the United States decided to invade Texas from 

northern Mexico.  Most of them returned to Texas after the war ended, although the decades 

following the Civil War saw a large number of U.S. citizens, many of them of German origin, 

migrating to Northeastern Mexico.116 

 

Infrastructure construction and industrializing frenzy, 1867-1890 

Economic growth slowed considerably after the Civil War in the United States and the French 

invasion of Mexico.  For most economic historians of the northeast, the 1867-1890 period is 

                                                 
114 “One of the most lasting effects of the trade was that the economic prosperity that accompanied it laid the 
foundation for financial empires on both sides of the river.  Men in the cotton business accumulated ‘vast and 
immense fortunes,’ wrote John Warren Hunter.  In Texas, Richard King, Charles Stillman, Mifflin Kenedy, and 
many others invested their earning in cattle and other enterprises.  On the Mexican side of the border also war 
fortunes were created, among which the most notable were those of Patricio Milmo and José Oliver.  Merchants in 
Monterrey garnered profits that bolstered the economic foundations of present-day Monterrey, the country’s third 
largest city and the financial capital of northern Mexico.”  Daddysman, The Matamoros trade, 184. 
115 Miguel Ángel González Quiroga, “Los inicios de la presencia norteamericana en Monterrey (1867-1882).” 
Humanitas: anuario del centro de estudios humanísticos (No. 35, Vol. IV, 31-71, 2008). 
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characterized by a stagnant economy and turbulent politics.  It is true that the rate of increase in 

commerce activity plateaued during this time, but we should not ignore several important 

developments in the economy.  Railroads, telegraph lines and more modern industrial textile 

factories were built during this period—hardly a sign of economic stagnation.  The growing 

industries and infrastructure projects attracted workers, stimulated finance, and facilitated 

commerce.  Indeed, small- and medium-sized merchants suffered when they were unable to 

compete with international markets and industrializing rivals, but those lucky and wealthy 

enough to have benefited from the short cotton boom of the Civil War and to have continued 

with international trade managed to consolidate their fortunes in banks and haciendas.  The 

1867-1890 period was also a time of political consolidation, in which Monterrey became a 

crucial cog in the machinery of the Porfirista state and in Mexico’s political economy.117  

Monterrey’s economy reached a plateau before booming again in the last decade of the 

nineteenth century, but it was hardly stagnant. 

The introduction of the railroad in the north opened new land for settlement and 

commercial expansion, giving elites in Monterrey considerable opportunities to profit.  The 

railroad also helped the most powerful capitalists by driving out small- and medium-sized 

merchants that could not compete in global markets.  Some workers benefited in the short term 

from jobs laying tracks, only to see these jobs disappear once the railroad was complete.  Few 

new jobs could be found elsewhere before 1890.  One additional consequence of the railroad was 

the reduction of contraband, which for many years had been a source of wealth for some 
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Isidro Viscaya Canales’ Los Orígenes de la Industrialización in Monterrey, which is itself based on nineteen-
century histories written by José Eleuterio González.   
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merchants in the area.  The curbing of contraband only benefited large merchants, who were able 

to monopolize many markets, and the state, which was able to charge duties more efficiently.118 

The first railroad built in Mexico was the Veracruz-El Molino line, constructed in 1850.  

Due to the intermittent violence in the country, the network did not expand significantly in the 

few decades following the introduction of this line.  Railroad construction picked up significantly 

after 1876 (see figure1).119  The first railroad in the northeast was the Matamoros-Monterrey line, 

which began construction in 1881, although it was the last of the major lines to be finished in 

1905.  The first railroad line to reach the city of Monterrey was the Ferrocarril Nacional, which 

arrived for the first time into the city in August of 1882.  Originating in Nuevo Laredo, this line 

was arguably the most important for the development of the city since it not only linked 

regiomontano businessmen to the U.S.-Mexico border, but, when it was finished in 1888, it 

connected the region to Mexico City as well. Significantly, Monterrey was connected to the U.S. 

rail network before it was connected to Mexico City.  Two other important lines were built in the 

1880s: the Ferrocarril del Golfo, built in 1888-1891, which connected Monterrey to the port of 

Tampico (two decades later Tampico would become the world’s largest oil-exporting port); and 

the Monterrey-Piedras Negras Railroad, built in 1888-1890, which linked Monterrey to the only 

                                                 
118 Mora-Torres, The Making of the Mexican border, 9, 64-67. 
119 Luis Jáuregui, Los transportes, siglos XVI al XX (México, D.F.: Editorial Océano, 2004).  See also Francisco 
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significant coal mining region in Mexico.120  By 1890, Monterrey’s status as the primary railroad 

hub in the region gave regiomontano capitalists reliable supplies of energy (in the form of coal 

and, later, oil) and food (the line that headed to Piedras Negras connected to the Laguna region, a 

major agricultural area), as well as connections to ports, the U.S. border and central Mexico.   

Year Kilometers 
1876                  640  
1880              1,073  
1884              5,731  
1898            12,801  
1910            19,280  

Figure 1. Growth of the Mexican railroad network during the Díaz-González administrations.121 

 
The railroad was not the only new technology that helped link Monterrey to networks of 

national and international commerce.  The telegraph arrived in the city for the first time in 1870, 

when Monterrey was connected to Mexico City and the nearby town of Cadereyta.  Twelve years 

later, in 1882, all of Nuevo León was connected by the telegraph, giving the state fuller control 

over its territory.  More importantly, the telegraph and the telephone, a few decades later, 

allowed Monterrey’s elites to communicate and manage their estates.  New telecommunication 

technologies also offered a crucial and relatively inexpensive link to the telegraphic system of 

the United States, networking the region to the global economy.  As early as 1883, some 

telephone lines had been laid in Monterrey, although the use of the medium did not become 

widespread until after the revolution.122  Thanks to the late nineteenth century 

telecommunication and transportation revolution, Monterrey’s capitalists were able to invest 
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their money in different places and to efficiently manage their growing estates, factories and 

businesses from the comfort and safety of Monterrey.  Other families, like the Maderos, 

relocated to their haciendas, since they could manage their interests from outside the city.123 

The railroad connected different regions of the United States to Mexico, and its 

construction also created connections to the global capitalist network.  Capitalists from the 

United States, continental Europe, and Great Britain were invited into Mexico to build the 

railroad, with the Porfirian government basically guaranteeing their profit by assuming most of 

the economic risk.124  Most of this international capital was combined with regional resources.  

Gerónimo Treviño, the most important political leader of the region at the time, facilitated the 

construction of some railroads and amassed a huge fortune doing so.  Other investors in the 

railroad included President Manuel González, and E.O.C. Ord II, an investor from the U.S. 

territory of Arizona, son of a rancher, miner, and military officer.  Ord’s life-story parallels 

Treviño’s in many interesting ways.  They were both military men who began their careers 

fighting independent indigenous people.  Ord was a military commander in south Texas at the 

same time as Treviño was fighting the remaining Lipan forces; they likely met at this time.125  

Both men built political capital fighting in their country’s civil wars.  Ord was a colonel during 

the Civil War, and Treviño was a top general in the Reforma wars and the French Intervention.  

Finally, thanks to their political power, they were able to establish the business connections that 

allowed them to accumulate considerable wealth.  The Ord family established itself as one of the 

                                                 
123 Fort he relocation of the Madero family from the borderlands of Coahuila to Monterrey see Guerra de Luna, Los 
Madero. 
124 For more on the involvement of the Porfirian regime on the financing of the railroad, see Coatsworth, 
Crecimiento contra desarrollo. 
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héroes y epígonos (Monterrey, México; Gobierno del Estado de Nuevo León, 1983), 67. 



 

82 
 

most important in Arizona and throughout the southwest, with interests in ranching, mining, and 

even newspapers.  In the late nineteenth century, Treviño became one of the richest and most 

politically influential men in Nuevo León.126 

The business connection between the two capitalists grew even closer in 1880, when 

Treviño married Ord’s daughter, Roberta.  Even though Roberta died just a few years later 

(1883), Treviño and Ord never lost contact.  A few decades later, at the height of the Mexican 

revolution, the old millionaire soldiers dreamt together of one more glorious military campaign: 

they planned to raise an army in the southwestern United States and invade Mexico in order to 

bring order to the country.127  The relationship between these two figures that lived through the 

crucial frontier-to-border transformation of the U.S.-Mexico border region reveals that by uniting 

local, national, and international politicians and entrepreneurs, the railroad created physical 

connections, but also reinforced an international web of social, political, and economic power.   

The strengthening of the capitalist web of investment and distribution initiated by the 

connection of Monterrey to the rail network created a boom in manufacturing in the state.  The 

potential for manufacturing also began to increase as international ports improved connections to 

the world and as the activist Vidaurrista state worked hard to profit from the wars and political 

conflicts that characterized the era.  Eight textile factories were built during the Vidaurri 

administration in Coahuila and Nuevo León.128  The best known example of these Vidaurri-era 

                                                 
126 I have been able to reconstruct parts of the Treviño-Ord relationship thanks to the Ord Family papers in the 
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factories is La Fama.129  The textile industry expanded by the 1870s and continued to expand as 

the railroad made it cheaper to bring the raw material into Monterrey, while also making 

available land suitable for the industrial cultivation of cotton in northern Tamaulipas and in the 

Laguna region.  In 1871, members of the Rivero, González Treviño and Zambrano families, who 

partly owned the La Fama mill, created a larger textile industry in Santiago, southeast of 

Monterrey, named Fábrica de Hilados y Tejidos El Porvenir.  El Porvenir produced about twice 

as much fabric as La Fama did and employed three times more people.  A few years later, in 

1874, a British entrepreneur and a local merchant opened another mill called La Leona in the 

county of Garza García.130  According to data compiled by Rojas Sandoval, in 1884 El Porvenir 

employed between 225 and 250 people to produce 30,000 to 34,000 pieces of fabric and 

consumed between 2,500 and 3,000 quintales of cotton.  La Fama employed between 70 and 131 

people, and produced 16,000 pieces with 1,400 quintales.  La Leona employed 100 people and 

consumed 1,200 to 1,500 quintales in order to produce 15,000 to 20,000 pieces of cotton fabric, 

figures similar to those of La Fama.  Many other textile mills sprung up outside the area that 

surrounds Monterrey. The Maderos, for example, bought machinery in England and opened 

textile mills in their haciendas in Coahuila.131 

The creation of these factories around Monterrey began to impact the lives of 

regiomontanos.  Textile mills became vital employers, stimulated the local economy, and 

reinforced the city’s ties to networks of international commerce.  Since the factories were placed 

                                                 
129 For more on La Fama, see Rojas Sandoval, Fábricas pioneras de la industrialización en Nuevo León, 50-84.  For 
a great study of how the community that grew around La Fama and its connection to international migratory circuits, 
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outside the city limits, communities sprung up around them.  El Porvenir was built in a small 

hacienda where only a few families lived.  By the turn of the century, more than 1,500 people 

lived around the factory, and by the beginning of the revolution, in 1910, the number had grown 

to close to 2,000 inhabitants.  The community around La Fama experienced similar growth, as 

Hernández-León shows in his analysis of the community.132 

This economic and demographic growth fostered by the textile mills was not without 

conflict. One particular conflict that arose between La Leona and vecinos of the community 

around it demonstrates the way that these factories gradually transformed the lives of people in 

Monterrey.  The factory was built in what is today San Pedro Garza García, a wealthy suburb of 

Monterrey and one of the richest cities of Latin America.133  In the 1880s, Garza García was a 

mostly rural county.  Approximately 1,500 people lived in the Villa de García (today downtown 

San Pedro) and three small haciendas, where most families lived off their huertas.  Additionally, 

400 people lived in the community built to house the workers and family members of La Leona.  

The only other industry in the county was a flour mill, around which another seventy people 

lived. 

The early factories constructed around Monterrey provided more than employment to the 

workers and their families.  They were nodes around which community networks arose, and as 

such had to face constant tensions between the interests of the corporations and those of the 

residents.  In fact, many of the textile mills were founded as congregaciones, a type of settlement 

                                                 
132 Hernández León, Metropolitan Migrants. 
133 Today, San Pedro Garza García is second (after Mexico city’s delegación Benito Juarez) in the UN’s human 
development index ranking of Mexican municipalities; see United Nations, "Informe sobre desarrollo social y 
humano en México," http://hdr.undp.org/en/reports/national/latinamericathecaribbean/mexico/name,3337,en.html 
(accessed December 26, 2012). 
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reminiscent of the secularized missions created in the late colonial period to congregate, and 

extract labor from, independent indigenous people.  The creation of these factory settlements on 

the outskirts of Monterrey boosted the population of small towns by attracting migrants and grew 

the economy of the region, but not all the news was good for the counties and towns that 

surrounded the city.  Because these factories sold their textiles in the markets of Monterrey and 

used the city’s train depots to ship their manufactures, the mills paid their taxes in Monterrey and 

not to the municipios of Garza García, Santa Catarina or Santiago, where they were located.  The 

Monterrey ayuntamiento then distributed an indubitably small portion of those taxes to the other 

counties.  Suburban counties faced expanding populations and a growing demand for 

infrastructure while receiving a limited increase in tax revenue to finance it.  In order to smooth 

over some of the tensions, La Leona’s management offered the municipio of Garza García a 

voluntary donation of twenty pesos a month to help with public works.  Although this was a 

meager amount of money (the capitalization of the corporation in 1889 is estimated to have been 

approximately 128,000 pesos), these contributions and the money they got back from Monterrey 

must have been enough to satisfy most of the political leaders of the county.  However, tensions 

with the surrounding community continued. 

 In 1890, neighbors attempted to prevent factory workers from taking firewood from 

communal lands.  The conflict was resolved after the municipal government sided with the 

corporation and asked the state to intervene in favor of La Leona.134  This dispute over firewood 

tells us two important things about the changing political economy of Monterrey.  On the one 

hand, the workers labored in factories, but their lifestyles were still rural, as their dependence on 

                                                 
134 Rojas Sandoval, Fábricas pioneras de la industrialización en Nuevo León, 89-92. 
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wood picked up from communal lands indicates.  It is also highly probable that the salaries they 

earned from their jobs in the textile mill could not support a shift away from their rural lifestyles.  

In any case, as late as the 1930s workers from nearby La Fama were described as “half workers 

and half peasants.”135  On the other hand, this conflict over firewood shows how the factories 

eroded the foundations of the workers’ rural lifestyles, even though they did not displace people 

from their land.  By consuming the firewood that the vecinos of Garza García relied on for heat 

and preparation of food, La Leona literally changed the ecological base on which these workers 

depended in order to survive.  As the factory transformed the ecology, workers became 

dependent on factory jobs and pay in order to sustain themselves, their families and their 

community.136  Capitalist prosperity resulted in increased dependence. 

Politicians and capitalists in Nuevo León always prioritized control of the city and never 

showed much interest in displacing rural communities to build large haciendas in the state.  

Regardless, Nuevo León’s territory is not ideal for commercial agriculture (it is mountainous in 

the south and dry in the north), and the introduction of the rail network in the region opened 

plenty of agricultural land in Coahuila, Durango and Chihuahua.  There was no point in creating 

conflict with the people in the countryside.  Many families, like the Milmos and the Maderos, 

owned haciendas, but not every family invested in commercial ranching and agriculture.  It was 

more common for elites in Monterrey to invest in industry and finance.  As a result, these first 

generations of factory workers in Monterrey did not lose their land to predatory capitalists, as 

their counterparts in places like Chihuahua had.  This fact might explain why there were no rural 

                                                 
135 Hernández-León, citing local La Fama historian Jesús Cortés García, writes: “Local chroniclers describe the mill 
hands during the 1930s still as ‘half workers and half peasants.’”  Hernández León, Metropolitan Migrants, 71. 
136 On the commodification of land and natural resources in Garza García and other parts of Nuevo León, see Mora-
Torres, The making of the Mexican border, 115. 
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insurrections in Nuevo León in the 1910s, while all neighboring states, including Texas, saw 

rural violence.  This does not mean that the working class of Nuevo León avoided the life-

altering changes instigated by the transportation, communication, and industrial revolutions of 

the late nineteenth century.  Workers became dependent on factory employment, a dependence 

that grew more fragile as labor markets began to favor employers, and as workers from other 

parts of Mexico migrated en masse to Monterrey. 

 

Local politics and the rise of Bernardo Reyes 

Before 1885, Nuevo León’s politics were contested by two groups of veterans of the mid-century 

wars—wars fought against foreign invaders, conservative Mexican forces, and powerful 

indigenous armies.  The strongest political faction was headed by General Gerónimo Treviño, a 

caudillo with strong popular support, political influence, and economic power.  Treviño, 

Francisco Naranjo, and others were members of a group that came to power in the 1870s and 

eventually formed what became known as the Porfirian regime.  The connections between Díaz’ 

faction and the Treviñistas was more than ideological or political; Treviño and Manuel González, 

a close ally of Díaz and President of Mexico (1880-1884),were close business partners in 

railroad construction and land speculation in the northeast during the 1870s and 80s.   

In opposition to the Treviñista faction, a political group formed around another veteran 

political and military leader: Mariano Escobedo.137  The Escobedistas had loser ties with the 

rising capitalist elite of Monterrey.  Instead, their base of support remained in the rural elites and 

the militias of former frontier towns like Lampazos.  Nationally, they supported the political 

                                                 
137 See Mora-Torres, The making of the Mexican border, 53-59. 
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program of the civilian-led governments of Benito Juárez and Sebastián Lerdo de Tejada.  After 

the death of Juárez and the triumph of the Plan de Tuxtepec—the last Mexican coup in the 

nineteenth century, which brought Díaz and his allies to power—Díaz’ relationship with the 

Treviñistas quickly began to shift.  Escobedistas opposed Díaz during the Juárez and Lerdo 

administrations; Escobedo, himself, led the army that defeated Díaz’ forces in the battle of 

Icamole in the early days of the Tuxtepec rebellion.138  Yet, the two former enemies found 

common ground in the 1880s when facing the growing power of Treviño.  Escobedo and his 

supporters now shared something in common with the President of Mexico: a firm distrust of 

Treviño and his political allies. 

Treviño’s rift with Díaz was more than simply a political or economic conflict.  

Ideologically, Treviño and most other northern leaders were radical federalists, fiercely 

committed to states’ rights and economic liberalism.  The Escobedistas also supported states’ 

rights but were more open to accepting the power of central national governments.  They had, 

after all, actively supported the government led by Juárez and Lerdo de Tejada.  For more than a 

decade, the central government in Mexico City played both factions against each other, assuring 

that no one group came to dominate the politics of Nuevo León.  From 1877, Díaz actively 

supported Escobedista politicians, while González—who remained a (junior) partner in the 

federal government until his death in 1893—continued to be more closely allied with Treviño.  

The factional feuding continued for many years, exacerbating the economic problems that the 

region experienced.  For almost two decades an unstable political situation accompanied the 

                                                 
138 Israel Cavazos Garza, Mariano Escobedo (Monterrey, Mexico: Gobierno del Estado de Nuevo León, 1988), 204-
205. 
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contracting economy of northeastern Mexico.  Nuevo León had twenty governors between 1867 

and 1885.139 

The politics of Nuevo León began to consolidate when the Porfirian regime’s hold over 

the country grew.  By the middle of the 1880s, Porfirio Díaz had managed to bring the power of 

most local caudillos and regional economic elites under the reins of the national regime he 

headed.  Controlling the power of these leaders was crucial for a country like Mexico, which had 

experienced decades of often-violent challenges to central authority.  Ending these challenges to 

national regimes was especially difficult in the last decades of the nineteenth century when the 

power of Mexican capitalists was growing due primarily to the foreign investment flooding into 

the country’s industries.  When making sense of the complicated relationship between the Díaz 

regime and the powerful Mexican elites, it is crucial to remember that Díaz often invited foreign 

investment, but he ensured that international capital did not destroy the power of local and 

national elites.140  In many cases, as we saw with the nineteenth century smelting boom in Nuevo 

León, foreign business interests strengthened the position of the Mexican bourgeoisie.  Díaz did 

not want national capital to be displaced, unless, of course, it posed a challenge to his rule.  As 

long as they supported the regime, Mexican elites could serve as mediators between international 

interests and the national political system.  The Díaz regime was as interested in their success as 

they were interested in the longevity of the Porfiriato.  Díaz skillfully made many members of 

                                                 
139 Mora-Torres, The making of the Mexican border, 52. 
140 A similar process of negotiation between local and foreign capital, with the porfirian state as a mediator, worked 
itself out in other regios of the country.  See for example the case of Yucatán in Allen Wells, and G. M. Joseph, 
Summer of discontent, seasons of upheaval: elite politics and rural insurgency in Yucatán, 1876-1915 (Stanford, 
CA: Stanford University Press, 1996). 
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the economic, political, and military elite stakeholders in the country’s growth and stability.141  

The carrot and stick (pan o palo was a common figure of speech at the time) system of Porfirian 

Mexico offered the ruling classes a clear choice: they could either give up some political power 

and all of their national political aspirations and profit from the expanding commercial system, 

or risk their lives and fortunes competing with an increasingly powerful government.142 

Gerónimo Treviño was one of the last regional leaders to pose a challenge to Díaz’ rule, 

in large part thanks to the fact that Treviño did not have to depend on Díaz to mediate between 

him and international capital, as his relationship with E.O.C Ord shows.  For almost a decade, 

the Porfirian regime was unable to neutralize the power of the northeastern caudillo.  In 1885, 

when Díaz had accumulated enough strength, the national regime acted against Treviño.  

Bernardo Reyes, a loyal young officer from Jalisco, was hand-selected by Díaz to travel to 

Nuevo León in late 1885 and act as interim governor after a political dispute forced a Treviñista 

governor out of office.  Reyes governed until 1887 with help from Escobedista politicians.  At 

the end of his interim term, Reyes helped place Lázaro Garza Ayala—a native of Lampazos, 

hero of the battle of Cinco de Mayo, and Escobedo’s closest ally—as Nuevo León’s governor.  

Two short years later, Garza Ayala handed the top political position back to Reyes, who became 

the most important politician in the region for the next two decades.143  Besides assuming the 

governorship of Nuevo León, Reyes was also named top commander of the third military zone of 

the Federal Army, which encompassed Nuevo León Tamaulipas and Coahuila—a large portion 
                                                 
141 Friedrich Katz, The life and times of Pancho Villa (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1998), 15-16. 
142 For the Porfirian assault of regional caudillos see Daniel Cosio Villegas, Historia moderna de México; el 
Porfiriato, vida política interior, segunda parte (Mexico City; Editorial Hermes, 1993 [1972]), 52-125.  For a good 
summary of this same process from the perspective of Nuevo León, see Benavides Hinojosa, El General Bernardo 
Reyes, 98-104.  
143 Benavides Hinojosa, El General Bernardo Reyes, 105-120;  Niemeyer, El General Bernardo Reyes, 51-75;  
Mora-Torres, The Making of the Mexican border, 74-79.  
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of the U.S.-Mexico border.  Reyes became the most powerful political and military leader of 

northern Mexico in 1889, just in time for the beginning of the smelting boom.144 

 

The Mexican smelting boom of the late nineteenth century 
 
For most of the nineteenth century, the mineral industry of northern Mexico operated below its 

potential.  This crisis of production was due not to a downturn in mining, but to a limited ability 

to separate the precious metal from the rock that was mined.  A mercury shortage had crippled 

the Mexican refining industry that depended on amalgamation techniques, denying the country 

its main exports while simultaneously putting extreme deflationary pressure on the economy as 

its supply of money dwindled.145  Mining has always been a central aspect of Mexico’s 

economy, as it was of New Spain since the sixteenth century.  Unable to fully recover from the 

disruption of the independence struggle, the Mexican mining sector slowly reactivated after the 

1840s.  One important reason for the slow restart of the Silver economy was the post-

independence severance of the international supply chains that the country had relied on for most 

of the colonial era.  Mexico never had a stable supply of mercury; throughout the colonial period 

the metal had to be imported from Spain.  Newly independent, Mexico found itself cut off from a 

reliable source and became beholden to the international market for mercury.  Consequently, 

mining slowed to historic lows. 

Since the Spanish Empire reshaped the political geography of North America, innovation 

in terms of the prospecting, extracting, refining, and distributing of metals expanded slowly but 

consistently from the Bajío to the Sierra Madre, and by the mid-1800s into California, Nevada, 

                                                 
144 Rangel Frías, Raúl, Gerónimo Treviño, 72-73. 
145 Vizcaya Canales, Los orígenes de la industrialización de Monterrey, 17.  
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and the Rocky Mountains of Colorado.  By the last few decades of the nineteenth century, a 

dynamic mining economy had developed in the highlands of Colorado, at that point under U.S. 

sovereignty.  For its first two decades, this industry continued using the same arrastre and patio 

techniques used for centuries in Mexico, but better techniques innovated in Europe soon came to 

America.146  The first technology imported to treat North American ore arrived from Wales in 

the mid-1860s.  The Swansea process, as it was known, was initially successful in extracting 

gold and silver from the rock extracted from the mines of Colorado.  Unfortunately for these 

smelting pioneers, Colorado’s underdeveloped railroad system meant high coal prices.  The 

problem grew worse as quantities of the richest ore dwindled and the smelting process required 

more fuel since the metal content of the rock brought to the smelters had diminished.  Irregular 

supplies of coal meant that entire forests in the Colorado highlands were felled in order to 

provision the charcoal that the smelters demanded.  High labor costs resulting from the scarce 

population in the mountains of Colorado also shrank the profit margins of the early smelters.  

Despite these challenges, the mining industry rekindled by the end of the decade thanks to the 

new smelters.147 

By the late 1870s, the promise of rising profits encouraged more entrepreneurs and 

engineers to introduce new technologies better suited to the ore of Colorado.  Eventually, blast 

                                                 
146 Arrastres were huge rocks dragged by mules or oxen in order to crush the ore before refining.  They were 
eventually replaced by steam-driven stamp mills in the last few decades of the nineteenth century.  According to a 
Special Report on Mines and Quarries from the United Stated published in 1902, arrastres outnumbered stamp mills 
in the United States in 1880, but by 1900 they had “largely passed form the picture.”  Cited in Harold Barger and 
Sam H. Schurr, The mining industries, 1899-1939: a study of output, employment, and productivity (New York: 
National Bureau of Economic Research, 1944). 
147 The best synthesis of the history of the smelting industry in the United States, particularly in Colorado can be 
found in J.E. Fell, Ores to metal: the Rocky Mountain smelting industry (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 
1979).  See also Marvin D Bernstein, The Mexican mining industry, 1890-1950; a study of the interaction of politics, 
economics, and technology (Albany, NY: State University of New York, 1965). 
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furnace technology would be introduced in the region from France and Germany, where smelting 

technology was more advanced than in Wales.  Blast furnaces turned out to be better suited for 

silver ores rich in lead and common in Colorado and Northern Mexico.  The new smelting 

technologies created a late-century mineral boom.  As Colorado’s urban centers grew, linked to 

the railroads, and became transportation hubs, many smelting firms relocated from the highlands 

into the cities in Colorado’s valleys, where food, fuel, and labor were cheaper.  The firms 

consolidated into larger trusts and were able to refine ore mined beyond the borders of Colorado; 

minerals from all over the U.S. southwest as well as Mexico and Canada were shipped into these 

smelters.  Mexico counteracted its lack of refining capacity by exporting unprocessed ore to the 

United States.148   

Telegraphy and efficient parcel and mail services enabled investors and managers of 

mines and smelters to organize their transcontinental economic interests.  Without the 

transportation capabilities offered by the railroad, the smelters would have been forced to remain 

close to the mines, as they had for hundreds of years.  This would have made it prohibitively 

expensive to adapt energy-intensive smelting technologies; coal would have to be shipped to ore 

mines, or ore would have to be shipped to coal mines.  After the construction of railroad 

networks, it became possible to find locations where all industrial inputs could be shipped 

efficiently, and which could provide easy access to food for the large workforce the industry 

demanded.  The lowlands of Colorado (like Monterrey, located at the base of the Sierra Madre) 

were ideal locations for the new smelters. 

                                                 
148 I am basing most my analysis of the mining industry in Colorado during the late nineteenth century on Fell, Ores 
to Metal. See also notes 59, 60, and 63. 
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Silver and gold motivated the creation of many smelting and refining corporations in the 

United States, but by the end of the nineteenth century, the U.S. ore reduction industry 

consolidated and diversified into base metals and quickly gained dominant market share in 

metals such as copper, zinc, lead, and other products such as coal.  Originally, smelting 

corporations had taken interest in base metals and minerals in order to assure that they would not 

lack essential inputs in the precious metal refining process—coal and lead were crucial raw 

materials needed to process silver ore.  Coal was produced in large quantities in the United States 

and so was plentiful.  Lead ore, on the other hand, was more expensive in the United States, but 

was readily available in Mexico.  Throughout the 1880s many smelting companies in Colorado 

came to depend on galena (lead-rich ore) shipments from Mexico.149 

Lead was a raw material for the smelting and refining industry—a crucial input in the 

refining process—but it was also becoming an important industrial material, used most notably 

in the manufacture of water pipes and munitions.  Production of other base metals was also 

becoming more profitable.  Copper demand grew as cities and residences became wired for 

electricity, and zinc became an indispensable element in the treatment of iron and steel.  By the 

late 1890s, industrial metals gave the smelters the opportunity to profit from the increasing 

demand of such products that Gilded Age capitalism required.  At the turn of the century, the 

extraction of copper and lead proved to be more profitable than that of gold and silver—

especially once countries moved away from bimetallism in the early 1900s.  These profits were 

realized in the face of falling metals prices caused by increased global production and more 

efficient transportation networks. In order to counteract the effects of falling prices, most 

                                                 
149 Fell, Ores to Metal. 
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refining corporations merged and ultimately consolidated into one large holding company, the 

American Smelting and Refining Company (ASARCo), in 1899.  Less than two years later, the 

Guggenheim family, which owned several mines and smelters in Mexico, including one in 

Monterrey, came to control ASARCo.150 

Meyer Guggenheim, a merchant from the east coast of the United States, began his career 

in the metal industry by investing in a lead mine in Leadville, Colorado during the 1870s.  A 

decade later, his interests in the lead ore extraction business had expanded into Mexico.  

Guggenheim was not alone in introducing lead ore into the United States.  Mexican ore had been 

imported since the 1880s, most of it crossing into the United States through El Paso.  In 1884 

1,800 tons of silver-lead ore were brought into the United States from Mexico.  A few years 

later, in1888, the figure had grown to 68,000.151  U.S. law stipulated that silver and gold ore 

brought into the United States would not be subject to import duties.  This policy was designed 

to promote the accumulation of precious metals in a time of bimetallism.  The smelting 

corporations were able to use this rule to buy Mexican lead ore without paying duties since the 

ore that came into the United States contained silver and gold.  Unable to compete with the low 

price of Mexican ore, U.S. mine owners challenged the trade policy.  Railroads joined the mine 

                                                 
150 On the history of ASARCo see Isaac Frederick Marcosson, Metal magic; the story of the American Smelting & 
Refining Company (New York, NY: Farrar, Straus, 1949).  On the Guggenheims see John H. Davis, The 
Guggenheims: an American epic (New York, NY: Morrow, 1978) and Irwin Unger and Debi Unger The 
Guggenheims: a family history (New York: HarperCollins, 2005); and Donald F. Popham, The history of the 
Guggenheims and the smelter trust in Colorado (M.A. Thesis, University of Denver, 1950).  For a broader and 
concise view of the Porfirian mining industry see Chapter 7, “Mining,” in Stephen H. Haber, Noel Maurer, and 
Armando Razo, The politics of property rights political instability, credible commitments, and economic growth in 
Mexico, 1876-1929 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).  For a Mexican perspective see Jesús Gómez 
Serrano, and Enrique Rodríguez Varela, Aguascalientes, imperio de los Guggenheim: estudio sobre la minería y 
metalurgia en Aguascalientes, 1890-1930: el caso Guggenheim-ASARCO (México D.F.: Fondo de Cultura 
Económica, 1982). 
151 Figures taken from Fell, Ores to Metal, chapter 7. 
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owners in challenging the law since they had incurred financial losses as U.S. miners produced, 

and therefore transported, less ore.  Furthermore, many workers lost their jobs when mines 

decreased the rate of extraction of lead ore, strengthening the arguments for a change in U.S. 

policy.152  By the end of the decade, the government of the United States was looking into 

imposing a tariff on all incoming ore. 

Most smelters and refiners fought the change in the trade policy of the United States, but 

despite the opposition, a tariff was imposed on all ore entering into the country in 1890.  

Guggenheim and other smelter owners were prepared for the implementation of the McKinley 

tariff, as the new rule came to be known.  Eight days after the enactment, on October 9, 1890, 

David Guggenheim, one of Meyer’s seven sons, received a concession from the government of 

Porfirio Díaz to build three smelters in Mexico.  The Guggenheims opened the Gran Fundición 

Nacional in 1891 in Monterrey, and four years later they opened another smelter in 

Aguascalientes, where lead-rich limestone could be brought in from San Luis using the Central 

Railroad.153  Thanks to the modern transportation network that linked Mexico to world markets, 

coal could be brought into Aguascalientes from as far away as Pennsylvania.  The Guggenheims 

also expanded their refinery operations to New Jersey. 

The McKinley tariff was intended to protect U.S. industry, but in practice it had the 

opposite effect, at least in the North American borderlands.  The McKinley tariff made it cheaper 

to refine the silver and copper in Mexico than to import the unprocessed ore to the refining 

                                                 
152 Fell, Ores to Metal. 
153 A study by Carlos Sellerier commissioned for the Mexican government for the 1900 Universal Exposition of 
Paris offers an invaluable snapshot of the Mexican mining industry a decade into its transformation: Carlos 
Sellerier, Data referring to Mexican mining, prepared in view of the participation of Mexico in the Universal 
exposition of Paris in 1900 (Mexico D.F., Mexico: F.P. Hoeck, 1901), 65. 
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installations in Colorado, Arizona, or New Mexico.  Technology, capital and new management 

strategies poured into Mexico after 1890, creating a smelting boom; the chart below shows the 

explosive growth of the new fossil fuel-intensive refining technique.154 

 
Figure 2. Silver smelting and refining in Mexico 1889-1899.

155
 

 
Although the smelting boom was motivated by the United States, it was not financed 

solely by U.S. capitalists and corporations. The first smelter constructed in Monterrey was built 

with Spanish, Hungarian, and British capital.156  Northern elite families, like the Maderos in 

Nuevo León and Coahuila and the Terrazas-Creel clan in Chihuahua, also jumped at the 

opportunity to invest in smelters.157  Between 1891 and 1907, different members of the Madero 

                                                 
154 For more data, see appendix A. 
155 Table taken from Sellerier, Data referring to Mexican mining, 69, “Introduction of metallic auro-argentiferous 
bullion to the mints and federal assay offices.”  See appendix A. 
156 Rojas Sandoval, Fábricas pioneras de la industria en Nuevo León, 100. 
157 On the venture of the Terrazas-Creel family into mining and refining in Chihuahua, see Mark Wasserman, 
Capitalists, Caciques, and Revolution: the Native Elite and Foreign enterprise in Chihuahua, Mexico, 1854-1911 
(Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press 1984), 46, 72. For the Maderos, see idem, 68, And Mario 
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family invested in no less than thirty-three different companies dedicated to the extraction and 

processing of minerals.158 

Since capitalists of multiple nationalities invested and profited from the Mexican 

smelting boom of the late nineteenth century, it can certainly be characterized as a global 

capitalist affair, but this economic boom could not have happened without the support of the 

Mexican government.159  The Porfirian regime worked hard to find ways of reinvesting in 

mining and eventually succeeded in developing Mexican mineral exports to unprecedented 

levels.  Central to the Díaz regime’s efforts to reactivate the mining sector was the 1892 mining 

law, a piece of legislation that gave the government greater ability to regulate and oversee the 

mining industry, while promoting private, including foreign, investment.  The regime had 

already taken steps toward removing control of mining policy and taxation from the states and 

placing it into the hands of the federal government in mining reforms enacted in 1884 and 

1887.160  The 1892 mining law went further by liberalizing the industry, facilitating foreign 

investment, and unifying the different state tax codes, giving the federal government more 

revenue and offering more clarity to investors.161  Crucially, it also weakened regional political 

leaders by limiting their ability to tax and regulate mining and refining.  The 1892 law also 

encouraged the adoption of the new refining technologies that made it possible to extract other 

                                                                                                                                                             
Cerutti, “Los Madero en la Economía de Monterrey” in Burguesía y capitalismo en Monterrey, 1850-1910 (México, 
D.F., Mexico: Claves Latinoamericanas, 1983). 
158 Cerutti, “Los Madero en la Economía de Monterrey.” 
159 For a concise study of the impact of porfirian economic policy and tariffs on late nineteenth-century 
industrialization see Graciela Márquez, “Tariff Protection in Mexico, 1892-1910: Ad Valorem Tariff Rates and 
Sources of Variation,” in eds. John Coatsworth and Alan Taylor, Latin America and the World Economy 
(Cambridge MA: the David Rockefeller Center for Latin American Studies, Harvard University Press, 1998). 
160 Sellerier, Data referring to Mexican mining, 28. 
161 For more analysis on the impact of Porfirian mining legislation, see Stephen H. Haber, Noel Maurer, and 
Armando Razo, The politics of property rights and political instability. 
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metals from the ore while refining the silver.  For the first time in its long history of mineral 

exploitation, Mexico became more than an exporter of precious metals.  Under Díaz, the country 

became a leading producer of industrial metals like lead, iron, copper and zinc.162 

  States like Zacatecas, Hidalgo, Guanajuato and Durango—traditional powerhouse areas 

of mining—reactivated old precious metal refineries and saw dozens of modern smelters begin 

operations.  According to a report on mining created for the 1900 Paris World Exposition, 

Chihuahua by itself had an impressive forty-one refineries in full operation in 1900.  By the 

beginning of the twentieth century, the smelting industry employed more than 26,000 workers in 

Mexico.163  But because of the antiquated technology they used, the old mining centers faced a 

complicated situation.  Of Guanajuato’s twenty-nine refineries operating in 1900, all but one 

used the centuries-old patio method of silver refining, which made extracting silver from the ore 

a slow and labor-intensive process.164  Furthermore, old methods only extracted silver and gold 

by amalgamating the precious elements to mercury, making it impossible to extract industrial 

metals from the ore.  To tackle the challenge posed by the old methods, the Díaz regime 

facilitated the installation of new modern metal refineries in the country.  In 1883, 78% of all 

silver produced in Mexico was refined using the patio process.  Just a few years later, in 1896, 

that percentage had fallen to thirty-one.165  For the first time in its history, Mexico’s silver 

production did not depend on the volatile global mercury market; as production of silver in the 

country grew to historic levels in the 1890s, the quantity of mercury imported into Mexico 
                                                 
162 The metal refining installations set up in Monterrey, Torreón, and San Luis were capable of producing lead, zinc, 
copper and silver.  Iron refineries used different technology.  See also Rojas Sandoval, Fábricas pioneras de la 
industria en Nuevo León, 99-100, and Haber, Mauro, and Razo, The politics of property rights, 236-284. 
163 Sellerier, Data referring to Mexican mining, 70.  See appendix A. 
164 The patio method was invented in the mid-1550s by a Spanish merchant called Bartolomé de Medina.  See 
Sellerier, Data referring to Mexican mining, 9, and Stein and Stein, Silver, trade, and war, 21. 
165 Sellerier, Data referring to Mexican mining, 59. 
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actually fell by the end of the decade.166  These new refineries were an important source of 

foreign investment and they also signified an unprecedented transfer of technology that gave the 

northern Mexican economy a great leap forward. 

The rapid reinvention of the Mexican mining and refining industry during the 1890s 

demonstrates the importance of transportation and industrial integration in economy of the north, 

and explains why the disruptions of the 1910s were so devastating.  Some of the new foundries 

built in areas that traditionally had been part of the mining industry: Durango, San Luis Potosí, 

Aguascalientes.  However, thanks to the railroad, the facilities that processed the ore no longer 

had to be in close proximity to the mines.167  Torreón, and Monterrey and other cities, which had 

only been linked to the mining industry indirectly by supplying food and raw materials to the 

mines, became attractive to the refining industry because they were able to supply labor and 

because they were quickly becoming railroad hubs.  Being close to the railroad meant that it was 

not only easy to transport the unprocessed mineral to the foundries, but it was also possible to 

bring in other crucial inputs to the industry.  The new refineries did not consume large quantities 

of mercury, but they did need other minerals: ore and fossil fuels like coal and, later, oil (some of 

the early smelters in North America used wood and charcoal, decimating forests as in 

Colorado).168  In this sense, Monterrey was the perfect location for the refineries, since it was a 

transportation and communication hub with easy links to the coal-mining region of northern 

                                                 
166 The value of mercury imported into Mexico fell from 603,525 to 446,230 in the period.  See Sellerier, Data 
referring to Mexican mining, 19. 
167 For the importance of the railroad in the Mexican mining boom of the late 19th century, see Haber, Mauro, and 
Razo, The politics of property rights. They point out that cheaper transportation was crucial to the development of a 
profitable mining industry in Mexico because of the low grade of the ore mined in the country.  As we will see later, 
the industry’s reliance on the railroad made it more vulnerable to disruptions during the Mexican Revolution.   
168 Vizcaya Canales, Los orígenes de la industrialización de Monterrey, 17. On the destruction of the forests in 
Colorado see Fell, Ores to Metal, chapter 2. 
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Coahuila, the mining centers of San Luis, Zacatecas and Chihuahua, and the oil fields of 

Tampico.  Having a business-friendly state governor in Reyes, a well-developed banking sector, 

and a strong network of national and international capitalists that resided in the city made 

Monterrey even more attractive to the mineral-processing industry.169  By 1897 Monterrey’s 

smelters employed 1,196 people and produced more than seventeen million pesos.  Two other 

smaller smelters operated in the State of Nuevo León.170 

Lead  $              2,138,771.00  
Copper  $                    29,265.00  
Silver  $            14,164,483.00  
Gold  $              1,079,803.00  
Total   $            17,412,322.00  

Figure 3. Value metals processed in Monterrey's three smelters in 1897.171 

 The first mineral foundry of Monterrey was created by entrepreneurs of European origin 

and proved to be short-lived.  The Nuevo León Refining and Manufacturing Company Limited, 

S.A., also known as Fundición 1, began production in 1890 but closed down before 1900.172  Its 

founding investors were Spanish and Hungarian, with some British and Mexican financial 

support.  Although Fundición 1 operated for only a few years, this corporation possessed several 

characteristics that became common across many of the industries founded in Monterrey after 

1890.  First, the diverse national origins of its founders show how closely linked Monterrey was 

to a network of global capitalists.  Additionally, the creation of this smelter also shows how 

much the city’s industry had progressed in terms of capitalization.  The original investment in the 

                                                 
169 For detailed descriptions of many refineries built in Mexico by 1900, see Sellerier, Data referring to Mexican 
mining, 62-71.  For a general overview of the refining industry, see Haber, Mauro, and Razo, The politics of 
property rights. 
170 Sellerier, Data referring to Mexican mining, 64. 
171 Sellerier, Data referring to Mexican mining, 64. 
172 Rojas Sandoval, Fábricas pioneras de la industria en Nuevo León,100. 
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smelter was an impressive three million silver pesos.  By comparison, the city’s largest textile 

mill, El Porvenir, was founded almost twenty years earlier, in 1871, with just fifty thousand 

pesos. 

Another smelter, the Compañía Minera, Fundidora y Afinadora de Monterrey, or 

Fundición 2, began operations just a few months after the Nuevo León Smelting Company.  

Significantly, these smelters were under construction even before the McKinley tariff was 

implemented (the law was passed in May but did not come into effect until October).  Capitalists 

who invested in these companies knew very well of the protectionist turn that U.S. trade policy 

was taking.  The company’s concession application to the government of Nuevo León promised 

to activate the state’s mining industry by taking advantage of the situation created by 

protectionist U.S. tariffs on ore.173  The three most important investors in Fundición 2 were 

foreign-born capitalists who had lived in Monterrey for several years.  They were Vicente 

Ferrara (Italian), Francisco Armedaiz (Spanish), and Patricio Milmo (Irish).  Although they were 

born outside of Mexico, they made their fortunes in Monterrey during and immediately after the 

Vidaurri economic boom.  It is difficult, then, to consider them foreign investors.  The fact that 

they made their money locally proves that the Mexican smelting boom of the late nineteenth 

century was not simply a result of international capitalism setting up business in the country.  

The boom resulted from two other factors besides local and direct foreign investment: a massive 

                                                 
173 The application to the government of the state of Nuevo León for a smelting concession reads in part: “La 
negociación que representamos viene a llenar la deficiencia que en el ramo de la minería han causado las recientes 
disposiciones del gobierno norteamericano, prohibiendo indirectamente por medio de tarifas altamente 
proteccionistas la venta de mineral en especie y obligando por tanto a beneficiarlo en el país, cuando nuestra 
industria minera no estaba preparada al efecto.  Nosotros reabriremos ese mercado y cooperaremos para que la 
minería del estado no se estanque.”  AGENL, Sección concesiones, 2/5, 24 de mayo de 1890.  Also cited in Rojas 
Sandoval, Fábricas pioneras de la industria en Nuevo León,105. 
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transfer of technology and the possibilities offered by the transportation and telecommunication 

revolution of the late 1800s. 

Not all foreign-born capitalists who invested in the smelting industry of Monterrey 

migrated into Mexico.  There are plenty of examples of capital flowing into the city that can be 

considered direct foreign investment.  The best example of this type of transnational capital was 

that of the Gran Fundición Nacional Mexicana, S.A. owned by the Guggenheim family.  As 

mentioned above, even before the implementation of the McKinley tariff, one of Meyer 

Guggenheim’s sons was negotiating for smelting concessions in Mexico.  Daniel Guggenheim 

was granted permission to build three smelters in Mexico, although in the end the Guggenheims 

only opened two: one in Aguascalientes and the smelter in Monterrey that came to be known as 

Fundición 3.  When they took over ASARCo a decade later, the Guggenheims gained control of 

more smelters—in Chihuahua, Durango, and San Luis Potosí—as well as several mines, and by 

1913, the American Smelting and refining company owned twenty of the forty-five most 

important smelters in Mexico. 

The amount of money that the Guggenheims invested in Mexico at the end of the 

nineteenth century was unprecedented, as were the profits that they reaped; it is perhaps the 

clearest example of foreign investment from the United States into Mexico during the Porfirian 

era.  The Guggenheims were not the only U.S. citizens doing business in the city.  Other 

investors from the United States owned metallurgical plants in Monterrey.  The Fundición de 

Fierro y Elaboración de Maquinaria de Monterrey, which manufactured and exported iron tools, 

was owned by several U.S. capitalists, including F.A. Robertson, whose son became vice-consul 
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general of the United States during the Mexican revolution.174  This plant was smaller than the 

smelters, but it was still part of the web of global capitalism.175 

The massive transfer of capital and technology that northern Mexico experienced thanks 

to the reactivation of silver refining was not limited to smelting.  Other related sectors of the 

northern Mexican economy reactivated.  Higher demand driven by the smelters made coal 

mining in northern Coahuila profitable, and the new supply of coal helped other industries.  The 

cotton mills of Monterrey, which had depended on water power in their first few decades, 

upgraded to steam engines.176  Commercial cotton monoculture grew, and with it new industries 

appeared.  The Maderos established a plant in their hacienda in La Laguna to transform the 

cotton seeds, which until then had been discarded, into soap.  The glycerin created in the soap 

factory had another important use; it was a main ingredient in the manufacture of dynamite, a 

central commodity for the mining economy.  The Madero family was able to profit from the 

cotton seeds in two ways: from rising demand for soap in the growing cities of northeastern 

Mexico and from the expansion of mining that resulted from the Mexican smelting boom.177 

As the smelters reactivated the economy of the region, metallurgy expanded in other 

directions.  By the end of the century, Monterrey saw the establishment of a steel mill that was 

larger than all the smelters:  Compañía Fundidora y Afinadora Monterrey, S.A, known as La 

Maestranza or simply La Fundidora.  This was Monterrey’s emblematic industrial plant until it 

                                                 
174 Rojas Sandoval, Fábricas pioneras de la industria en Nuevo León, 101-102.  For more on Roberston, see Juan 
Antonio Vázquez Juárez, Robertson: impulsor de la industria regiomontana (1890-1910) (Monterrey, Mexico: H. 
Congreso del Estado de Nuevo León, 1999). 
175 Mario Cerutti, “División capitalista de la producción, industrias y mercado interior.  Un Estudio Regional: 
Monterrey (1890-1910)” in El Siglo XIX en México: cinco procesos regionales--Morelos, Monterrey, Yucatán, 
Jalisco y Puebla, eds. Doménico Síndico and Mario Cerutti (México, D.F.: Claves Latinoamericanas, 1985), 81. 
176 Rojas Sandoval, Fábricas pioneras de la industria en Nuevo León, 100-102. 
177 Cerutti, “Los Madero en la industria de Monterrey.” 
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closed in the mid-1980s.178  A century after its construction, Fundidora’s installations house 

parks, sporting venues, a convention center, and two important historical archives.179  The 

company was founded in 1900 with a ten million peso investment, the largest amount of capital 

ever used to start a business in Monterrey.  The company raised this considerable amount of 

money by issuing 100,000 shares, which were purchased by different types of investors.  This 

method of corporate ownership, which is common today, was relatively new in Mexico at the 

time.  The Porfirian regime had enacted regulation to facilitate the practice, so it was becoming 

more commonplace.  One reason why Monterrey’s industries became so successful at the end of 

the nineteenth century was that entrepreneurs were able to use the commercial code enacted early 

in the Porfirian administration in order to charter corporations that could raise large amounts of 

money through contributions from many capitalists.180 

Fundidora’s production was never meant to penetrate international markets; it would 

have been an unrealistic to expect it to compete with the steel mills of the United States or 

Europe.  However, this steel mill was still tied closely to global capitalist networks through its 

original investors.  Some of the capital came from the wealth accumulated by the region’s 

                                                 
178 The original charter of the corporation is available in the Fundidora Archive in Monterrey:  Cia. Fundidora de 
Fierro y Acero de Monterrey, S.A. 1901 a 1921, Escritura Social, Estatutos, Informes de las Asambleas, Minas de 
Ferro, Minas de Carbón, Estadísticas. Archivo Histórico Fundidora de Monterrey (AHFM), Monterrey, Mexico.  
The company was taken over by the government on 1977 and shut down in 1986.  Thanks to the fact that it was in 
the hands of the federal government when the corporation went bankrupt in the mid-1980s, much of its archive is 
available to the public.  For an excellent analysis of the history Fundidora see Mora-Torres, The making of the 
Mexican border, 254-270.  See also Rojas Sandoval, Fábricas pioneras de la industria en Nuevo León, 135-151, and 
Aurora Gómez Galvarriato, “Definiendo los obstáculos a la industrialización en México: El desempeño de 
Fundidora Monterrey durante el Porfiriato”, in Carlos Marichal  (ed.)  La Historia de las Grandes Empresas en 
México 1850-1913 (Fondo de Cultura Económica y Universidad de Nuevo León, 1997). 
179 The State Historical Archive (the Archivo Histórico of the Archivo General del Estado de Nuevo León) is housed 
in what used to be the main offices of the Fundidora.  The Fundidora Archives (AHFM, see last note), which are 
administered by the National Archives (Archivo General de la Nación, AGN) reside in an old building originally 
built in the company’s premises as a school for the children workers of the corporation. 
180 Beato and Sindico, Guillermo Beato, and Domenico Sindico, “The Beginning of Industrialization in Northeast 
Mexico,” The Americas 39 (4): 499-518 (1983). 
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capitalists, including the Madero family.  In terms of the local capitalists who participated in the 

creation of Fundidora, the charter of the corporation reads like a “who’s who” of regiomontano 

oligarchy.  At least one member of practically every important family of Monterrey—the 

Madero, Garza, Zambrano, Belden, and Muguerza families among others—owned some stock in 

Fundidora, even if it was just a small amount.  For example, Francisco Zambrano only owned ten 

shares out of the 100,000 issued, although other members of his family owned several hundred 

more shares.181 

Despite the noticeable presence of locals, capitalists of diverse origins (Italian, Basque, 

Belgian, Irish and French) feature prominently in Fundidora’s charter.  Several investors who at 

some point served as consuls to European nations invested in the firm.  These include 

Constantino de Tárnava, a banker, manager, and Belgian consul in Monterrey; José Pio Lagüera, 

the Spanish Consul; and the brother and the father of Miguel Ferrara, who held the position of 

Italian consul in 1915.182  Besides serving a lengthy term as Spanish consul, José Pio Lagüera 

was a merchant linked to two powerful local families.  He married into the Zambrano family, and 

his daughter married Eugenio Garza Sada, one of Monterrey’s most emblematic industrialists 

and patriarch of the Garza Lagüera clan. 

Some contributions to Fundidora’s ten million peso capitalization were small—like 

Zambrano’s—but some were rather sizeable.  Together, two foreign investors, Antonio Basagoiti 

and León Signoret owned approximately 40% of the company’s stock.  These two men are prime 

examples of European capitalists who migrated to Mexico but kept close ties to their homeland.  

Basagoiti, a transnational merchant and banker from a prominent Basque-Asturian family, lived 

                                                 
181 Escritura Social…, AHFM (see note 172). 
182 Rojas Sandoval, Fábricas pioneras en la industria de Nuevo León, 117-131. 
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in Mexico City and was the largest single owner of the company with 21,500 shares.  He was a 

member of a generation of Spanish businesspeople who arrived in Mexico in the second half of 

the nineteenth century and made their fortunes thanks in great measure to their transnational 

contacts and kinship ties.  But they did not migrate permanently.183  Signoret was a French 

investor from an Alpine region of France where many of the French fortunes made in Mexico 

originated.  This group of French immigrants—known as Barcellonettes after the town many of 

them originated from—had substantial economic interests in the textile industry and banking in 

central Mexico.  Signoret was also known to have close ties to the Porfiristas, particularly 

Finance Minister Limantour, who was also a Barcellonette.184 

Global capitalists like Signoret and Basagoiti rarely assimilated into Mexican society but 

eventually came to dominate large parts of the Mexican economy. Not all foreign investors 

remained foreign to Mexico, however. The families of two millionaire Irish immigrants, Patricio 

Milmo and Eugenio Kelly, owned close to thirty percent of Fundidora, and represent a category 

of global capitalist different from Signoret and Basagoti.  Patricio Milmo died one year before 

Fundidora began operating, but P. Milmo e Hijos—the holding company through which most of 

his economic interests were managed—and several of his family members appear in the 

company’s charter as major investors.  Eugenio Kelly, son of a rich banker from New York who 

was also an Irish immigrant, was married to Milmo’s daughter and also invested heavily in 

Fundidora.  In total, Kelly and some members of his family owned more than 18,000 shares, 

                                                 
183 Carlos Marichal, “De La Banca Privada a La Gran Banca. Antonio Basagoiti en México y España,” Historia 
Mexicana volumen 48, no. 4, España y México: relaciones diplomáticas, negocios y finanzas en el porfiriato, pp. 
767-793 (1999), 505. 
184 Beato and Sindico, "The Beginning of Industrialization in Northeast Mexico," 509; Jürgen Buchenau, "Small 
Numbers, Great Impact," Journal of American Ethnic History 20 (3): 23-49, 27 (2001). 
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while the Milmos owned more than 11,000, making the Milmo-Kelly clan the largest stockholder 

in the company. 

Another major figure in the creation of the steel mill was Vicente Ferrara.  Ferrara was 

born in Italy but migrated to the northeast when he was ten or eleven years old because his father 

had setup a hacienda in the northern Coahuila frontier town of Cuatro Ciénegas.185  As a young 

man, he married a woman from a local family of Canarian immigrants and began his fortune by 

prospecting in the area.  Eventually, he and his family moved to Monterrey, where he invested 

his mining profits in banking, commerce, and several industries including Fundición 2 and 

Fundidora. 

The Milmos and the Ferraras lived most of their lives in Monterrey or in surrounding 

areas.  They made their fortunes in the northeast and invested their money in the region, and they 

married local women—Milmo was Governor Vidaurri’s son-in-law.  Many of Milmo’s 

descendants are still part of the city’s, and even the country’s, elite families.  Milmo’s grandson, 

Emilio Azcárraga Milmo became the patriarch of one of Mexico’s better known elite dynasties.  

Milmo and Ferrara were not foreign investors or international capitalists, but immigrant 

capitalists—although even this label can be complicated in many ways.  Neither of them ever 

acquired Mexican citizenship, and when Ferrara died, his coffin was draped in the Italian flag.186  

Furthermore, they often worked to serve the interests of their native countries.  For example, 

Ferrara and one of his sons served as Italian consuls at several points during the late nineteenth 

                                                 
185 Cuatro Ciénegas is former frontier town where the Carranza family, which would play an important role in the 
Mexican revolution, homesteaded.  Significantly, it is close to Lampazos, Nuevo León and the coal-mining region of 
Coahuila. 
186 Ferrara de la Maza, Federico, “Uno de los principales pioneros industriales,” in --Y ellos hicieron la historia: las 
familias regiomontanas, eds. Rosaura Barahona, Héctor Jaime Treviño Villarreal, and Hugo Valdés Manríquez 
(Monterrey, Nuevo León, México: El Norte, 1996). 
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and early twentieth centuries.  Serving as consuls was a way to show loyalty to and protect the 

interests of their home country, but it was also a strategy employed by capitalists to protect their 

property rights and investments.  While many of their descendants are still notable members of 

Monterrey’s, and even Mexico’s, society, many of their descendants never settled in the country, 

as a quick survey of the Milmo family will show.  Kelly, married to Milmo’s daughter, owned a 

house in Monterrey, but he and his family also owned residences in New York and London.  

Prudencia, another one of Milmo’s daughters, married a Prince Albrycht Radziwill, a Polish 

noble.187  It was not uncommon at the time for European royalty with dwindling fortunes to 

marry North American heiresses.  A few decades later, another member of the Radziwill family 

married a sister of the future First Lady of the United States Jaquelin Bouvier, who herself joined 

another millionaire North American-Irish dynasty—the Kennedy’s of Boston.  Since Poland was 

part of the Russian empire at the time, Prince Radziwill served as Russian consul of Monterrey—

at least when he was in town, which may not have been often.  Yet his official status as consul 

must have helped to protect his and (more importantly) his father-in-law’s economic interests.  

Another one of Don Patricio’s grandsons, Sir Helenus Milmo was an MI5 investigator during the 

Cold War and eventually became High Court judge in England.  His daughter married a Nigerian 

man, and their son Chuka Umunna who is currently an important politician in the Labor Party, is 

sometimes described as the “British Barack Obama.”188 

                                                 
187 Sara Aguilar Belden de Garza, Una ciudad y dos familias (Monterrey México: Editorial Jus, 1970), 107. 
188 "Nobody is talking," The Guardian, Thursday 17 February 2005, 
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2005/feb/18/usa.afghanistan; Bright, Martin. 2009. "A Barack Obama for 
Britain." New Statesman 138, no. 4931: 24-  25. Academic Search Premier, EBSCOhost (accessed October 19, 
2013); The Milmo group. “Milmo group History.”  http://www.milmogroup.com/history.html (accessed October 19, 
2013). 
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In a time of rising nationalist fervor and conflict, capitalists in Monterrey navigated 

different national identities and used them to their advantage.  That is not to say that states and 

nationalism did not matter.  National trade policies and protectionist tariffs kindled the Mexican 

smelting boom and enabled Fundidora to survive in an international market dominated by U.S. 

steel.  Furthermore, Monterrey’s transnational capitalists took advantage of the protection 

inherent in diplomatic conventions among nations by using consular positions to strengthen their 

property rights.  They not only used foreign governments to strengthen their position when 

dealing with the Mexican government; they also used the bias of the Porfirian state to their 

advantage.  The Díaz regime admired foreigners and promoted migration in order to “whiten” 

Mexican society, a condition that they associated with modernization and advancement.189  This 

contrasts with the way that Irish migrants were seen in the United States, especially on the east 

coast.  U.S. newspaper articles in the 1880s refer to Milmo simply as “Paddy Miles,” while in 

Porfirian Mexico he was recognized as Don Patricio Milmo O’Dowd.190 

 

Economic growth and urban expansion 

One final characteristic that helps define individuals like Milmo and Ferrara as immigrants is that 

they did not avoid long-term investments in housing.191  Foreign-born capitalists in Monterrey at 

the end of the nineteenth century invested heavily in land and construction.  Many of the 

                                                 
189 Buchenau, "Small Numbers, Great Impact,” 30. 
190 See, for example, an October 20, 1882 front-page article in the Daily Astorian from Astoria, Oregon.  It reads: 
“The richest man in Mexico is probably Patricio Milmo, which is Mexican for Paddy Miles…” See “The Richest 
Man in Mexico” (Daily Astorian Vol. XVIII, No. 17, October 20, 1882, p1).  Other sources cite his original last 
name as being Mullins.  Milmo is, in fact, an old last name from Sligo County, Ireland.  Maoilmbo in original Celtic, 
this last name is usually Anglicized as Mildmay or, more commonly in the United States, as Milmore.  See John 
O'Hart, The Irish and Anglo-Irish landed gentry (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1969). 
191 Buchenau, "Small Numbers, Great Impact,” 28. 
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mansions that they built for themselves still exist in the city, but the construction they funded 

satisfied more than the luxurious needs of their families; they also built houses for rent in the city 

and constructed housing for their factories’ workers.  In fact, as a natural consequence of the 

rapidly expanding population of the city, construction was another booming industry in 

Monterrey at the time (see figures 4 and 5, and appendix B). 

 

Year Population of Monterrey 
1851 14,621 
1861 26,000 
1871 33,811 
1881 39,456 
1891 41,154 
1900 78,581 
1910 96,306 

Figure 4.  Late nineteenth century population boom in Monterrey.192 

 

                                                 
192 Data compiled from: INEGI, Archivo Histórico de Localidades. 
http://mapserver.inegi.org.mx/dsist/ahl2003/?s=geo&c=952&e=19, accessed September 29, 2010; and, George 
Robert Graham Conway, “The Water-Works and Sewerage of Monterrey, N.L., Mexico,” Proceedings of the 
American Society of Civil Engineers, Volume 37. December, 475-581 (1911).  See appendix B. 
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Figure 5.  Late nineteenth century population boom in Monterrey.193 
 

One of the best examples of real estate speculators in Monterrey during this time is 

Joseph A. Robertson, a lawyer and colonel in the U.S. army who arrived in Monterrey in the late 

1880s to work for the railroad.194  Eventually he amassed a small, if temporary, fortune by 

speculating with land in and around Monterrey.  Records show that he conducted at least thirty-

eight real estate transactions between 1889 and 1904.195  El Coronel, as he was commonly 

known around the city, was instrumental in the expansion of the city to the north, the area around 

the Cuauhtémoc Brewery, and further north into the Topo Chico Mountain, in what has become 

one of the most impoverished regions of the Metropolitan area.196  Robertson multiplied the 

money he made in real estate speculation by benefiting from Monterrey’s real estate boom in 

other ways.  Along with other investors from the United States, he built a brick and building 

                                                 
193 Idem.  See appendix B. 
194 For more on Robertson see Vázquez Juárez, Robertson: impulsor de la industria regiomontana. 
195 Vázquez Juárez compiled this information from the notarial records in Nuevo León’s State Archive.  AGENL, 
Dirección General de Notarías, Notarios Públicos. 
196 Mora-Torres, The making of the Mexican border, 100. 
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material factory in the northern outskirts of Monterrey.  The Compañía Manufacturera de 

Ladrillos de Monterrey began operating in 1895 and was administered by Robertson and his two 

sons.  Most of the emblematic industrial buildings of this era, like those of ASARCo, Cervecería 

Cuauhtémoc, Vidriera Monterrey, and Fundidora, were built with material from Robertson’s 

Ladrillera.  The company also profited from selling their products outside of Monterrey.  It sold 

brick in Tampico, a city experiencing a similar building boom as Monterrey.  In fact, the famous 

customs house in Tampico’s port was built with bricks manufactured in the Ladrillera 

Monterrey.  Soon, Robertson’s enterprise even exported large orders of brick to Cuba and 

Texas.197 

Robertson’s was not the only company related to construction that prospered in 

Monterrey during this time.  Taking advantage of the native and plentiful limestone, which is 

ideal for the manufacture of cement, companies like Cementos Hidalgo and Cementos Portland 

Monterrey were established with both U.S. and local capital.198  A few decades later these 

building-materials corporations—including Robertson’s Ladrillera—merged under the control of 

the Zambrano family to form CEMEX, one of the largest cement manufacturers in the world.  In 

the early 1900s, Vicente Ferrara also experimented with a factory that transformed industrial 

waste from the Fundidora into construction material.199  The construction boom of the city 

helped fuel industrial growth and capitalist consolidation. 

                                                 
197 Rojas Sandoval, Fábricas pioneras de la industria en Nuevo León, 176.  Vázquez Juárez, Robertson: impulsor de 
la industria regiomontana, 64. 
198 Rojas Sandoval, Fábricas pioneras de la industria en Nuevo León, 154-157, 177, 229-232. 
199 Rojas Sandoval, Fábricas pioneras de la industria en Nuevo León, 156. 



 

114 
 

Another way in which Robertson made money was by serving as a liaison between local 

elites and U.S. capitalists.200  Taking advantage of the reformed Porfirista laws that facilitated 

sociedades anónimas, he brought together local and foreign investors to form companies.  In this 

way, he facilitated the creation of several corporations, including an iron and tool factory and his 

Ladrillera, as well as the construction of a sewage and potable-water system.  Building these new 

water-works might have been just another business venture for the capitalists Robertson 

recruited, but for the city it was a long-overdue necessity.  The explosive population growth of 

Monterrey had not been matched by an equally impressive investment in infrastructure, despite 

unprecedented profits for economic elites and the municipal, state, and federal governments.  

This neglect was beginning to pose serious consequences for the general population of the city.  

Yellow fever epidemics broke out in the Gulf coast ports and quickly spread through the railway 

network to Monterrey in 1898 and again in 1903.  The networks of trade brought benefits to the 

city, but they also accelerated exposure to dangerous communicable diseases.  Deadly typhoid 

fever outbreaks had become routine from May to August.  These outbreaks were particularly 

deadly in warm years, and many rich families became accustomed to leaving for their country 

estates in the summer.201  These health hazards motivated Governor Bernardo Reyes to adopt 

measures that would protect the public health.202  A concession to build the sewage and potable 

                                                 
200 Mora Torres, The making of the Mexican border, 92-93. 
201 See table 1 in Conway, “The Water-Works and Sewerage of Monterrey, N.L., Mexico,” for the death rates in 
Monterrey during the first decade of the twentieth century.  His observations are also consistent with my research on 
the 1910s.  On prominent families leaving the city in the particularly hot summer of 1909, see Humberto Buentello 
Chapa, La inundación de 1909: sus aspectos trágico y político (Monterey, México: Universidad Regiomontana, 
1970), 16. 
202 Andrés Montemayor Hernández, Historia de Monterrey (Monterrey, Mexico: Asociación de Editores y Libreros 
de Monterrey A.C., 1971), 268. 
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water system in Monterrey was granted in October of 1904 to two investors from Pennsylvania.  

Colonel Robertson negotiated the deal on behalf of Nuevo León’s government.203 

 Despite the fact that the Reyes administration granted permission to build the water 

system, work did not begin immediately.  The U.S. investors found by Robertson sold, at a 

significant profit no doubt, the contract to build and operate the works to Mackenzie, Mann and 

Company, a firm from Toronto that had also owned the Monterrey Railway, Light, and Power 

Company.  The Canadian firm consolidated its control over the utilities of Monterrey and bought 

large tracts of land north of the city to dispose of the sewage by using it to irrigate fields of 

“Indian corn” in an estate known as Hacienda El Canadá.204  The area where the utility company 

bought the land is in San Nicolás de los Garza, close to the location where Robertson is 

documented to have bought land for speculation.   

Colonel Robertson was not the only one involved in profiting from real estate.  As the 

city grew, housing and land became scarce commodities, and Monterrey had many entrepreneurs 

willing to reap the profits.  Building and speculating on housing became even more profitable 

when the state government exempted builders of houses with a value of over five thousand pesos 

from paying taxes for five years.205  By 1906, the sewage and potable water system (the 

Compañía de Servicio de Agua y Drenaje de Monterrey, S.A.) and the tram lines were fully 

operational, driving the prices of real estate even higher.206  But not all construction and real 

estate was speculative.  Facing great turnover rates, many companies began building housing for 
                                                 
203 For more on Robertson’s deal-making, see: Vázquez Juárez, Robertson: impulsor de la industria regiomontana.  
For more details on the specifics of this particular deal, see: Conway, “The Water-Works and Sewerage of 
Monterrey, N.L., Mexico,” 478. 
204 See Conway, “The Water-Works and Sewerage of Monterrey, N.L., Mexico.”  This hacienda was an important 
source of food during the famines caused by the Mexican Revolution (see chapter 6). 
205 Mora-Torres, The making of the Mexican border, 99-101. 
206 Idem. 
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their workers as an extra incentive. Corporations that were not able to find trained workers in the 

country contracted foreign skilled laborers.  They lured these workers with high wages (at least 

two or three times higher than those paid to their Mexican counterparts) and benefits that often 

included housing.207  ASARCo, one of the earliest corporations to offer housing to their workers, 

built an entire neighborhood next to its installations to house managers and foremen from 

Colorado.  Another neighborhood was built to house German glassblowers hired by Vidriera 

Monterrey, a company owned by the Garza Sada family.  In all, workers were brought in from 

France, Germany, Ireland, England, Belgium, the United States and any other place where 

skilled labor could be found. 

Many of the skilled workers brought to Monterrey were unionized and had experience 

organizing.  Famous Italian anarchists Bartolomeo Sacco and Nicola Vanzetti lived in Monterrey 

for several years before the revolution.208  The German glass blowers hired by the vidriera struck 

in 1904 and a short time later were fired.  Mexican workers replaced the Germans.  In what 

Mora-Torres has described as a process of “Mexicanization” of the workforce, the foreign 

workers began to be replaced by their Mexican apprentices, first on the factory floor and, by 

1910, in management positions.209  Many corporations, including the Fundidora and the 

Cuauhtémoc brewery, established technical training centers and schools for local workers.   

 

 

                                                 
207 Michael David Snodgrass, Deference and defiance in Monterrey: workers, paternalism, and revolution in 
Mexico, 1890 – 1950 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2003), 21-24.   See also Mora-Torres, The making of 
the Mexican border. 
208 Snodgrass, Deference and defiance in Monterrey, 44. 
209 Mora-Torres, The making of the Mexican border, 144. 



 

117 
 

Conclusion 

The foundations for the corporate paternalism that characterized regiomontano industry in the 

post-Revolutionary era were laid during the Reyes administration.210  Almost two decades after 

the smelting boom had launched Monterrey’s economy, the city was no longer an industrializing 

city that rural, low-skilled immigrants passed on their way to better-paying jobs in the United 

States.  In Monterrey had become an engine of capitalist profit, or a “city-factory” (ciudad-

fábrica) as prominent Mexican intellectuals described in the early twentieth century.211  

Corporations offered technical training and housing to their workers and their families.  

Monterrey’s society was therefore structured along a patriarchal scheme in which the welfare of 

families depended on the employment of the male head of the household.  The administration of 

General Reyes clearly promoted industrial and urban growth in the state, sometimes at the 

expense of rural commercial estates.  In 1908, Reyes signed what came to be known as the 

Jornalero Law, a bill that eroded the already dwindling power of the Haciendas in southern 

Nuevo León and in the former frontier land of the south.212  The law empowered rural workers to 

leave the agricultural estates and encouraged migration to the city.  Monterrey’s population 

                                                 
210 Snodgrass’ 2003 analysis of post-Revolutionary Monterrey describes the city’s corporate paternalism.  See 
Snodgrass, Deference and defiance in Monterrey. 
211 Rojas Sandoval’s analysis serves as a good example of this gendered visión of Monterrey as a city-factory that 
prevailed in the city during much of the twentieth century:  “los hombres que han fundado y desarrollado fábricas 
industriales: empresarios, empleados y obreros—como productores y consumidores—han sido protagonistas en la 
construcción de la ciudad-fábrica: Monterrey; al mismo tiempo, han contribuido a la definición de símbolos fabriles 
e industriales con los que se han identificado culturalmente varias generaciones de regiomontanos.  La significación 
histórica de las fábricas y la industrialización de Monterrey y sus municipios aledaños han inspirado a destacados 
intelectuales, quienes se han asomado a la realidad nuevoleonesa para explicar el milagro industrial regio.  Alfonso 
Reyes definió la ciudad con la fórmula de ‘honesta fábrica de virtudes públicas’.  Raúl Rangel Frías hizo 
aportaciones teóricas para conceptualizar el significado de la cultura fabril e industrial.  Salvador Novo y Nemesio 
García Naranjo elaboraron una explicación literaria de la historia de la Cervecería Cuauhtémoc.”  Rojas Sandoval, 
Fábricas pioneras de la industria en Nuevo León, 13. 
212 For analysis on the importance of the Jornalero Law, see Mora-Torres, The making of the Mexican border, 174-
192. 
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continued to grow as a result. The commitment that the city’s leaders had to the welfare of the 

workers of Monterrey was tested a year later, in 1909, during the worst disaster in the history of 

Nuevo León. 
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Chapter III 

Converging Crises: Disaster and Political Breakdown in the Capitalist City 

 

Tengo orgullo de ser del norte 
Del mero San Luisito  
Porque de ahí es Monterrey 
De los barrios el más querido 
Por ser el más reinero 
Si señor… 
Barrio donde nací 

- “Corrido de Monterrey” 
 

On September 9, 1909, more than a week after a flood had devastated the city, Governor 

Bernardo Reyes and two of his companions rode into Monterrey.  Under the administration of 

Reyes, Monterrey had become a rich city, a shining example of Porfirian progress and peace.  

Yet the wealth created by the engine of capitalist profit was not equitably distributed among the 

city’s residents.  Riding into the city that day, the governor could witness the structural 

inequalities of Monterrey’s politics and the material shortcomings of the city’s infrastructure.  

Large portions of the city he had governed for decades lay in ruins, and thousands of its residents 

lay dead, killed by a devastating flood and its aftermath.  Aside from the horrific sight created by 

the natural disaster, Reyes also had to confront an antagonistic press, negative public opinion, 

and strengthened political adversaries. 

Waiting for Reyes in his office was a telegram sent by a political party founded by his 

followers in Mexico City.  In the telegram, the Comité Central Reyista officially offered to name 

him as the candidate for the vice-presidency of Mexico.  A few months, even weeks, earlier, a 

Reyes candidacy and victory at the ballot box would have been considered very likely by any 
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observer.  In September of 1909, with his city in ruins and his political capital spent, Reyes 

understood he was not a viable candidate.  The governor sent two messages to Mexico City to 

inform the Reyista committee and President Díaz of his decision to decline the candidacy.213  A 

few weeks later, Reyes resigned from his position as Governor of Nuevo León and quietly left 

the country.  This chapter will analyze the dual political and infrastructural challenges that 

Monterrey struggled with on the eve of the great revolution, and it will reveal the inseparability 

of politics and the material reality of basic social-ecological processes.  This is the story of how a 

political crisis, an economic downturn, and a natural disaster changed the political landscape of 

Nuevo León, and placed Mexico on a road to revolution.   

The stanza of the most traditional example of Nuevo León’s music cited in the opening of 

this chapter locates the San Luisito barrio at the center of Monterrey’s popular culture.  Despite 

the pride expressed in the song’s lyrics, the composer did not hail from Monterrey or even from 

the state of Nuevo León.  Like many of the barrio’s residents, the song’s author, Severiano 

Briseño, was born in the state of San Luis Potosí.214Monterrey’s reputation stems from its 

industry, corporations, and close-knit capitalist elite—not from its popular culture.  But that 

culture, though consistently overlooked, can impart stories from the margins of the city’s 

reputation.  The “Corrido de Monterrey” reminds us that along with its economic growth and 

economic development, the city’s population also grew.  Most newcomers to the city did not live 

in the mansions built by capitalists, but in neighborhoods like San Luisito.  After 1890, at the 

start of the massive influx of workers, capitalists, and all types of immigrants into Monterrey, the 

                                                 
213 J.G.D Arellano, Bernardo Reyes y el movimiento reyista en México (México D.F., Mexico: Instituto Nacional de 
Antropología e Historia, Programa de Historia Indígena, 1982). 
214 “Severiano Briseño,” Sociedad de Autores y Compositores de México, accessed on January 21, 2013, 
http://www.sacm.org.mx/archivos/biografias.asp?txtSocio=08059  



 

121 
 

city’s government and employers did not invest enough resources to provide an adequate supply 

of housing for the new residents.  According to some estimates, when Governor Reyes took the 

reins of the state government in 1885, the city counted 6,000 housing units; by 1903 the figure 

had more than doubled to 13,000.  The housing boom seems impressive, but we also have to 

consider that the population of Monterrey had almost tripled (see figures 4 and 5 in the previous 

chapter and appendix B).215  As we saw in the previous chapter, the city’s economic growth was 

a result of government policies and carefully constructed capitalist plans.  No such planning 

anticipated the security of the workers attracted to Monterrey by its growing industry.  The result 

was a society with deep structural inequalities. 

These structural inequalities were exposed to a painful degree in late August of 1909, 

when Monterrey experienced the worst natural disaster of its history.  A terrible flood struck the 

city, and approximately three thousand people died as result.  By far the most affected area was 

San Luisito, a neighborhood built by workers who had arrived in the city in order to take 

advantage of the opportunities created by Monterrey’s growing economy.  A tropical weather 

system that formed in Barbados was responsible for the flooding, but as with most disasters the 

main causes of the horrible loss of life were structural, political, and economic.  As we saw in the 

previous chapter, the city’s political and economic leaders encouraged a population boom by 

promoting migration from the former frontier territories of the northeast, and of other states in 

the country.  In the interest of profit, these same leaders kept wages low and failed to match 

investment in infrastructure with the population growth that Monterrey experienced after 1890.  

                                                 
215 See appendix B.  On the housing boom, see Mora-Torres, The making of the Mexican border, 97-99.   
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As a result of this failure, the urban area was not ready to offer its residents the security and 

relief they needed.  

 

Challenges to Reyes 

Governor Reyes contributed greatly to the economic prosperity of the northeast and to the 

development of Monterrey as an engine of production and profit.  Many benefited from 

Monterrey’s growing economy.  Foreign investors arrived in the city in large numbers; local 

capitalists had amassed some of the largest fortunes in the country, and even investors from other 

parts of Mexico were benefiting from the wealth created by the city’s industries.  The federal 

government participated in the bonanza as well, benefiting from taxing silver and other exports 

produced in Monterrey.  During the long rule of Porfirio Díaz, Reyes had become one of 

Mexico’s well-known and most respected politicians.  Bernardo Reyes’ status as a rising political 

star in Porfirian Mexico reached its highest point when he was invited by President Díaz to join 

his cabinet in late 1900.  Reyes took the position as head of the Mexican Army and Navy with a 

concrete plan—he had published a well-received paper on how to reform the armed forces a few 

years earlier—and a strong base of supporters.  Reyes supporters were laying the foundation for 

the ascension of Reyismo, a movement that would become a dominant national political force in 

the late Porfiriato.  But Reyes’ meteoric rise would not go unnoticed by other members of the 

Díaz inner circle.  The científicos, as they were popularly known, were a small group of 

technocrats that surrounded and advised Díaz.216  Most of them were based in Mexico City and 

                                                 
216 Knight, The Mexican Revolution I: Porfirians, liberals, and peasants (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1990), 49.  There were a few dozen individuals who belonged to the científico group.  Luis González 
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shared a technocratic (a rational, internationally-oriented) vision for Mexico’s future.  They were 

not as homogeneous a group as many believe, especially after 1900.  Científicos had diverse 

interests and constituencies, and Porfirio Díaz was an expert at manipulating the political 

differences among his potential opponents in order to neutralize any opposition to his regime.217  

Naming Reyes to such a high position as the Secretaría de Defensa made him a target for 

the científicos, who feared the competition from the young rising star of the Porfiriato.  General 

Reyes clashed in particular with Limantour, who feared that reforms to the army proposed by 

Reyes would shift the allegiance of the military to the former governor of Nuevo León.  Reyes 

saw intense opposition to his plans for reforming the armed forces of Mexico, and after two 

years decided to resign his post and resume his role as governor of Nuevo León.  The state had 

not elected a new governor after Reyes departed for Mexico City; Pedro Benítez occupied the 

office as interim governor.  When Reyes arrived in Monterrey in late 1902, he found that the 

political situation had turned against him.  Anti-Reyista political factions, a minority in the state 

before 1903, became active before state elections were held in the summer of 1903.  Many 

Escobedistas and Treviñistas—former rivals—who had been shut out of state politics for more 

than a decade joined political groups opposed to Reyes, often with support coming from Reyes’ 

científico adversaries.  On April 2 of 1903, just a few months after Reyes returned to the 

governorship of Nuevo León, his political adversaries staged anti-Reyes demonstrations.  The 

anti-Reyes political rally ended in bloodshed when state troops fired into a crowd of protesters, 
                                                                                                                                                             
identifies about twenty political figures that can be called científicos.  See Luis González, “El liberalismo 
triunfante,” in Historia General de México (Mexico D.F.: Mexico: Colegio de Mexico, 2000), 672-675. 
217 Luis González concisely describes Díaz manipulation of the científicos: “…Con las virtudes de saber dividir y 
saber penetrar en las intenciones de quienes lo rodean, Díaz logra manipular a su antojo a toda la elite, a los 
jacobinos que constituían la vieja guardia liberal; a los conservadores ansiosos de volver al mando; a los militares de 
la antigua ola; a los “científicos” y a los jóvenes que se oponían a ellos como Joaquín Barando y Bernardo Reyes.” 
González, “El liberalism triunfante,” 675. 
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killing five and wounding several others.  According to some estimates, the crowd could have 

been as large as 12,000 and 15,000 people, an impressive number in a city with a population of 

less than 80,000.218  Reyes mobilized the state’s security forces in Monterrey and other cities of 

Nuevo León to repress similar demonstrations.  With economic support from prominent 

capitalists like Tomás Mendirichaga and Vicente Ferrara, Reyes survived the political fallout of 

the repression.219  The governor was acquitted of any wrongdoing by the courts, and that 

summer’s elections proceeded under extra security; some municipalities were even under martial 

law.  Unsurprisingly, the result was an overwhelming win for Reyes.220 

Physical repression worked for Reyes.  The opposition was unable to dislodge the 

governor from his position in the elections in late 1903.  Thanks in large part to the support that 

Reyes enjoyed from Monterrey’s capitalists who had benefited from his rule, Reyes withstood 

the political attacks and remained governor for six more years.  However, the anti-Reyes 

demonstrations and their repression had long-term consequences.  Reyes’ authoritarian actions 

pushed many to realize that the regime would not relinquish political power easily.221  Among 

those who became politically active after the repression was Francisco Madero, an entrepreneur 

and member of one of the most important political families in the region.222  In the introduction 

to La Sucesión Presidencial de 1910, Madero explains how the violence against the anti-Reyista 

                                                 
218 A recounting of the event was published in 1904 by Adolfo Duclós Salinas, an opposition leader who was jailed 
after the disturbances.  See Adolfo Duclós Salinas, Héroe y caudillo (continuación de Mejico pacificado) (St. Louis, 
Mo: Spanish-American Publishing Co, 1906).  The figure of 12,000-15,000 is cited in several sources (see 
Montemayor Hernández, Historia de Monterrey, 275 for a concise synthesis of these sources).   
219 Saragoza, La élite de Monterrey y el estado Mexicano (Monterrey, Mexico: Fondo Editorial Nuevo León, 2008), 
120. 
220 Madero describes these elections in Francisco I. Madero, La sucesión presidencial en 1910 (San Pedro: Coahuila; 
El partido nacional democrático, 1908), 8, 260-263.  See also Knight, The Mexican Revolution I, 56. 
221 Knight, The Mexican Revolution I, 56. 
222 Madero, La sucesión presidencial en 1910, 8. 
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protests pushed him into politics.  “Ese acontecimiento, presenciado por algunos parientes y 

amigos que concurrieron a la manifestación,” the future president explained, “me causó onda y 

dolorosa impresión.”  He continued, 

Con este motivo, el problema se presentaba aun más difícil, pues claro se 
veía que el gobierno del Centro estaba resuelto a reprimir con mano de 
hierro y aun a ahogar en sangre cualquier movimiento democrático.223 
 

Not everyone became disillusioned with Nuevo León’s government; outside of the state his 

influence was expanding.  Reyista groups appeared throughout Mexico and grew until they 

formed the most concrete challenge to the científico faction. Díaz favored the científicos 

generally, but in typical Porfirista fashion refused to fully support one group or openly act 

against another.  The aging dictator seemed to be following his old playbook of neutralizing the 

power of his adversaries by making them face each other. 

Mexican politics heated up again in 1908, as the question of presidential succession 

returned to the foreground of the national debate.  In an interview with a U.S. newspaper 

reporter, Díaz voiced the possibility of opening up the electoral process in the next presidential 

cycle.224  Mexicans of all backgrounds participated in the debate about succession in a variety of 

print media—newspapers, pamphlets and books.  Most notably, 1908 saw the appearance of La 

Sucesión Presidencial de 1910 by Francisco I. Madero, a publication that spurred another 

political faction: the antireeleccionistas.  But before Madero’s antireeleccionista movement was 

able to challenge Díaz in a serious way, Reyista groups continued to be the primary opposition to 

                                                 
223 Madero, La sucesión presidencial en 1910, 8 
224 The original interview with James Creelman appeared in the March 1908 edition of Pearson’s Magazine: James 
Creelman, “President Diaz, Hero of the Americas,” Pearson's Magazine (Vol. XIX, March 1908, 242).  A few 
weeks after its publication in the United States, the interview was translated and published in a Mexico City 
newspaper, El Imparcial¸ making it available for Mexican audiences. 
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the Porfiriato.  Many Reyista groups lobbied actively in newspapers to add Reyes’ name to the 

ticket as vice-president in the 1908 election.  This move would have positioned Reyes as a clear 

successor to Díaz, a situation that was intolerable to the científicos who opposed the rising power 

of Nuevo León’s governor.  Díaz refused to validate one faction over another and named Ramón 

Corral, a relatively minor figure in the científico faction, as his vice-presidential running mate.  

Notably, Corral was one of the few norteño members of the científico inner circle.  Díaz’ 

decision added more uncertainty to the issue of presidential succession and worsened the 

political crisis that ultimately ended his regime. 

 

Gerónimo Treviño’s revenge: the decline of Reyes 

The inclusion of Corral on the presidential ticket did not stymie support for the Reyista cause.  In 

fact, the Nuevo León governor’s popularity grew as many sectors of Mexican society expressed 

dissatisfaction with the dictator’s choice of vice-president.  In January of 1909, a new political 

party, the Partido Democrático was organized in Mexico City, and Reyista groups began to 

multiply throughout the country as the Mexican political system prepared for the electoral cycle 

of 1910.225  The Reyista movement became reenergized and, by early 1909, rumors began 

circulating of an impending insurrection against Díaz.226 

Worried by the rumors and by the increasing popularity of Bernardo Reyes, the regime 

took drastic action.  Early in July, Díaz reinforced the army in the northeast, and by the end of 

                                                 
225 For a concise analysis of the Reyista movement in 1909, see Knight I 50-55.  For Reyismo in states other than 
Nuevo León see Francisco Ayón Zester, Reyes y el reyismo (Guadalajara, Mexico: Editorial Font, 1980); and 
Arellano, Bernardo Reyes y el movimiento reyista en México.  
226 Buentello Chapa, Humberto, La inundación de 1909: sus aspectos trágico y político (Monterey, México: 
Universidad Regiomontana, 1970), 16-17. 
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that month, the president named Gerónimo Treviño, now 73 years old, as head of the Third 

Military Zone.  Treviño immediately replaced all the army officers in the region with men loyal 

to him.  A few days later, after meeting with Díaz in Mexico City, Treviño forced Miguel 

Cárdenas, a political ally of Reyes, to resign his position as governor of Coahuila.227  Bringing 

the septuagenarian general back into politics was an effective way to counteract the soaring 

popularity of Reyes, but in the long term it proved to be a fatal miscalculation on the part of 

Díaz.  Treviño would help end the long rule of Porfirio Díaz in Mexico by supporting Francisco 

I. Madero, a member of a family with which he shared important business and kinship ties.228 

Treviño’s new role as the head of the army in the northeast did nothing to quell the 

rumors of an impending Reyista insurrection.  In fact, the Monterrey press increased their 

speculation fueled by another intriguing fact: the governor of Nuevo León had left Monterrey 

early that summer to spend the warmest days of the year in his hacienda in the town of Galeana 

in the southern highlands of Nuevo León, about 150 miles from Monterrey.  The city’s elites 

typically spent the summer in the cooler highlands for health reasons; outbreaks of cholera, 

malaria, and yellow fever were routine in July and August.  Given the country’s polarized 

political environment, Reyes’ absence was an intense subject of debate.  Some argued he was 

staying away from Monterrey to avoid confronting anti-Reyista demonstrations in the city.  

Many others believed that this was final proof that an armed insurrection against the Díaz regime 

                                                 
227 Oscar Flores Torres, Monterrey en la Revolución, 1909-1923 (San Pedro Garza García, Nuevo Léon, México: 
Universidad de Monterrey, Centro de Estudios Históricos, 2006). 
228 The connection between Treviño and the Maderos, and its crucial role in the end of the Porfiriato, is not a new 
concept, but it is one that has not received as much attention as it deserves outside of Monterrey.  On the Treviño-
Madero relationship, Oscar Flores has argued that a year after Reyes’ displacement from the governorship “Treviño 
se volvió uno de los principales promotores de la insurrección que derrocó al dictador.  El líder de ella y futuro 
suceso de Díaz era nada menos que un sobrino de Treviño: Francisco I. Madero.”  Flores Torres, Monterrey en la 
Revolución, 9. 



 

 

was imminent.  A political cartoon published in a local paper

with a toy army in his hacienda while Treviño scolded him and advised him to take a diplomatic 

position abroad (see figure 6). 

Figure 6.  Political cartoon showing the relationship between Treviño and Reyes.

                                                 
229 Caption reads: “- ¿Qué haces ahí tan triste, mi querido Bernis?  
de Elba, pero no aparecen los que me aclaman.  Tengo mi nervio para la guerra, los $75,000 que me mand
se redujeron a cinco.  Pero si compro pólvora, se me acaba; si compro cañoncitos, no dan fuego; si compro fusiles, 
me revientan… - ¡Cuidado! Cuidadito, hijo mio, bien sabes que esos juguetes en manos de los niños son muy 
peligrosos… - ¿Qué hago, pues papá Jerónimo!... Si alquilo más periódicos, se rompen las ruedas y me siguen 
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published in a local paper portrayed Reyes as a boy playing 

with a toy army in his hacienda while Treviño scolded him and advised him to take a diplomatic 

 
Political cartoon showing the relationship between Treviño and Reyes.

¿Qué haces ahí tan triste, mi querido Bernis?  - Ya lo ves papaíto, juego a Napoleón en la Isla 
de Elba, pero no aparecen los que me aclaman.  Tengo mi nervio para la guerra, los $75,000 que me mand
se redujeron a cinco.  Pero si compro pólvora, se me acaba; si compro cañoncitos, no dan fuego; si compro fusiles, 

¡Cuidado! Cuidadito, hijo mio, bien sabes que esos juguetes en manos de los niños son muy 
pues papá Jerónimo!... Si alquilo más periódicos, se rompen las ruedas y me siguen 

portrayed Reyes as a boy playing 

with a toy army in his hacienda while Treviño scolded him and advised him to take a diplomatic 

Political cartoon showing the relationship between Treviño and Reyes. 229 

Ya lo ves papaíto, juego a Napoleón en la Isla 
de Elba, pero no aparecen los que me aclaman.  Tengo mi nervio para la guerra, los $75,000 que me mandaron y que 
se redujeron a cinco.  Pero si compro pólvora, se me acaba; si compro cañoncitos, no dan fuego; si compro fusiles, 

¡Cuidado! Cuidadito, hijo mio, bien sabes que esos juguetes en manos de los niños son muy 
pues papá Jerónimo!... Si alquilo más periódicos, se rompen las ruedas y me siguen 
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Speculation about Reyes’ intentions was not confined to the borders of Nuevo León.  The actions 

of Governor Reyes were the subject of media attention beyond Monterrey.  Newspapers from as 

far away as France reported an imminent insurrection against the Porfirian regime.  From then 

on, Bernardo Reyes came to be known by the nickname of “el Atrincherado de Galeana.”230 

Díaz and Treviño took the possibility of an armed rebellion seriously.  The nothern 

general placed the troops of the third military zone, nominally charged with guarding the 

northeastern U.S.-Mexico border, in southern Nuevo León so they would be prepared to march 

on Galeana.  Treviño, with the full support of the Porfirian state, was moving the federal army to 

contain, perhaps even to detain, Reyes.231  Just as the escalation of the cold war between Treviño 

and Reyes, the two most powerful men in Nuevo León, seemed imminent, Nuevo León was 

struck by the catastrophic flood that razed San Luisito and crippled many other population 

centers.  Reyes was still in his hacienda in the highlands of southern Nuevo León when the flood 

of 1909 hit Monterrey.  It is not clear how events would have played out had San Luisito not 

been destroyed in the natural disaster.  Many of Reyes’ close political advisors and allies, most 

notably his son Rodolfo, were pressuring him to take more aggressive positions against Díaz.  

Could an attack on Reyes have precipitated the beginning of the Mexican Revolution in 1909? 

 

                                                                                                                                                             
engañando; si se los mando a Pepe, me cuenta después que los repartió entre las logias y la iglesia; si se los mando a 
borron, se come el mandado en el camino…  - No te aflijas hijo mio, y sigue mi consejo: compra listoncitos y te los 
pones muy galano; así te paseas por el Japón y regresas hecho un mikado….. y este era un gato con sus pies de 
trapo… - ¡No quelo, No quelo, feo Papá: no me buta ese Pento!”  “Cuentos del General”, El Resumen (Monterrey, 
Nuevo León, August 29, 1909).  From the newspaper collection of the Archivo Histórico, Capilla Alfonsina, 
Universidad Autónoma de Nuevo León. 
230 Buentello Chapa, La inundación de 1909: sus aspectos trágico y político, 16-17; Knight, The Mexican Revolution 
I, 55; Raúl Rangel Frías, Gerónimo Treviño: héroes y epígonos (Monterrey, México; Gobierno del Estado de Nuevo 
León, 1983), 72. 
231 Knight, The Mexican Revolution I, 53-55. 
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The 1909 flood in San Luisito 

Early in his administration, Governor Bernardo Reyes decided to commission the construction of 

a new building to house the expanding state government and to display the prosperity of the city.  

Governor Reyes chose a type of granite quarried in San Luis Potosí as the main building material 

for the new Palacio de Gobierno.  The contractors hired workers from San Luis Potosi skilled in 

working with the material.  A large number of these masons stayed in the city once the work on 

the Palacio de Gobierno ended, retained by construction jobs created by the growing housing 

demand of the booming city.  The famous Ancira hotel in downtown Monterrey was built a few 

years later with the same stone from San Luis Potosí, likely employing the same masons.  These 

construction workers settled on the southern bank of the Santa Catarina River, across from 

downtown Monterrey.  After a just a few years, their settlement became a permanent barrio, 

known to everyone in Monterrey as San Luisito.232 

The city demanded workers for its smelters, steel mills, textile factories, iron workshops 

and many other industries.  Agents from Monterrey’s industries travelled the country, offering 

workers enganches, or advances on wages in order to secure work contracts.233  Attracted by the 

security and prosperity promised by international capitalism, immigrants from all over Mexico 

soon joined the builders from San Luis.  In just over a decade, the skilled hands of the 

construction workers built a neighborhood that included markets, commercial spaces and at least 

three theaters.  By 1909, the population of San Luisito had grown to eight or nine thousand 
                                                 
232 On the formation of San Luisito and the growth of Monterrey before 1909, see Adolfo Benito Narváez Tijerina, 
Ciudades difíciles: el futuro de la vida urbana frente a la globalización (Monterrey, Mexico; Universidad 
Autónoma de Nuevo León, 2006), 77-7; Vizcaya Canales, Los Orígenes de la Industrialización, 99-100; and 
Buentello Chapa, La inundación de 1909.  See also Mora-Torres, The making of the Mexican border, a book that 
analyses the development of Monterrey and Nuevo León in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
233 Oswaldo Sánchez, and Alfonso Zaragoza, El río fiera, bramaba: 1909 (Monterrey, N.L.: Gobernador del Estado 
de Nuevo Leon, Secretario de Administración, Archivo General del Estado, 1989 [1909]), 26. 
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inhabitants, about the same size as the Linares/Hualahuises area—the second most populated 

urban area in the state of Nuevo León.  The bustling San Luisito was the barrio that suffered the 

most during the great flood of 1909.234 

Monterrey is no stranger to the destructive potential of the Santa Catarina River, since it 

tends to flood at least once every generation.  Reports of disastrous flooding occurred in 1612, 

1636, 1648, 1716, 1752, 1782, 1810, 1881, 1909, 1938, 1967, 1988, and most recently in 2010.  

Indeed, Monterrey suffered the flooding of the Santa Catarina River twice in August of 1909.  

The first incident was on the 10th, and it was responsible for some deaths and damage to several 

wooden jacales (shanties).  The August 10 floods did not prepare the city for more violent 

flooding two weeks later—flooding that would prove to be the deadliest natural disaster the city 

has ever experienced.  The low human toll of the initial flood might have made the city’s 

dwellers complacent.  San Luisito survived its first flooding, and the damage seemed relatively 

minor, but the rains had made the city’s position more precarious.  The heavy precipitation filled 

the rivers and saturated the earth, making any subsequent flooding deadlier.235 

The heavy rain of August 27 appeared to be a replay of the events of August 10th.  The 

rain began falling early in the afternoon at approximately one o’clock.  Throughout the day the 

rain intensified, and the Santa Catarina River’s level rose steadily.  By nightfall, it was becoming 

clear that this flooding was much worse than that experienced by the city two weeks prior.  At 8 

p.m. the river had risen so high that it was impossible for anyone to cross the Puente San Luisito, 

abridge large enough to hold a marketplace.  This same bridge had just been built to replace one 

                                                 
234Narváez Tijerina, Ciudades difíciles, 78.  Vizcaya Canales, Los Orígenes de la Industrialización, 99-100. 
235 The eye-witness information of the flood, unless otherwise noted, is taken from Sánchez and Zaragoza, El Rio 
Fiera, which was originally published in 1909.  The version I used was a reprinted version edited in 1989, after 
Hurricane Gilbert caused the second worst flooding in Monterrey’s modern history. 
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that burned down in January of 1908.236  Eventually, the torrential waters washed away the new 

bridge, making the disaster a lot worse; some people even blamed it for creating a dam that 

diverted the waters into San Luisito.  Approximately one hour after the bridge collapsed, adobe 

and brick houses—not just the wooden shanties like the ones brought down by the previous 

flood—began to be washed away by the waters.  A hydraulic engineer from the United States 

estimated that at its peak the flow of the Santa Catarina River exceeded the flow of the Niagara 

Falls.237  Monterrey’s electric power plant flooded and shut down, leaving most of the city in 

darkness, a situation that only added to the terror experienced by the population of San Luisito.  

At some point between 9 p.m. and 2 a.m. the following day, entire blocks of houses were being 

washed away by the river.  Survivors compared the sounds of the falling brick and adobe houses 

in the darkness to cannon fire. 

The exact death toll is impossible to know; some estimates place the count as high as 

5,000 to 10,000, but a figure closer to 3,000 is generally considered more accurate.238  A 

contemporary account of the flood published a few months afterward listed 348 names.  That 

number in itself makes the 1909 flood deadlier than the final casualty count created by Hurricane 

Gilbert in1988, but the actual death toll of the 1909 flood was much higher.  Furthermore, the 

deaths did not end when the rain did.  State health records also show a serious spike in cases of 

dysentery and other infections in the weeks following the flood.239  Many of the residences 

                                                 
236 José P Saldaña, Episodios de ayer (Monterrey, México: Sistemas y Servicios Técnicos, 1959). 
237 This estimate was formulated by James D. Schuyler, who had been a consultant to president-elect Taft, and who 
also consulted with Monterrey’s Canadian-owned utilities.  The estimate was published in the Brownsville Daily 
Herald: “Lessons of the Late Rio Grande Flood”, (Brownsville Daily Herald, Sept 17, 1909, 
http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn86099906/1909-09-17/ed-1/seq-4/ , accessed January, 21, 2013). 
238 Mora-Torres, The making of the Mexican border, 199. 
239  See appendix C.  I compiled information on death in Monterrey from data collected by the U.S. Consulate 
General (found in United States National Archives and Records Administration (NARA), record group (RG) 84, 
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wiped out were inhabited by entire extended families, leaving no one to report the missing.  A 

U.S. railroad engineer who witnessed the tragedy estimated that the river’s current swept away 

ninety city blocks that day.240  Other towns downriver such as General Bravo, Los Aldama, 

Rayones, Montemorelos and General Terán were hit just as intensely as San Luisito.  The 

municipal government of Cadereyta Jimenez, a small town located a few miles east of 

Monterrey, reported an impressive 126,000 pesos in damage.241 

The people of Monterrey experienced a great deal of death and terror during the flood, 

but they also saw great acts of heroism and altruism.  Don Esteban Montelongo, a master builder 

and contractor, was one such hero. The fact that his name was usually preceded by “Don” 

signifies that he was older, experienced, and well regarded in the city, even if he was not a rich 

man.242  Judging by his age, his profession, and his place of residence, he must have been a 

member of that first generation of builders and masons who came to Monterrey from San Luis 

Potosí.  Montelongo had been living in Monterrey for twenty-two years, working and saving 

some money, which he invested in his property in San Luisito.  He owned a plot of land on 

Jalisco street, where he had built his residence and five other houses with the purpose of renting 

them.  Montelongo was not wealthy, especially by Monterrey’s standards, but he had been able 

to make a comfortable living for himself and his family.  According to government documents, 

                                                                                                                                                             
Monterrey, Mexico consular post), and Nuevo León’s Secretaría de Gobierno (Archivo General del Estado de 
Nuevo León (AGENL), Estadísticas municipios). 
240 Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers, “Historic Monterrey, Mex., Devastated,” Locomotive engineers journal 
Cleveland, Ohio: Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers, Volume 43 (1909). 
241 The exact figure reported by Cadereyta’s municipal government is 123,344.93.  For comparison, the average 
value of the residential properties lost in San Luisito was $1,469.48.  The elevated material cost registered in 
Cadereyta must be a consequence of the fact that many of the properties damaged were commercial agricultural 
estates (fincas, trastos, and labores). “Resumen de pérdidas registradas en esta municipalidad…” AGENL, 
Inundaciones, Caja 2. 
242 Sánchez and Zaragoza, El Rio Fiera. 
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the property he lost that night (“all he had,” by his own account) was valued at $1,735, a figure 

approximately 250 pesos above the average value of properties destroyed that night.243  There is 

little doubt that he must have been a very skilled builder; his house was so well constructed that 

it stood while other houses around it were obliterated by the furious river.  As soon as he noticed 

the waters rising, Montelongo moved his family to the roof of their home.  From there, the 

contractor and his son, Lázaro, saved at least twenty-six people who drifted by in the dark 

current.244 

Montelongo’s story captured the attention of the flood’s survivors, as did the stories of 

several other people who struggled to save the lives of their neighbors.  Other heroes that day 

were a Japanese baker identified only as Takano; José Cram, the son of a German businessman 

who at one time served as consul; and Buenaventura Cerra, a Spanish citizen who died trying to 

save the lives of his landlady and her daughter.  The day of the flood, Takano was working in the 

kitchen of the Police Inspector General.  Many residents of the city witnessed the baker diving 

into the river to save women and children, often at his own peril.  Among the people he saved 

were David Lozano and his family, who had sought refuge along with other people on a mount 

of debris that accumulated in the middle of the overgrown river.  The Lozanos, with their infant 

daughter and the others, spent almost four days on the islet in what used to be a residential area, 

surrounded by the raging waters of the Santa Catarina.  Luckily, the survivors were not alone; 

                                                 
243 My calculation of the average values of the properties destroyed in the flood is based on documents submitted to 
the state government by the owners of the properties.  The average value of properties was $1,469.48.  The highest 
value was $16,485, while the lowest was just 100 pesos.  AGENL, Inundaciones, Caja 2. 
244  For more on Montelongo, see Sánchez and Zaragoza, El Rio Fiera.  See also his property damage claims to 
Nuevo León’s government in AGENL, Inundaciones, Caja 2. 
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stranded with them was a dairy cow, which provided enough milk for the infant to survive until 

August 30, when they were saved by Takano.245 

The diverse origins of the heroes of the fateful night in 1909—San Luis, Japan, Spain, 

Germany—underline key characteristics of Monterrey’s society on the eve of the Mexican 

revolution.  One year before the Revolution began Monterrey was no longer a small trading 

enclave on the edge of an empire, as it had been for centuries during colonial times.  Neither was 

it a growing city struggling to carve out its position in the rapidly changing North American 

borderlands.  At the end of the Porfirian era, Monterrey was a truly cosmopolitan city with a 

booming economy and a rapidly growing population.  Monterrey was never homogenous; it was 

always a multiethnic, multicultural city linked to local, regional, and international markets.  But 

Monterrey had never been as diverse and cosmopolitan as it was at that time.  Indeed, the flood 

arrived at the tail end of the greatest period of migration that Mexico has ever seen (1876-

1910).246  Other countries in North, Central, and South America saw great waves of migration 

during this time.  Brazil, Argentina, and the United States received much larger numbers of 

European and Asian migrants during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but 

Monterrey also saw large numbers of internal migrants arriving from other parts of Mexico such 

as San Luis Potosí. 

 

 

                                                 
245 Sánchez and Zaragoza, El Rio Fiera. 
246 After the revolution, immigration trends into Mexico changed.  The 1821-1876 period did not see much 
migration because of the political stability, and the post-revolutionary phase (1910-73) “witnessed a gradual closing 
of Mexico's borders to further immigration, as well as the beginning of assimilation of the foreign diasporas in 
Mexico.” See Buchenau, Jürgen, "Small Numbers, Great Impact: Mexico and Its Immigrants, 1821-1973." 
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Aftermath of the flood 

When the San Luisito bridge collapsed, the barrio became isolated from Monterrey, and the food 

supply began to dwindle quickly.  Some merchants of San Luisito saw the scarcity the people 

were facing and decided to profit from it.  Hoarders raised prices of basic goods and denied 

credit to anyone who did not have cash.  Fortunately, other merchants opened their stores to the 

survivors and provided them with corn, piloncillo (raw sugar paddies), and dried beef.  Don 

Inocencio Lozano, a store owner and vecino of San Luisito, volunteered to butcher his “fine 

dairy cow” to feed the needy, despite the fact that the flood had washed away his entire life 

savings that he had invested in several properties in the barrio.247 

The situation on the northern bank of the river was not as desperate, to be sure, but 

everyone in the city was suffering in the aftermath of the flood.  The city’s isolation compounded 

the problems. It took four days for telegraphic and railroad service between Monterrey and 

Saltillo to be completely restored, after which time the city could finally be connected to the rest 

of the country.248  In total, San Luisito was isolated for seventy-five hours, a disastrous amount 

of time for a population affected by a natural disaster and in desperate need of food, drinking 

water, clothing, and medicine.249  For more than three days, the residents of Monterrey observed 

as people on the other side of the Santa Catarina River pleaded for relief.  The isolation of San 

                                                 
247 In Don Inocecio’s own words: "…las fincas de mi propiedad que se encontraban ubicadas entre las calles 
Constitución, Guanajuato y República, Barrio de San Luisito, de esta ciudad, fueron totalmente destruidas por las 
últimas inundaciones, con excepción de dos de ellas que aunque no se han derrumbado por completo, quedaron 
inhabitables por las grandes averías que sufrieron.”  According to the appeal for tax relief filed by Lozano, the total 
value of his property lost in the flood was 3,842 pesos, more than twice the average value of properties lost in the 
flood in San Luisito.   AGENL, Inundaciones, Caja 2.  On the butchering of his cow, see also Sánchez y Zaragoza, 
El rio fiera, 83-84. 
248 “Los Ferrocarriles de Monterrey á México via Saltillo están en buen servicio” El Monterrey News (September 1, 
1909), p.1. The special collection of the Capilla Alfonsina in the Universidad Autónoma de Nuevo León holds the 
most complete collection of issues of The Monterrey News. 
249 AGENL, Inundaciones, Caja 2.  See also Sánchez y Zaragoza, El Rio fiera, 84-85. 
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Luisito was as much a threat to the survival of its inhabitants as the flood, itself.  Monterrey’s 

economy and population grew because of its links to transnational networks of capitalist 

production, distribution, and consumption, and in a few short decades, the city had become 

dependent on those networks.  The suffering caused by the isolation in the aftermath of the flood 

was just the preface to events that would take place a few years later during the Mexican 

Revolution, when the city was isolated for months, instead of days.  The deprivations that 

Monterrey suffered show how the power of an industrial city can be neutralized by cutting its 

connections to networks of commerce. 

Communities living under capitalist systems rely on networks of trade and 

communication for more than profit.  The flood demonstrated that isolation was literally an issue 

of life and death for Monterrey and, especially, for workers, small merchants and professionals 

who lived in San Luisito.  The harrowing experiences of the survivors in the days and weeks that 

followed the disaster revealed another important characteristic of the social relationships 

structured by late nineteenth-century capitalism: the Porfirian political economy had multiplied 

the wealth of some and had provided employment for many, but it had not provided security for 

the majority.  Just as many individuals had to take extraordinary actions to help themselves and 

their neighbors during the disaster, Monterrey’s government and society had to take drastic 

actions to meet the challenges presented by the flood.  Before the flood, Monterrey did not have 

an emergency response service.  In order to correct this, elite women (including members of the 
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Zambrano, Treviño, Calderón, and Belden families) formed the first Red Cross chapter in the 

days immediately following the crisis in order to help the needy.250 

The government of the state quickly enacted emergency legislation exempting people 

who had lost property in the flood from paying property taxes for that year.  In the following 

months, the governor's office received more than 150 applications for tax exemptions.  Many of 

those applications came from people whose primary residences were damaged or destroyed by 

the storm, but a larger number of those applications were filed by those who had lost rental 

properties.  It is crucial to note that most of people who rented properties to others were not large 

landlords.  None of them were members of the wealthiest families of Monterrey.  Instead, they 

were of middle and modest means that (as in the case of Don Esteban Montelongo cited above) 

complemented their incomes by renting tejabanes or cuartos (rooms) that they had built on their 

properties.251  Examples include workers like Montelongo, who was an albañil, Inocencio 

Lozano, who was a shopkeeper, and Mauricio Gracia Barreda, a doctor who owned and rented 

thirteen rooms (some of them big enough to have small kitchens)—all of which were destroyed 

or severely damaged.  Several owners of the destroyed houses were elderly workers and widows 

who used the rent payments to live in retirement with some degree of security, like Brígida M. 

Vda. Garza Galindo and Dolores Llano Vda. de Noriega, both of whom lost property valued at 

                                                 
250 Benavides García describes the creation of the Red Cross in Monterrey: “En Septiembre de 1909, la Cruz Roja 
inició sus servicios en Monterrey, con dos enfermeras y un cuerpo administrativo integrado por doña Francisca M. 
viuda de Calderón, como presidenta; doña Guadalupe Zambrano de Treviño [Gerónimo Treviño’s wife] como 
vicepresidenta; doña Rosario Sada de González como secretaria y doña Elena Espinosa viuda de Pérez como 
tesorera.” Raymundo Benavides García, Historia de la salud pública de Nuevo León, 1820-1950 (Monterrey, 
México: Universidad Autónoma de Nuevo León, 1998), 39;  See also Aguilar Belden, Una Ciudad y dos familia, 
209.   
251 I compiled this information from documents housed in Nuevo León’s state archive: AGENL, Inundaciones, cajas 
2-5. 
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over 1,300 pesos.252  Other people filing for the emergency tax exemption included those who 

were not renters themselves, but who owned the mortgages of people living in San Luisito.253 

While Monterrey’s capitalists took advantage of the housing and construction boom to 

multiply their fortunes (a process analyzed in the previous chapter), the working class of the city 

also took advantage of the same boom.  In a country with a banking system unavailable to the 

masses, and social security and retirement schemes nonexistent, workers found that investing in 

real estate was the only effective way to save for retirement or for emergencies.  The social 

disaster created by the flood was exacerbated by the fact that many residents of San Luisito used 

their property as a safety net, and their safety net was literally washed away by the furious waters 

of the Santa Catarina River.  

 

Foreign relief 

News of the tragedy of Monterrey spread beyond Mexico, a testament to the efficiency of early 

twentieth-century media.  In the days immediately following the flood, many British newspapers 

reported on the tragedy.  Some British newspapers reported that even German Emperor Wilhelm 

II had donated 500 pounds to the relief efforts.254  On August 31, The Washington Times 

published pleas for help from the U.S. Consul General Philip Hanna and from the American Red 

Cross.255  Because of Monterrey’s proximity to the border and the large population of U.S. 

citizens in the city, no other country except for Mexico paid as close attention to the aftermath of 

                                                 
252 The use of Vda. (viuda) before the last names indicates that they were widows. AGENL, Inundaciones, cajas 2-5. 
253 AGENL, Inundaciones, cajas 2-5. 
254 “The Emperor of Germany has made donation of 500 for the fund for the relief of…”  Manchester Courier and 
Lancashire General Advertiser (September 11, 1909). 
255 “Awful Suffering in Flood’s Wake,” Washington Times August 31, 1909, p1, available in 
http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn84026749/1909-09-02/ed-1/seq-1/. 
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the flood and the needs of the victims as the United States.  The flow of resources from the 

United States was coordinated by Consul General Hanna, who was designated by the State 

Department to handle the American Red Cross supplies going into Monterrey.256  Hanna did not 

simply administer aid coming from the United States; he actively lobbied U.S. public opinion to 

raise awareness of the tragedy and raise funds.  The Consul General communicated directly with 

many media outlets in United States to ask for relief supplies.257 

It was not uncommon for U.S. consuls to handle relief operations in other countries.  The 

U.S. consular system’s long history of participating in relief operations globally dates back to 

1812, when Alexander Scott, a commercial agent in Caracas, Venezuela, procured relief supplies 

for that city after an earthquake.258  During the first decade of the twentieth century, the U.S. 

consular system was in the midst of a process of professionalization, but it still kept many of its 

nineteenth-century characteristics.  Before the U.S. Foreign Service modernized in the late 

nineteenth century, consuls were poorly trained political appointees who usually obtained posts 

through political connections rather than merit.  Consuls were typically bohemian or adventurous 

family members of well-connected individuals who were owed political favors.  As a result, 

corruption and inefficiency were prevalent.  The culture of the consular service gradually began 

                                                 
256 “Hanna is Selected to Handle Relief,” The Washington Times, September 2, 1909, Page 1; available in 
http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn84026749/1909-09-02/ed-1/seq-1/. 
257 Many newspapers in the United States published articles asking people to send help to the Red Cross for relief of 
the population of Monterrey.  Many of these articles used quotes from telegrams sent by Consul General Hanna to 
the State Department and directly to some newspapers.  See, for example, “Mexicans Need Our Aid,” Perrysburg 
Journa,l September 17, 1909, page 2; available in: http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn87076843/1909-09-
17/ed-1/seq-2/. 
258 Charles Stuart Kennedy, The American consul: a history of the United States consular service, 1776-1914 (New 
York, NY: Greenwood Press, 1990), 54. 
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to improve after the end of the Civil War and especially during Robert S. Chilton’s tenure as the 

chief of the State Department’s consular bureau beginning in 1896.259 

Consul General Hanna was an old-style Foreign Service officer, working in a modern 

industrial city.  He was a colorful character, well known among Monterrey’s elites, and 

described by his superiors in the State Department as “amiable,” “gentle,” and “intelligent” but 

also un-ambitious and easily distracted.260  In 1909, he was only fifty-one years old but described 

as “prematurely old:” he was mostly deaf, nervous, and chronically depressed since his wife died 

in 1907.  He came from a family with significant political connections.  His uncle was the 

powerful Mark Hanna, principal political operator of President William McKinley.  When 

Consul General Hanna began his career in the U.S. Foreign Service, Mark Hanna was the most 

powerful political operative in Washington.  Other Hanna family members also had political 

connections.  The Consul General’s parents had been the original founders of the town of 

Waterloo, Iowa, and his great-granduncle had been a general in the Mexican-American War and 

a presidential candidate for the Whig party in 1852.261  Hanna was a career diplomat who had 

been consul in Venezuela, Trinidad and Puerto Rico.  By the time he was transferred to 

Monterrey to organize the Consulate General of Northern Mexico, he had already lived through 

at least two insurrections in Venezuela during Juaquín Crespo’s presidency and the beginning of 

the Spanish-American War of 1898.262  Hanna was a diplomat experienced in working in 

                                                 
259 Kennedy, The American consul, 145-146. 
260 “Monterrey Inspection Report 1909”.  NARA, Record group 59.  Inspection reports. 
261 Leavit, Roger, “History of Waterloo, ”Waterloo Public Library Website,  
http://www.wplwloo.lib.ia.us/History/WlooMemories/RogerLeavitt1.html (accessed April 10, 2008); The Political 
Graveyard Database of Historic Cemeteries, http://politicalgraveyard.com/bio/scott9.html#RH20Q3EV7 (accessed 
April 10, 2008). 
262 Leonard, John William, and Albert Nelson Marquis, Who's who in America. (New York, NY: Marquis: 1906), 
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politically unstable situations and had been supported in his defense of U.S. interests by the 

military.263 

When Hanna arrived in Monterrey, he had to set up every detail of the Consulate 

General.  On January 25, 1900, Hanna wrote to Robert S. Chilton, asking him for help installing 

his office.  After asking Chilton for seventy-five dollars to buy furniture for the office, he wrote: 

I live in a hotel but will help fix up a nice place here if the department will 
please help me out.  You will be doing me a royal and everlasting favor if 
you will please see that I get what I have asked for in my office dispatch 
and in return I will try and have my congressional friends return the favor, 
in case you ever want anything in their line for your Bureau.  At least I 
will be under all sorts of obligation to you.  I always spend a lot of 
personal money on my office and I hope you will please recommend that I 
get the things I need from the Department in this case.  I have only asked 
for what is most badly needed.264 

 

We can see that Hanna not only had personal friends in Congress, but he also did not seem to 

mind spending some of his own money, indicating a degree of personal wealth.  Fifteen years 

later he reminded the Secretary of State that he had spent his own money to bring Red Cross 

supplies to Monterrey in order to make sure the population would have a good disposition 

towards U.S. interests.265 

The U.S. government had placed a well-connected member of a political family in 

Monterrey because it was an important position.  There were only two Consulates General of the 

United States in Mexico in the first decades of the twentieth century.  The Consulate General in 

Mexico City, headed by Arnold Shanklin, coordinated the consular activities in the southern and 
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264 Hanna’s underlining.  Georgetown University Special Collection.  Lauinger Library, Georgetown University, 
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central regions of the country.  The Consulate General located in Monterrey had jurisdiction over 

consuls in northern Mexico. U.S. citizens did not constitute the largest population of foreigners 

in the country, but the U.S. government had the strongest consular presence in Mexico because 

of the extensive interests of U.S. capital. 

Hanna did not have any personal business interests in Monterrey, but T. Ayres Robertson, 

the son of Colonel Robertson, was married to his niece and also served as his Deputy Consul 

General in Monterrey.  Because of his hearing impairment, the Consul General relied on 

Robertson and his niece to remain in contact with Mexican government officials and 

businessmen in the city.  Hanna, as with every other member of the consular community in 

northeastern Mexico, was closely integrated into the social, political, and economic networks of 

international capitalism that structured the region.  International and local capitalists, the 

Mexican Government, and representatives of other countries showed their interest in preserving 

the profitable economic engine that Monterrey had become in the last few decades. 

 

The flood: politics and crisis 

Transnational capitalists and the representatives of foreign governments played such a large role 

in the relief efforts after the great flood of 1909 primarily because the state government was 

painfully slow in responding to the crisis.  The reason for this slow reaction was simple: the 

political conflict between Díaz, Treviño, and Reyes was still playing itself out.  Since he was still 

“entrenched” in Galeana, it took the governor several days to learn about the havoc wreaked by 

the storm.  When the heavy rains swept away many of the roads and telegraphic lines in Nuevo 

León, Reyes became isolated from the telecommunication and transportation networks so 
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essential for the functioning of a state like Nuevo León.  Accompanied by two of his 

collaborators, Reyes rode to Monterrey on horseback, a trip that took him more than a week 

because of the state’s devastated infrastructure.  Reyes’ trip back to the state capital was also 

delayed because he had to take a longer route through the highlands of southern Nuevo León.  

Reyes could have ridden southwest to Saltillo from Galeana, which would have allowed him to 

ride the train to Monterrey.  However, this faster route would have taken him out of the state, and 

he was afraid of the legal implications of leaving Nuevo León without permission from the state 

legislature.  Treviño or any of his political adversaries could have used his absence to remove 

him from his legitimate position as governor of Nuevo León. When Reyes finally reached 

Monterrey on September 9, he faced a situation that positioned Treviño as the de facto head of 

Nuevo León.  Reyes would never regain full control of the state that developed so much during 

his tenure as governor. 

 Treviño was effectively the top political figure in the northeast.  His control over the third 

military zone, his close business and kinship ties to the regional elite, and the immense wealth he 

had accumulated in the boom decades easily made him one of the most powerful people in the 

country.  Legally, though, he was not in control of the state’s bureaucratic apparatus.  In the 

aftermath of the flood, the highest-ranking civilian official in Monterrey was Lázaro de la Garza, 

the Secretario de Gobierno (an unelected position roughly equivalent to Chief of Staff or Deputy 

Governor).266  De la Garza was an able administrator; he continued to serve in top government 

positions for several years throughout the 1910s, even as control of the state fluctuated between 

                                                 
266 He is not the same Lázaro de la Garza who acted as Pancho Villa’s commercial agent in the United States, and 
whose papers are held in the Benson Latin American Collection in UT Austin.  See Katz, The life and times of 
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several factions in the tumultuous decade of revolution.  But he was neither a powerful man, at 

least according to the standards of the city’s elites, nor did he have the constitutional authority to 

run the state government.  In the face of the gravest tragedy in the history of the state, De la 

Garza effectively outsourced critical functions of the government to a group of the city’s most 

powerful capitalists.267  The board of this commission, or Junta de Beneficiencia, was made up 

of many of the most prominent industrialists in the city, including Vicente Ferrara (who acted as 

the president of the junta), Francisco G. Sada, Isaac Garza, Adolfo Zambrano, José Armendaíz, 

José Calderón, and other patriarchs of prominent regiomontano families.  These powerful men 

were acting to help the city in the midst of its worse tragedy, but they were also setting a 

precedent; the rich men of Monterrey expected to have the authority to take control of the city 

that they had transformed into an engine of capitalism. 

Capitalists were not the only ones to respond to the crisis.  The Díaz administration sent 

fifty thousand pesos to help with the relief efforts in Monterrey.  The funds sent by the federal 

government to the city had originally been raised to benefit victims of an earthquake that had 

struck the coast of Guerrero a week before the flood.268  The redirection of these funds from 

Guerrero to Nuevo León shows clearly that maintaining the rich export economy of Monterrey 

was a priority for the Díaz regime, just as it was for the regiomontano capitalist class.  In 

contrast, only a miracle offered relief to the inhabitants of Monterrey when the Santa Catarina 

River flooded in the eighteenth century. 269  Significantly, the fifty thousand pesos were not sent 

directly to the state government, even though they were to be distributed among all the 

                                                 
267 AGENL, Inundaciones, Caja 2; AHM,  Fondo Monterrey contemporáneo, actas de cabildo (actas de cabildo), 
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268 AHM, actas de cabildo, 1909/037.  See also Buentello Chapa, La inundación de 1909, 44. 
269 See chapter 1. 
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municipios that needed help.  Instead, the money was sent to Gerónimo Treviño, who handed the 

funds to the municipal government of Monterrey.270  The money was deposited in the bank 

owned by the Milmo family and distributed by the Junta de Beneficiencia, which had named 

General Treviño its honorary president. 

By the time that Bernardo Reyes arrived in Monterrey more than a week after the flood, it 

was too late for him to try to preserve his position as governor, much less his career as a national 

politician.  Still, Reyes helped as much as he could with the relief efforts.  A few days after his 

arrival, he enacted laws offering tax relief to the victims of the flood.  By then, the state and the 

federal army stationed in the northeast were firmly under the control of General Treviño.  With 

the excuse of maintaining order in the region, the soldiers of the third military zone patrolled 

Monterrey and other cities of Nuevo León.  On September 16, General Treviño cancelled the 

military parade that traditionally takes place to celebrate Mexican independence.  Surely the 

cancellation was a way to show the people of Nuevo León who was really in charge.  By the end 

of the month of September most newspapers in the city openly supported Treviño over Reyes, 

including The Monterrey News an English-language publication owned by Colonel Robertson.271 

Attacks against the governor sprang from different places.  General Reyes and his son 

Rodolfo were even accused by some journalists of profiting from developing and selling the land 

where the neighborhood of San Luisito had once stood.272  Beaten down by the relentless attacks 

of his opponents, Bernardo Reyes renounced his position as governor on October 23, 1909.  A 

                                                 
270 AHM, Actas 1909/037. 
271 See, for example “Nuestra Condidatura: numerosa delegación visita al Jefe de la 3ª zona militar, General de 
División Gerónimo Treviño,” The Monterrey News (Monterrey, Mexico: September 26, p.1, 1909).  From the 
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few days later he left the country, officially on a research mission for the Secretaría de Guerra y 

Marina, but in reality as an exile.  Through his tenure as governor, he remained loyal to Díaz—

too loyal, in the estimation of many observers.  Others simply accused Reyes of cowardice.273 

At the end of the first decade of the twentieth century, when the political model of the 

regime headed by Díaz was exhibiting clear signs of exhaustion, Mexico’s political class began 

looking for leaders to replace the aging president.  Reyes was particularly well positioned to 

replace Díaz.  He was respected by many national political leaders, although he had powerful 

enemies among the científico members of Díaz inner circle.  He had many wealthy backers, 

especially among the northeastern elites that had profited so much from the economic boom his 

administration had presided over.  Finally, many of his closest advisers were eager to see him 

take a more active role in his opposition against Díaz.  Bernardo Reyes hesitated in great part 

because of the loyalty he felt towards Díaz, but also because he was, at heart, still a Porfirista.  

His political strategy did not involve the overthrow of the Porfirian order. Reyes aspired to 

replace Don Porfirio peacefully and therefore fought to appeal to the center of Mexican politics, 

avoiding radical postures.  In fact, the way he violently repressed his political challengers in 

1903 proved his opposition to radical political movements.  The governor of Nuevo León 

underestimated the popular desire for radical change in Mexico, a miscalculation that defeated 

his presidential aspirations and handed Díaz the last great political victory of his long career.274 

In the end, the dictator’s victory was short-lived and even counterproductive to his cause.  

The ultimate challenge to Díaz’ regime did not come from Reyes, but from a more unlikely 

member of the regional elite: Francisco I. Madero, who considered Treviño an uncle, since the 
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elderly general was married to a first cousin of the future president’s mother.275  By refusing to 

make Reyes vice-president, Díaz cleared a path for the Maderista revolution to grow.  In the end, 

Díaz’ defeat by the Maderistas can be seen as the ultimate revenge of the Treviñistas. 

 

Conclusion 

The impact of the flood and its aftermath reveals two important things about Monterrey 

on the eve of the Mexican Revolution.  First, it illustrates how much the city had grown since the 

smelting boom of the late nineteenth century.  Second, it concretely demonstrates that the city’s 

prosperity depended on its connection to transnational networks of capital.  Transnational 

capitalists set up modern ore smelters in northern Mexico after 1890 in order to exploit changes 

in trade policies both of the United States and Mexico (a process analyzed in the previous 

chapter).  As a result of these new opportunities, large numbers of workers migrated from 

regions of Mexico like San Luis Potosí that had been the economic core of the northeast during 

colonial times, but were in decline since the Vidaurri era.  Contracted by local factories, many 

laborers also arrived from Europe and the United States only to be expelled when capitalists and 

managers found suitable, cheaper, and less organized Mexican replacements.  In less than one 

generation, the city became a booming, multicultural center, but not everyone who arrived in the 

city did so to work in the new factories.  The Díaz regime brought economic growth and 

opportunities to millions.  It created a mass working class in the industrial centers, as well as in 

newly mechanized and capitalized mining and agricultural centers.  The expansion of the 

economy and the strengthened links to international networks of trade also helped multiply the 
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middle class in urban areas.  Printers, teachers, lawyers, administrators and other professionals 

found stable employment in the new economy. 

There is another side to the economic leaps stimulated by the Díaz regime, and this 

chapter examined the negative consequences of rapid economic growth.  Physical and social 

networks of international capitalism were able to breathe new life into the region by creating 

economic progress and new sources of employment and profit, but the penetration of 

international capitalism into Monterrey also brought a great deal of inequality, exploitation, and, 

ultimately, death.  The massive devastation caused by the flood of the Santa Catarina River in 

1909 serves as a haunting example of the dangers faced by the masses of people who found 

employment in the Porfirista economy.  The city’s leaders were happy to receive the labor force 

but failed to create safe housing for the workers who settled there.  The new industrial relations 

of production created prosperity on a scale unprecedented in the country’s history, but the system 

was not able to adapt to the growing prosperity and offer safety, political representation and 

economic opportunities to an expanding number of industrial workers, professionals, and 

investors.  This episode in the history of Monterrey demonstrates that, as it creates prosperity, a 

capitalist system needs to reform politically in order to extend opportunities for participation to a 

growing number of people who benefit from the profits and safety of capitalism.  The negative 

side effect of rapid industrialization and economic growth analyzed in this chapter created much 

of the unrest that fed support for reformers like Francisco I. Madero and eventually resulted in 

the bloody revolution.   
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Chapter IV 

Revolutionary reverberations: Monterrey’s capitalists and the transformation Mexican 

politics, 1910-1914 

 

On April 22 of 1914, Monterrey’s municipal police arrested U.S. Consul General Philip Hanna 

and searched his office and private residence.  These actions violated international conventions 

that give immunity to the homes and businesses of official foreign representatives, but, more 

importantly, the arrest of Hanna indicates the speed with which the politics of Mexico had 

shifted in beginning of the second decade of the twentieth century.  Just a few years earlier, an 

incident such as this would have been unthinkable in Monterrey.  The government and the 

general population of the city were known for having a good opinion of the United States, and 

Consul General Hanna was also well appreciated by the people of Monterrey, especially because 

of the relief efforts he coordinated after the flood. Monterrey and, indeed, all of Mexico had 

changed radically from 1909 to 1914.  In less than five years, the country had gone through five 

presidents and countless armed insurrections.  The volatile and violent politics of the time had 

affected Monterrey’s industry and its access to international markets.  Warfare was an ever-

present danger; at the moment that the municipal police were detaining Hanna, a large 

revolutionary army was preparing to attack the city of Monterrey.  On the international front, the 

situation had changed just as radically.  Relations between Mexico and its main trading partner, 

the United States, were at an all-time low.  The day before the arrest, U.S. President Woodrow 
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Wilson had ordered U.S. marines to take the city of Veracruz, Mexico’s most important 

international port.276 

This chapter will synthesize how the political and economic conditions in Mexico, 

particularly in the northeast, changed after 1910.  The impact of the revolution on a specific 

region is difficult to quantify, but it is clear that the movement that began in 1910 revolutionized 

politics in northern Mexico, and specifically Nuevo León.  At the center of this transformation 

was Francisco Madero, a capitalist who was also a revolutionary.  Coming from a prominent 

northeastern family with historical roots in the former frontier lands of Coahuila and Texas, but 

also with deep interests in the urban industrial center of Monterrey, Madero was in a perfect 

position to understand and galvanize a northern society that had grown disaffected with 

Porfirismo.  No other individual has done as much to transform the politics of Mexico so 

extensively in such a short period of time.  Yet Madero was not a radical, and he was not 

interested in transforming all the structures of power in Mexico.  Instead, he attempted to use the 

institutions built by Porfirismo in order to remake the political economy of the country.  Madero 

came to power hoping to rule over a country in peace, and so he made little effort to change the 

federal bureaucracy and the army.   

Just as the national turmoil altered Nuevo León during most of the nineteenth century, the 

politics of Monterrey transformed Mexico between 1910 and 1914.  As the ideological, 

economic, and social center of Maderismo, Monterrey played a pivotal role in the early stages of 

the revolution.  In large part, the impact of Madero was strengthened by an alliance with the old 

caudillo of the northeast, Gerónimo Treviño.  The Treviño-Madero alliance is a central, and 
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understudied, factor in the political demise of Porfirio Díaz.  The first part of this chapter will 

synthesize the history of the first years of the Mexican Revolution, placing at its center the 

relationship between three important historical figures with business, political and kinship roots 

in Monterrey: Madero, Treviño, and Bernardo Reyes.   

The second part of this chapter analyzes the way that the fierce reaction to Madero, 

culminating in a deadly coup in 1913, and ultimately resulting in a new revolutionary alliance 

headed by a former Reyista: Venustiano Carranza.  The violent ousting of Madero opened the 

door to a more violent and deadly revolution.  As they had during the nineteenth century, leaders 

from the former frontier territories in the north organized armies based on the militarized 

northern borderlands, and marched on central Mexico.  After the murder of Madero, leadership 

of the revolution was taken from the more moderate and urban Maderistas by military leaders of 

the former northern frontier lands like Pablo González from Nuevo León, Venustiano Carranza 

from Coahuila, Pancho Villa from Chihuahua, Álvaro Obregón from Sonora, and Lucio Blanco 

who was born in Coahuila but enjoyed great popularity in northern rural Tamaulipas.   

 

Maderismo and the new opposition to Díaz 

Bernardo Reyes had been the clearest political alternative to President Díaz during the last years 

of the Porfiriato but, in the end, the general did not pose the ultimate threat to the regime.  The 

figure that headed the political movement that ousted Don Porfirio from power was Francisco 

Madero, a young member of an important northeastern family and the political nephew of Reyes’ 

toughest adversary: Gerónimo Treviño.  Madero’s familial ties to politically relevant individuals 

did not end with Treviño; his family was, and continues to be, a node in the northern elite kinship 



 

153 
 

network.  The Maderos were active in the political economy of Nuevo León, Texas, and 

Coahuila since the early nineteenth century, when José Francisco Madero Gaxiola (great-

grandfather of Francisco I. Madero) traveled, traded, and invested throughout the region.  At 

different times in his life, Madero Gaxiola participated in politics as mayor of Monclova and as a 

state and federal diputado.  He and other members of the Madero family fought centralists and, 

later, conservative politicians.  As a political leader, Madero Gaxiola participated in the struggle 

against the centralist government of Mexico in the 1830s, a struggle that resulted in the 

independence of Texas.  Madero Gaxiola’s son, Evaristo Madero, was a close ally of Vidaurri 

during the tumultuous 1850s and 60s.  Thanks to these connections, the Maderos were among the 

people who profited the most from the Confederate cotton trade during the U.S. Civil War.  With 

the reestablishment of peace in North America at the end of the 1860s, the Madero family 

relocated to Monterrey.  Because of their alliance with the González Treviño family through 

joint business ventures and marriage, and because of their considerable fortune, the Maderos 

were welcomed easily into the ranks of Monterrey’s highest society.277 

The 1870s were a period of economic stagnation for the city of Monterrey.  In contrast, 

for the rural lands of northern Coahuila—the Maderos’ homeland—this decade marked the 

beginning of an economic boom, especially after the telegraph and the railroad were introduced 

in the region in the 1880s.  The family already enjoyed ownership of large tracts of land in 

northern Coahuila and were therefore in an ideal position to profit from the economic expansion 

of international capitalism into the northeastern rural areas.  The smelting boom that began in 

1890 also multiplied the value of the Maderos’ investments.  This area of the northeast proved to 
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be the region with the most reliable supply of coal in Mexico.  The Maderos reinvested much of 

their fortune in the industry and in the financial sector of Monterrey; by the end of the century, 

the Madero family owned stock in most of Monterrey’s major industries.278 

Despite their economic success, the Madero family lost a considerable amount of 

political power after 1885, when Porfirio Díaz consolidated his control of the northeast through 

Bernardo Reyes.  The Maderos were not alone; most elite Mexican families relinquished much 

of their political power in exchange for larger roles in the country’s expanding economy.  By 

1910, the contradictions inherent in the Porfirian model of political economy were becoming 

unmanageable for the aging dictator.  As capitalism expanded economic opportunity, many 

members of Mexico’s civil society actively demanded more representation.  As with the elites, 

members of the country’s middle and lower classes were becoming increasingly dissatisfied with 

their lack of political representation, even if the material living conditions of many had improved 

noticeably.  Even though the científico elite never supported Reyes, critics of Díaz also found 

support among lower-level porifirian technocrats who were disillusioned with the regime’s 

persistent authoritarianism.279  These dissatisfied groups became the principal constituency of the 

movement headed by Francisco I. Madero. 

Early in the political campaigns of 1908 and 1909, Reyes still attracted most of the 

attention of the Mexican public, and the regime treated him as a serious challenger—hence the 

swift action taken by Díaz and Treviño to neutralize him.  Reyistas were not the only political 
                                                 
278 For a full list of Madero family interests in the industries of Monterrey see Cerutti, “Los Madero en la Economía 
de Monterrey.” 
279 Alan Knight, “El liberalismo desde la Reforma hasta la Revolución (una interpretación),” Historia Mexiana 35, 
no. 1: 59-91 (1985).  Many of these dissatisfied porfirian technocrats would form the core of the Callista 
interventionist state in the 1920s and early 1930s.  See Susan Gauss, Made in Mexico: regions, nation, and the state 
in the rise of Mexican industrialism, 1920s-1940s (University Park, Pa: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010), 
especially chapter 1. 
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movement activating and multiplying all over Mexico in late 1908 and early 1909; Maderista 

antireeleccionista clubs formed in earnest.  Although the regime did not take them seriously at 

first, the clubs that opposed the reelection of Díaz proved their legitimacy by attracting and 

organizing centrist reformers, such as the Madero family, and more radical activists, such as the 

Flores Magón and the Serdán families.  The Porfirian repression of labor movements in places 

like Cananea and Río Blanco had radicalized many of these activists.  Madero often referenced 

such examples of the regime’s repression in his speeches to supporters of his candidacy, even 

though his rhetoric mostly focused on more abstract themes of liberty and reform.280 

Madero’s relatively moderate political views notwithstanding, his anti-reelection and 

reform message resonated with many dissatisfied political activists and members of the middle 

and lower classes.  Madero’s elite origin and his support from many northeastern capitalists like 

Gerónimo Treviño did not diminish his appeal to the Mexican urban working class, especially in 

the north.281  Lower-class Mexicans had many reasons to be dissatisfied with the regime.  Severe 

droughts were ravaging the Mexican countryside.  As a result, small farmers saw their crops die, 

and urban workers saw the price of food rise.  A global economic crisis exacerbated the scarcity 

of food.282  In 1905 the Díaz Administration decided to shift the Mexican economy to the gold 

standard.  The demonetization of silver stabilized the price of the Mexican Peso, which had been 

losing value consistently because of falling silver prices (caused, in large part because of the 

                                                 
280 Knight, The Mexican Revolution I, 58. 
281 On Madero’s working-class appeal, see Knight, The Mexican Revolution I, 63.   
282 The seminal piece on the study of draught and famine as one of the causes of the Mexican Revolution is Enrique 
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smelting boom that the U.S. and, later, Mexico had enjoyed).283  This move helped the Mexican 

Federal Government pay the debts it had incurred when it nationalized many of the country’s 

railroads, and it gave the administration the funds it needed to build two ports (Salina Cruz, on 

the Pacific coast, and Coatzacoalcos in the Gulf) and refurbish those ports in Tampico and 

Veracruz.  The stronger peso also assisted banks, especially the larger ones with close ties to 

Díaz that had significant outstanding debts.  Additionally, the strong peso proved useful during 

the drought years as it made it cheaper to buy food (mostly corn and flour) in the United States.  

In 1908, Mexico imported corn worth five million pesos; in 1909 and 1910, the total value of 

corn imported into Mexico had risen to fifteen million and twelve million pesos respectively.284 

European powers and the United States had shifted their monetary policies to a gold 

standard of one form or another before Mexico shifted its economy.  Díaz and the científicos had 

hoped that moving to a monetary policy similar to that of the largest economies in the world 

would invite foreign investment.  Unfortunately for Porfirian policy-makers the strong peso was 

an expensive currency, so the monetary reform of 1905 actually decreased foreign investment in 

Mexico.  The situation became graver in 1906 when a global economic crisis began in the United 

States, causing foreign investment to dry up completely.  The global economic conditions 

worsened, but the Díaz administration navigated the adverse international crisis for more than a 

year.  With the cash and credit that became available to it after the demonetization of silver, the 

Porfirian regime created a rural infrastructure fund (the Caja de Préstamos para Obras de 

Irrigación).  In 1907, the fund became an invaluable financial asset, although it did not help 
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284 Miguel A. Quintana, Los ensayos monetarios como consecuencia de la baja de la plata: El problema de la plata 
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develop agriculture.  Instead, the fund went into bailing out banks that had lent to the large 

commercial agricultural estates of hacendados, who became insolvent once the stronger peso and 

the weaker world economy dried up international markets.285 

In the end, the bank bailouts and other financial strategies of Porfirian leaders only 

delayed and worsened the impact of the economic crisis.  Demonetization had begun to make 

cash scarce and credit expensive in Mexico in 1905, but at the end of 1907, Mexico’s economy 

encountered a serious crisis.  International corporations moved their cash out of the country to 

pay their debts and dividends to their investors, but they did not bring any capital back into the 

Mexican economy.  Foreign investors had lost confidence in the Porfirian economic system.  

Two years later, Minister of Finance José Yves Limantour would explain the crisis in the 

following way: 

Los primeros efectos de la crisis se presentaron en la segunda quincena de 
diciembre de 1907, con motivo de las muy fuertes remesas de fondos que 
hacen comúnmente en ese mes las empresas que tienen que pagar réditos o 
dividendos en el extranjero.  La desconfianza general que existía en todas 
partes, detuvo la corriente de capitales hacia México y comenzó a 
producirse el desequilibrio en nuestra balanza económica.  A poco escaseó 
el dinero, los cobros se hicieron difíciles, las ventas de efectos 
disminuyeron y bajó el valor de las acciones y bonos de casi todas 
nuestras negociaciones y empresas.286 
 

                                                 
285 On the impact of the demonetization of silver on the Mexican Revolution see JohnTutino, From insurrection to 
revolution in Mexico: social bases of agrarian violence, 1750-1940 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1986), 335.  On the shift to a gold standard see: Joseph E. Sterrett and Joseph S. Davis, “Situación económica,” in 
Historia económica de México, ed. Enrique Cárdenas (Mexico D.F., Mexico: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1989); 
and Quintana, Los ensayos monetarios, 107. 
286 From the Federal budget proposal for fiscal year 1909/1910.  Cited in Quintana, Los ensayos monetarios, 105-
106. 
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The economic downturn resulted in increased mobilization at the local (municipal and pueblo) 

level throughout Mexico beginning with the 1905-1906 electoral cycle.287  In Monterrey, 

antireeleccionistas found support in many anti-Reyista groups.  Madero himself recruited to his 

cause two prominent lawyers, Antonio de la Paz Guerra and Santiago Roel, who published a 

popular anti-Reyista journal.288  Madero also located support in a growing clandestine anti-

Corralista movement active in the city since April of 1909.289 

Antireeleccionistas also lobbied for the backing of centrist Reyistas.  Yet, mainstream 

Mexican society did not take Madero’s movement seriously until Treviño moved Reyes out of 

the way.  Once Reyes’ presidential aspirations were cut short in the aftermath of the flood of 

1909 many political actors and activists switched to the Maderista camp.  Madero encouraged 

Reyista clubs to become antireeleccionstas, and many of them did.290  In the second half of 1909, 

antireeleccionista clubs thrived in practically every major urban area in Nuevo León, Coahuila 

and Chihuahua.  Thousands gathered to hear the candidate speak, especially in the northeast.  

Treviño and many other members of the regional elite who had been pushed away from political 

power by Díaz joined the Maderista. 

 By the summer of 1910, the crowds that greeted Madero in every city he visited had 

grown to tens of thousands.  Political tensions rose, and some cities even experienced 

antireeleccionista riots.  It is not clear that the Maderistas had organized the small rebellions, but 

the movement was blamed regardless.  When the election finally took place, it became clear that 
                                                 
287 Leticia Reina, “Local elections and regime crises: the political culture of indigenous people,” in Cycles of 
conflict, centuries of change: crisis, reform, and revolution in Mexico ed. Elisa Servín, Leticia Reina, and John 
Tutino  (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007). 
288 Héctor Jaime Treviño Villarreal, La revolución maderista en Nuevo León, 1910-1911 (Monterrey, Mexico: 
Universidad Autónoma de Nuevo León, Centro de Información de Historia Regional, 1988), 7. 
289 Treviño Villareal, La revolución maderista en Nuevo León, 7-9. 
290 Knight, The Mexican Revolution I, 60. 



 

159 
 

Díaz would not allow any challenge to his power.  Porfirista forces arrested Madero in 

Monterrey shortly before the elections and took him to San Luis, where he enjoyed less support.  

When the election was certified, it was announced that Díaz won ninety-nine percent of the vote.  

Madero was released on bail in San Luis—the Porfirista regime surely continued to 

underestimate him—and he escaped to Texas.  Madero exhausted his political options and 

learned a lesson from the defeat of Reyes’ moderate reformist strategy.  While still in prison, 

Madero began to draft the Plan de San Luis, a call for armed insurrection against Díaz. 

 

The Madero Presidency 

The Plan de San Luis circulated among antireeleccionista groups throughout the country.  

Madero snuck back into Mexico in November of 1910 with a few of his supporters in order to 

lead the rebellion against the government of Díaz.  Porfirista security forces discovered the 

conspiracy a few days before the insurrection was supposed to begin, but despite this and other 

troubles in the first weeks of the conflict, the armed movement grew quickly.  The Maderista 

insurrection reenergized supporters and inspired others to join armed movements.  Many of these 

movements became revolutions in their own right, most notably Villismo and Orozquismo.  

Other existing groups like the Zapatistas claimed a loose alliance with the Maderista cause, even 

if the alliance did not last.291  By early 1911 rebel groups, in many cases working independently 

of each other, had appeared all over Mexico, particularly in the north and the west.  Many of 

                                                 
291 On the Zapatista relationship with the Maderista movement of 1910 to 1912, see Chapter 3, “Los Pueblos y 
Rancherías se unen a Madero” in John Womack, Zapata y la Revolución Mexicana (México D.F.: Siglo Veintiuno 
Editores, 1969).  See also Samuel Brunk, Emiliano Zapata: revolution & betrayal in Mexico (Albuquerque, NM: 
University of New Mexico Press, 1995). For the relationship between Villismo, Orozquismo and other groups and 
early Maderismo, see Friedrich Katz, Life and Times of Pancho Villa; and Frank McLynn, Villa and Zapata: a 
history of the Mexican Revolution (New York, NY: Carroll & Graf Publishers, 2001). 
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these insurrectionist groups called themselves Maderistas even though the burgeoning revolution 

lacked a clear centralized structure in the early days. In March of 1911, the serious challenge 

posed by the Maderistas became clear to the Porfiristas.  In April, Díaz tried to reinforce the 

Federal army through recruitment and even called General Reyes back to Mexico to help fight 

the insurrections, but by then it was too late. 

Increasingly well-organized revolutionary attacks began to threaten several cities, 

including commercial hubs like Torreón and Cuautla.292  Madero and his followers focused on 

attacking the U.S.-Mexico border; taking a border city was a strategic necessity for the northern 

movement.  A border settlement would give the revolution the ability to remain linked to global 

markets and to earn revenue by taxing commerce.  The northern leaders understood early in the 

revolution that, in the arid, vast, and commercially oriented north, streams of revenue and 

supplies were indispensible for sustained insurrection.  Following this logic, Maderista forces 

took one of the most important northern border crossings, Ciudad Juárez, in late spring of 1911.  

The battle for Ciudad Juárez was the bloodiest armed conflict that the country had seen since the 

beginning of the Porfiriato, but it turned out to be a mere sample of the violence that was to come 

during the next decade.  We must note that, although the siege of Juárez received most of the 

historiographical attention in the decades after the revolution, recent analysis has shown the 

importance of the many military defeats of the Federal army.293  Still, we should not dismiss the 

importance of taking Juárez; the action demonstrated that Porfirio Díaz no longer had full control 

                                                 
292 Cuautla was taken by Zapatistas in 1911; See Womack, “Los Pueblos y Rancherías se unen a Madero.” 
293 Pedro Salmerón, La división del norte: la tierra, los hombres y la historia de un ejército del pueblo (Mexico 
D.F.: Editorial Planeta Mexicana, 2006), 230-232.  See also Santiago Portilla and Ignacio Márquez Hernández, Una 
sociedad en armas: insurrección antirreeleccionista en México, 1910-1911 (México, D.F.: Colegio de México, 
Centro de Estudios Históricos, 1995). 
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of the country that he had ruled for more than three decades.  For a regime that based its 

legitimacy on the stability it brought to the country, losing Ciudad Juárez was a brutal blow. 

After the defeat suffered on the border city, the regime negotiated peace with the 

revolutionaries headed by Francisco Madero, and on May 17, both sides signed the Treaty of 

Ciudad Juárez.  On the last day of May in 1911, the old dictator left the country forever, but the 

regime he built remained intact.  Madero did not ascend to the presidency immediately.  In 

Díaz’s absence, a member of the científico faction, Francisco León de la Barra, remained interim 

president while new elections were organized and the bureaucracy and, more importantly, the 

army were left in place.  In fact, the power and influence of the federal armed forces expanded 

significantly after 1910.  The Porfirato was not an outright military dictatorship, even if Díaz and 

most of his close collaborators were military men.  After about three decades of relative peace, 

the size and resources devoted to the federal army had diminished steadily.  The Madero 

insurrection reversed this trend; Mexico’s government significantly increased its funding and 

recruitment efforts.  By 1912 the ranks of the army had swollen from less than 20,000 in 1910 to 

more than 70,000.294 

The initial impetus for the growth of the army had been the Madero revolt, but the power 

of the armed forces continued to expand even after the signing of the Treaty of Juárez.  Madero’s 

call to arms had inspired many small insurrections throughout the country and had revitalized 

older movements.  The government’s response was to increase investment in the military power 

of the state.  Revolutionaries were not the only ones who had armed themselves.  Bandits also 
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took advantage of the political turmoil and became more active and brazen.295  In May of that 

year, at the same time as the Treaty of Ciudad Juárez was being negotiated, an armed group that 

identified itself as Maderistas (although it is not clear if they were revolutionaries or not) looted 

six different municipal treasuries in Nuevo León.296 

Beginning in these months of 1910 and 1911 many bands of armed men—whether 

politically active or simply looking for a quick relief from poverty—were energized by the flood 

of weapons coming into the country, primarily from the United States.  The line between a 

revolutionary and a bandit was tenuous at best and often depended on the perspective of the 

observer.  Many estate owners hired gunmen or armed their workers in order to counteract real 

or perceived threats in the rapidly changing political scene of Mexico.  Governors, particularly in 

the northern states, also organized militias, mostly by incorporating irregular troops of 

revolutionaries into the state security structures.  Madero dissolved the army that had rallied to 

his revolution and attempted to do the same with the state militias, although he was never able to 

disband the militias fully in Sonora or Coahuila.  Ultimately, the attempts to demobilize the 

irregular revolutionary troops did not ease the political tensions in the country; it just 

strengthened the generals in the federal army.  A negative feedback loop of violence resulted in 

the polarized politics of the time as the increasing availability of weapons justified the creation 

of more armed groups and the reinforcement of the army.  The prospects of a lasting peace in 

Mexico balanced on a knife’s edge, and it was in this environment that Francisco I. Madero 

attempted to build a national, democratic, and stable regime. 

                                                 
295 On the interchangeable nature of labels like “bandit” and “revolutionary” in 1911 Mexico, see Knight, The 
Mexican Revolution I, 351-367.  For a broader view, see E.J. Hobsbawm, Bandits (Ney York, NY: Delacorte Press, 
1969), and Vanderwood, Disorder and progress. 
296 Flores Torres, Monterrey en la Revolución, 27. 
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The failed revolution of Bernardo Reyes 

During Madero’s last official visit to Monterrey before the elections of 1910, elites and officials 

received him suspiciously despite—or, more accurately, because of—his positive popular 

reception.  At the end of that fateful visit, the candidate was arrested and sent to San Luis, where 

he drafted his revolutionary plan.  Things could not have been more different in 1911, when he 

arrived in Monterrey as the newly elected President of Mexico.  On October 19, 1911, the 

Governor, the city’s elites, and the top military commander of the region received Madero with 

honors.  Madero was invited to review the troops, whom he later lauded in a speech that was 

answered by an overwhelming “¡viva Madero!” from the soldiers.  Later that night, he was the 

guest of honor in an exclusive reception by the city’s capitalists, most of whom had known 

Madero and his family personally for decades.297 

Madero’s reception by the troops in Monterrey was exceptional; most leaders of the 

armed forces did not trust the new president.  The relationship between Madero and the army 

was problematic at best.  The increasing power of the generals who had been part of the 

Porfirista army could pose a serious challenge to a democratic regime.  At the same time, the 

federal forces had become indispensible for managing the tenuous peace of Mexico.  However, 

the Mexican army was not monolithic by any means.  Most federal officers longed for a return to 

the Porfirian order, and many preferred an outright military dictatorship—Aureliano Blanquet, 

Victoriano Huerta, and others now popularly considered among the villains of the Mexican 

                                                 
297 Alex Saragoza draws an interesting parallel between Madero’s reception in 1911, and the way that Porfirio Díaz 
was feasted thirteen years earlier.  See Alex Saragoza, La élite de Monterrey y el Estado Mexicano, 1880-1940 
(Monterrey, Mexico: Fondo Editorial Nuevo León, 2008), 132.  For more on Madero’s reception in Monterrey in 
1911, see Knight, The Mexican Revolution I, 464, and Flores, Monterrey en la Revolución, 46-47.  For an account of 
how the city’s elites received Madero into Monterrey in October 1911, see Aguilar Belden, Una ciudad y dos 
Familias, 122-123. 
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Revolution are obvious examples.  But there were also some military officers who believed in 

political change and would prove to be committed revolutionaries in the years to come—Felipe 

Ángeles is one such officer, but accompanying him were old Porfirian generals like Lauro Villar, 

who defended the Madero regime in February of 1913.  One crucial high-ranking military officer 

of the old guard actively supported Madero: Gerónimo Treviño, the military commander who 

received the President-elect with honors in October of 1911. 

Before and after the elections that brought Madero to the presidency, Treviño remained at 

the helm of the third military zone where Díaz had installed him in order to erode the political 

power of Bernardo Reyes.  From his position as the military head of the Mexican army on the 

northeastern border, Treviño continued to keep a close eye on the activities of Reyes after the fall 

of the dictator.  Reyes had become more dangerous to the nascent Madero administration than he 

ever had been to the Díaz regime.  While the general had acted cautiously when his political 

adversary was Porfirio Díaz, Reyes did not have any reverence for young Madero. 

In one of its last, desperate attempts to salvage its political legitimacy, the Díaz 

administration invited Reyes to return to Mexico in early summer of 1911.  By the time Reyes 

returned in June, the Treaty of Ciudad Juárez was signed, and it was too late for him to influence 

the political demise of Porfirio Díaz.  Instead of working with the revolutionaries to build a new 

governing coalition, Reyes regarded the new elections as an opportunity to return to national 

politics and decided to run against Madero.  The former governor of Nuevo León had been the 

most popular opposition actor just a few years before, but by the electoral cycle of 1911 he 

looked more like a reactionary candidate than a figure of political change.  In Nuevo León, 

Reyista candidates saw limited success running for municipal office in the electoral cycle of 
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1911. Despite his best attempts, the former governor failed to revive Reyismo as a national 

political movement.298  Reyes continued to enjoy some backing, particularly from many in richer 

and more conservative sectors of Mexican society, but on the ground support failed to 

materialize.  In Monterrey Reyistas faced fierce opposition from the growing Maderista groups.  

Most of the local press had turned against the former Porfirista general.  Maderista and 

Treviñista publications criticized Reyes and attacked Reyista partisans.  Confrontations between 

political activists grew more common and violent through the intense summer of 1911.   

Political polarization and intensity mounted in Monterrey as the elections approached.  

On September 5, a large group of Maderistas broke into a political event at Monterrey’s Reyista 

headquarters.  Shouting “¡viva Madero!” and “muera Reyes!” they disrupted the event and 

caused a near riot that had to be dissolved by the local police supported by cavalry troops.  In the 

following days, local authorities promised to protect future Reyista gatherings, but such 

pronouncements from authorities made little difference.  Ten days later an even large number of 

Treviñistas and Maderistas mobbed the Reyista headquarters again.  This time, 105 people were 

arrested, forty-two were injured and at least three people were killed, although the death toll 

might have been much higher.  The local police blamed the editors of El Renacimiento, a 

newspaper supported by Treviño, for inciting the riot, but the accusation did not help the Reyista 

cause.  The authorities could not even arrest Antonio de la Paz Guerra, one of the editors, 

because, as a state representative (diputado), he enjoyed prosecutorial immunity (fuero).299  By 

late September of 1911, Reyes understood that defeating Madero in a national electoral contest 
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299 For more on political struggles of Reyistas against Treviñistas and Maderistas in the elections of 1911, see Flores 
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would be impossible, and he withdrew from the race before the elections even took place.  On 

September 28, the former governor fled to Veracruz in disguise, where he boarded a ship headed 

to the United States—ironically, the ship’s name was Monterrey.  On October 1, 1911, just days 

after Reyes fled the country (before he had even disembarked in New Orleans), Francisco I. 

Madero was elected president of Mexico with a clear majority.300 

Initially, Reyes was well received in Texas.  His long tenure as governor of the 

neighboring state of Nuevo León was characterized by its friendly attitudes towards U.S. 

business interests.  On October 14, San Antonio Mayor Bryan Callaghan welcomed Reyes to the 

city.  Two days later, Reyes travelled to Austin with some wealthy friends and was received by 

Governor O.B. Colquitt.  Reyes assured everyone that he was exiled in Texas because he feared 

for his life in Mexico and had no intentions of antagonizing the Mexican government. 

After a few weeks, Reyes’ welcome in Texas began to wear thin as it became clear that 

he had not shed his political ambitions and was, in fact, organizing a rebellion against Madero.  

In the United States, the governor-turned-conspirator was building a network of anti-Maderista 

activists and rich donors that included, among others, Enrique Creel, the most powerful man in 

Chihuahua and an economic rival of the Madero family.301  At this time, U.S. immigration 

officials reported unusually high numbers of Mexican immigrants crossing into the United States 

through Laredo.  Many were simply looking for jobs and escaping the political turmoil in 

Mexico.  But a large number of the Mexican newcomers to cities in southern Texas were 

                                                 
300 For more on Reyes in Texas during the later part of 1911, see Victor Niemeyer, "Frustrated Invasion: The 
Revolutionary Attempt of General Bernardo Reyes from San Antonio in 1911," The Southwestern Historical 
Quarterly, 67 (2): 213-225 (1963). 
 301 Katz, Life and Times of Pancho Villa, 131-134.  See also Francisco R. Almada, La revolución en el Estado de 
Chihuahua (Chihuahua, Mexico: Talleres Gráficos de la Nación, 1964). 
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political partisans who opposed Maderismo.  Over-confident in his ability to organize a 

successful rebellion against the new president, Reyes openly discussed organizing an army to 

invade Mexico.  He spoke brazenly and publicly of invading Mexico soon after Madero’s 

inauguration on November 6.  His plan was to take the city of Nuevo Laredo and, from there, 

gather a well-organized insurrection with the support of “the army and all the large ranchers in 

Mexico.”302 

Reyes’ lack of discretion while organizing the revolt was blatant, and the planned 

insurrection did not escape the attention of U.S. or Mexican officials.  President Madero himself 

called San Antonio (where Reyes had set up his headquarters) a “center of conspiracies,” perhaps 

remembering that he had organized his own insurrection from Texas.  Faced with a potential 

diplomatic crisis, Ambassador Henry Lane Wilson—who was still a supporter of Madero, 

although his allegiance would soon change—cautioned U.S. authorities “to keep a vigilant eye 

upon General Reyes’ moves in San Antonio.”303  By November 13, Federal Judge Walter T. 

Burns of the Southern District of Texas was preparing to convene a Grand Jury to investigate 

Reyes’ activities.  In particular, the U.S. government was worried that the actions of the former 

governor were violating the U.S. neutrality laws. 

Madero did not rely exclusively on the U.S. government to monitor Reyes. Ever vigilant 

of his old political adversary, Gerónimo Treviño followed Reyes’ actions closely on both sides 

of the border.  Juan A. Valls, the district attorney of Laredo, Texas, kept Treviño well informed 

of Reyista activities north of the border.  There are strong indications that he was on Don 

Gerónimo’s payroll.  Through their constant correspondence, the general thanked the district 

                                                 
302 Niemeyer, "Frustrated Invasion,” 217. 
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attorney for information on Reyes and assured him that he would be compensated for “any 

expense” incurred while investigating the activities of Reyistas.304  Like Treviño, Reyes also had 

Texan officials working for him.  The sheriffs of Webb and La Salle counties later admitted to 

U.S. federal officials that they had facilitated border crossings for Reyista partisans.305  But 

Reyes’ contacts with local law enforcement were no match for Treviño’s deep pockets, his 

transnational connections, and the diplomatic pressure exerted by the Madero administration.  As 

Reyes prepared his armed incursion into Mexico, the U.S. army sent the 3rd and 4th cavalries to 

the border to prevent any attacks from originating in the United States.  The Mexican army also 

strengthened its presence on the southern bank of the river.306 

The increased military presence on both sides of the border made the insurgents’ plan of 

taking Nuevo Laredo and launching their revolution from there impossible.  Still, Don Bernardo 

did not abandon his ambitious plan; he just modified it significantly.  By mid-November, Reyes 

had stepped up his activities by purchasing more horses and weapons on the U.S. side of the 

border and by withdrawing large sums of money from banks in Laredo.  On November 16, 

Reyista insurgents issued a revolutionary manifesto in a small town in northern Tamaulipas.307  

The Plan de la Soledad, as the document was known, was essentially identical to the Plan de San 

Luis issued by Madero a few years earlier, except that it added two provisions: it placed added 

emphasis on clear elections, and, in a move reminiscent of Santiago Vidaurri, it called for a free-

                                                 
304 Treviño wrote to Valls: “…cualquier gasto que pudiera ser necesario en el sentido de descubrir las 
maquinaciones de los trastornadores del orden en México en esa parte del país será pagado por mí.” This message is 
cited in Flores Torres, Monterrey en la Revolución, 42. 
305 Niemeyer, "Frustrated Invasion,” 219. 
306 Niemeyer, "Frustrated Invasion,” 218-220. 
307 The Plan de la Soledad can be found reprinted in Javier Garciadiego Dantan, La revolución mexicana: crónicas, 
documentos, planes y testimonios (México D.F: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, Coordinación de 
Humanidades, 2003). 
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trade zone along the U.S.-Mexico border.  This last point is particularly interesting because it 

demonstrates Reyes’ commitment to build his regime on the commercial economy of Northern 

Mexico.  By making it clear that he was willing to fight for the health of the commercial link to 

the capitalist economy of the United States, Reyes was appealing to northern capitalists for their 

support. 

Just two days after the Plan de la Soledad was issued, as Bernardo Reyes prepared to 

sneak into Mexico to rally a revolutionary army and overthrow a Madero administration that was 

less than two weeks old, a Federal Grand Jury in Laredo indicted Reyes for violating U.S. 

neutrality laws.  U.S. Marshals immediately arrested the former governor and some of his 

supporters, including the sheriffs and other officers working for Reyes.  San Antonio authorities 

detained some prominent Reyista leaders and arrested others who attempted to cross the Rio 

Grande into Mexico illegally.  As Don Bernardo was being arraigned, state and federal officers 

confiscated weapons and supplies intended for his army.  Law enforcement officials took horses, 

rifles, saddles, and more than 20,000 rounds of ammunition.  Reyistas unsuccessfully attempted 

to hide some of the war materiel in graves.  “Suspicious of so many funerals in Laredo on 

November 20,” writes Victor Niemeyer, a biographer of Reyes, “authorities opened four coffins, 

three of which were filled with rifles while the fourth was described as a ‘genuine funeral.’”308  

Reyes retained the services of the Hicks, Hicks, and Teagarden law firm in Texas to represent 

him and posted bail in the amount of five thousand dollars.  Two days later, he was arrested 

again.  This time, the judge doubled the bail to ten thousand dollars, even though one of the 

charges against him had already been dropped.  A trial date was set for the following April. 
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Reyes had once again underestimated his political adversaries and perhaps also 

overestimated the U.S. government’s willingness to ignore the plot unfolding within its borders 

(the way it had ignored Madero’s planning of an insurrection in 1910).  Thanks to Treviño’s 

vigilant eye and the Madero administration’s pressure on the U.S. government, Reyes had been 

practically neutralized before his insurrection even began.  Bernardo Reyes had two choices: he 

could disavow his movement, stay in the United States to face trial—and possibly go to jail—or 

he could sneak into Mexico to regroup his partisans.  Reyes chose the latter option.   

On December 4, Reyes began his attempt to escape the United States and enter Mexico 

illegally, but evading the U.S. officials and Mexican spies who constantly surveyed his activities 

was not an easy task.  The complicated escape plan resulted in further delays.  By the time that 

he joined his partisans in Mexico, on December 12, his insurgency in rural northern Nuevo León 

and Tamaulipas was mostly deflated.  Without the weapons and supplies he had procured, 

Reyes’ attempt to rally people to his cause failed.  After less than two weeks of being pursued by 

federal troops through the hinterland of northeastern Mexico, Reyes walked into Linares in 

tattered clothes.  The once-powerful general was alone, thirsty, hungry, and defeated.309 

 

Challenges to Madero 

On December 25, 1911, Gerónimo Treviño had just sat down to enjoy a Christmas meal with his 

family when he received an urgent message from Linares: Bernardo Reyes had surrendered to a 

local detachment of rurales.  Later, he would write to Madero assuring him that Reyes’ arrest 

would bring peace to the region.  Detaining the “jefe de la Contrarevolución,” Treviño explained 
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to his protégé, would also free important financial and military resources that were being spent 

monitoring the activities of Reyes on both sides of the border.310  By crushing Reyismo in the 

northeast, Treviño did more than free the resources that would be needed urgently on other fronts 

in 1912 for his political nephew’s nascent administration.  He also assured that Maderismo 

became the dominant political movement in the region.  Three of the four diputados sent to 

Mexico City after the elections of 1912 were Maderistas—they were, in fact, related to the 

president.  The only candidate for diputado who beat the Maderista machine in Nuevo León was 

from the district whose seat is in Lampazos—the former frontier town that was the center of the 

Naranjista faction that for decades had opposed Treviñismo in Nuevo León.311 

The military and monetary resources freed by the capture of Reyes were badly needed 

elsewhere in the country.  In the south, the Zapatistas continued their armed struggle to defend 

and expand the rights of their rural communities.  The movement led by Emiliano Zapata briefly 

had sided with the Maderista cause but had been at war with the Federal army since August of 

1911, months before Madero took office.312  It is important to stress that the Zapatista struggle 

predated the administration of Madero—their famous manifesto, the Plan de Ayala, was issued 

in November of 1911, the same month that Madero was inaugurated as president.  The general 

that President de la Barra assigned to fight the Zapatistas in Morelos was Victoriano Huerta, a 

                                                 
310 Treviño’s message to Madero reads: “Este acto [the capture of Reyes] representa la definitiva conquista de la paz 
y tranquilidad públicas que tanto ha menestar nuestra nación.   La realización de este acto dependió sin duda de las 
acertadas medidas que te serviste a dictar, concediendo amplias facultades en los Ramos de Hacienda y Guerra a los 
jefes y Autoridades encargados de la persecución y asedio del que se titulaba jefe de la Contrarevolución y del grupo 
de sus secuaces (…) por lo que afortunadamente se suprimirían a partir de este momento, los gastos algo pesados 
que originaba la crecida vigilancia que tenía que despegarse en ambos márgenes del Bravo con ocasión de las 
conspiraciones.”  This message is reproduced in Flores Torres, Monterrey en la Revolución, 43 n. 55.  
311 Flores Torres, Monterrey en la Revolución, 43-44. 
312 For more on the breakdown of peace between the administration of interim president de la Barra and the 
Zapatistas, see Womack, Zapata, 115-125. 
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long-time sympathizer of Reyes.  Huerta’s brutal attacks on Zapatista communities exacerbated 

the distrust between the revolutionary movement and the federal government while doing little to 

pacify the region.313  Despite the brutality unleashed against them, the Zapatistas were able to 

resist thank to their firm material and cultural roots in the local communities of Morelos—they 

would prove to be the most resilient of all revolutionary factions, able to sustain a prolonged 

insurrection.  

The Zapatistas were not the only opposition to the Madero administration.  Emilio and 

Francisco Vásquez Gómez had been close collaborators of Madero since the early days of the 

political struggle, but President Madero’s dissolution of the antireeleccionista party—an attempt 

to nudge his movement closer to the political center—marginalized them.  The Vásquez Gómez 

brothers never posed a serious challenge to Madero’s presidency by themselves, but they did 

strengthen other movements that opposed the regime.  They supported Reyismo before its 

demise and later allied themselves with Orozquismo, a movement that proved to be a more 

destabilizing force against Madero.314 

Pascual Orozco had also been a key ally of Madero in the early stages of the fight against 

the Porfirian regime. After the fall of Ciudad Juárez, Orozco somewhat reluctantly pledged 

loyalty to the new administration and accepted a position as chief of the federal police in 

Chihuahua, although he had higher ambitions.315  When the Zapatistas issued the Plan de Ayala 

they named Orozco, who was perhaps the most famous revolutionary at the time, as their leader.  

Before Villa and Zapata achieved the legendary status they now hold, Pascual Orozco was the 

                                                 
313 Womack, Zapata, 115-125. 
314 Womack, Zapata, 127. 
315 Katz, Life and times of Pancho Villa, 140-141; Womack, Zapata, 124. 
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most popular leader of irregular fighters in northern Mexico, namely in Chihuahua and large 

portions of Durango and Coahuila.  With the support of rich northern ranchers, including the 

Terrazas-Creel family that had supported Reyes, Orozco raised an army in March of 1912 in 

Chihuahua and waged war against the Madero administration.  Unlike the Zapatistas, who 

enjoyed ecological autonomy and were therefore able to mount a long, low-intensity 

insurrection, the environment and the political economy of the north prevented Orozco’s army 

from sustaining itself.  Brutally attacked by the federal army under the orders of Victoriano 

Huerta, and unable to take control of the ports and railroads needed to support their forces, the 

Orozquista rebellion was crushed after just a few months.  Although the federal army of the 

Madero regime ultimately defeated them, the optics of some key victories of the Orozquistas 

reinforced in the minds of many a perceived weakness in the president’s administration.316  More 

or less at the same time, Félix Díaz—a Federal Army officer and Don Porfirio’s nephew—

attempted yet another insurrection in Veracruz.  This insurrection was quelled and its leaders 

arrested, but even though it failed at overthrowing Madero, this and other rebellions helped to 

destabilize the administration. 

As President Madero’s campaigns radicalized his armed opponents, the resources 

invested in the armed forces to fight Orozquistas in the north and Zapatistas in the south 

strengthened an army already hesitant to support the president.  Many generals benefited from 

the erosion of Madero’s power.  For example, Huerta used his leadership position in the 

campaigns against Orozquistas and Zapatistas to strengthen his position within the federal army.  

Revolts were not the only events that undermined the president.  A deadlocked congress, a 

                                                 
316 Armando de María y Campos, Episodios de la revolución (Mexico D.F.: Libros Mexicanos, 1958), 241. 
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virulent press, and fierce political opposition—all fueled in part by a national public unsatisfied 

with the gradualist approach of the president—further weakened the presidency of the northern 

leader.  Despite all this, the administration proved to be more resilient than many expected.  The 

fall of the administration was not inevitable.  As we will see, Madero remained popular and 

retained the backing of powerful individuals.  Some officers in the army even supported him to 

the end.  Forcibly removing him from office eventually required two coups in quick succession 

and almost two weeks of chaos and violence in Mexico City. 

 

The fall of Madero  

The Madero administration faced opposition from a diverse set of foes, and it invited further 

disillusionment and criticism when Madero seemingly shunned the former allies who had taken 

up arms for his cause during late 1910 and the first few months of 1911.317  Once the insurrection 

that overthrew Díaz was successful, most of the revolutionary armies that fought for Madero 

were disbanded, although a few remained intact and were incorporated into the federal army or 

into some state governments.  Enemies like Orozco and faithful allies like Francisco Villa 

perceived this policy as ungratefulness. 

Madero’s attempts to demobilize the revolutionary militias of the north had varying 

degrees of success.  Nuevo León militias were mostly dissolved; the monopoly of violence in the 

state remained with Treviño and his firm control of the second military zone.  Abraham 

González, the governor of Chihuahua and a Maderista loyalist, also relinquished his control over 

state militias.  Circumstances were different in Sonora and Coahuila, where Governors 

                                                 
317 For more on the disillusionment of Madero’s allies see Katz, Life and times of Pancho Villa, especially chapter 
five, “From Exile to Governor of Chihuahua,” 194-228. 
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Venustiano Carranza (Coahuila) and José María Maytorena (Sonora) never completely 

surrendered control of their irregular forces, despite Madero’s attempts to convince them to do 

so.  The refusal on behalf of the governors to follow the orders issued from Mexico City was yet 

another situation that undermined Madero’s authority.  Rumors circulated that some northern 

governors were even planning an insurrection against Madero.  At the center of these rumors was 

Venustiano Carranza, who was not a close ally of Miguel Cárdenas and Madero even though he 

was a fellow northeasterner.  Just a few years earlier, Carranza had been an active supporter of 

Bernardo Reyes, and a close collaborator of Miguel Cárdenas, the Reyista former governor of 

Coahuila who was deposed during Treviño’s regional coup in the aftermath of the flood of 

1909.318  Carranza was not an ally of the Madero family either; his antagonism to the president’s 

family was well-known and dated back to a failed insurrection in northern Coahuila during the 

summer of 1893.319 

Unlike Treviño and the Maderos, the governor’s political support and economic interests 

were not rooted in urban industrial centers of the northeast like Monterrey or Torreón.  Instead, 

Carranza’s roots lay in the town of Cuatro Ciénegas, a northern Coahuilan town on the edge of 

the coal-mining region that is historically, politically and geographically close to the anti-

Treviñista stronghold of Lampazos.320  Carranza’s refusal to demobilize the state militias reflects 

                                                 
318 Katz Life and times of Pancho Villa, 198-200; and Knight, The Mexican Revolution I, 478; and Flores Torres, 
Monterrey en la Revolución.  For more on Treviño’s actions during the flood see chapter 3. 
319 On the failed insurrection of 1893, see Romana Falcón, “Raíces de la Revolución: Evaristo Madero, el primer 
eslabón de la cadena,” in The Revolutionary Process in Mexico: essays on political and social change, 1880-1940, 
ed. Rodríguez O., and Jaime E (Los Angeles, CA: UCLA Latin American Center Publications, University of 
California, Los Angeles, 1990). 
320 For most of the nineteenth century, Cuatro Ciénegas, Lampazos, and other settlements in the area had been the 
frontier frontlines in the fight against the incursion of Texan filibusters, Comanches warriors, and other threats to the 
peace of the northeast.  It is no surprise that many important Mexican soldiers and politicians were born in 
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a degree of mistrust of the federal troops stationed in the northeast under the control of General 

Treviño.  In December of 1912, Carranza travelled to Mexico City to resolve the issue of the 

state militias with President Madero.  After serious negotiations, the Coahuilan governor finally 

agreed to cede control of the bulk of his state militia troops to the federal army, although he 

retained a limited number of troops under his command.  Crucially, he also made sure that Pablo 

González, a close ally and a native of Lampazos, remained as the commanding officer of the 

troops now under federal army’s control.321 

The acquiescence of Carranza was a political victory for Madero, but by the time the 

agreement was enacted in January of 1913, time was running out for the president.  On February 

9, federal officers in Mexico City led by General Manuel Mondragón staged a coup against 

Madero.322  Early that morning, the rebellious soldiers freed Reyes and Felix Díaz (Don 

Porfirio’s nephew) from the prisons where they were being held and proceeded to march to the 

Palacio de Gobierno, the seat of the federal government, which they believed was under the 

control of soldiers loyal to them. Unbeknownst to them, the president had already learned of the 

rebellion.  Furthermore, the Palacio was under the control of Lauro Villar, a former Porfirian 

general who did not want to participate in an insurrection against the president.  The soldiers 

approached the Palace with Reyes at the head, and a skirmish between the forces protecting the 

palace and the rebels ensued.  In that exchange of gunfire Bernardo Reyes was killed. 

                                                                                                                                                             
Lampazos.  Besides Pablo González, the list of important military leaders from the region include Santiago Vidaurri, 
Francisco Naranjo, Juan Zuazua, Juan Ignancio Ramón, and Antonio Villareal. 
321 Miguel Alessio Robles, Historia Politica de la Revolucion (Mexico D.F.; Ediciones Botas, 1938), 26-28. 
322 The Décena Trágica, as the period between February 9 and 22 of 1913 is known, is one of the most documented 
and well-known episodes of the Mexican Revolution. 



 

177 
 

Meanwhile, President Madero, aware of the rebellion, immediately headed to the military 

school in Chapultepec.  It is not clear if the commanders of the military school had planned to 

join the coup or even knew about it, but it is known that once Madero addressed the cadets they 

rallied to his side.  The president, the cadets, and many of his supporters marched down Reforma, 

one of the city’s main arteries, towards the Palacio.  Thousands of regular citizens and 

bystanders joined in the march, which in the end resembled a parade more than anything else.  

As the procession turned in the direction of the palace, rebellious soldiers shot at the marchers.  

The period of violence and terrorism in Mexico City—known as the decena trágica—had begun.  

As he took refuge from the chaos outside in a photography store in front of the alameda, Madero 

was approached by Victoriano Huerta.  The general swore loyalty to the president and promised 

to help bring the insurrection to an end.  Accepting Huerta as an ally was a dangerous 

proposition for Madero.  He had worked directly for Reyes, who had hired him to work as a 

foreman in the construction of Monterrey’s sewage system.  Members of the Madero family had 

met Huerta then, and they did not have a good impression of him.  In his time in the northeastern 

city, the soldier now pledging loyalty to Madero had earned a reputation as a hard drinker and an 

untrustworthy man.323  As a soldier, he was known to be ruthless.  His campaign against the 

Zapatistas had bordered on terrorism, and he had decisively crushed the Orozquistas.  Despite his 

bad reputation, Madero had little choice but to trust him.  The president was running out of allies 

and could not afford to make new enemies.  A ruthless and battle-tested general was a good asset 

for Madero, given the situation unfolding in the country.  Madero put Huerta in charge of loyal 

                                                 
323 Alessio Robles, Historia Politica de la Revolucion, 33-35.  For a perspective on how members of the Madero 
family viewed Huerta, see Aguilar Belden, Una ciudad y dos familias, 218. 
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military forces in Mexico City, a position which had been held by Villar, who had been injured 

in the skirmish outside the Palacio. 

Madero survived the coup but did not defeat the rebels.  Mondragón, Díaz and 

approximately 1500 soldiers had barricaded themselves in the Ciudadela, a colonial-era fortress 

in the heart of Mexico City.  From their stronghold they launched attacks on the city’s residents 

and waited, hoping that General Aureliano Blanquet could arrive with reinforces from Toluca.  

Madero did not wait idly.  He left the city and traveled to Morelos himself, looking for the forces 

of Felipe Ángeles to reinforce the loyalist troops.  Irregular units from the north also reinforced 

Madero’s troops.324  The rebels were in a precarious position; they were very well armed, but 

their supplies could not last forever.  Time, it seemed, was on the government’s side.  The 

Maderista political revolution appeared to have been saved. 

The situation quickly deteriorated, though.  True to his style, Huerta commenced 

attacking the citadel brutally.  This time, his bloody tactics were ineffective.  Both sides battled 

in the streets of the capital, using artillery, grenades, and machine guns.  Not surprisingly, such 

fighting in the most populated urban area in the country caused many civilian casualties.  The 

fact that the fighting was taking place in Mexico City also meant that the bloody events were 

covered extensively by the news media.  Newspapers reported gory details of the violence and 

published explicit photographs showing the deadly aftermath of skirmishes.  To many observers, 

Madero seemed to have lost complete control of the government.   

In other parts of the country the situation seemed just as chaotic, and state governments 

allied with the president were not sure how to react.  Fearing an anti-Maderista insurrection at a 
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national level, Chihuahua’s Maderista governor, Abraham González, fled the capital of the state 

shortly after the beginning of the coup—after leaving 180,000 pesos from the state treasury 

under the care of the U.S. consul.  González’s plan was to mobilize the revolutionary armed unit 

under his command that had been disbanded when Madero came to power.  After realizing that 

Mexico City was under control, the Governor returned to that capital and sent optimistic and 

reassuring telegrams to his supporters.325  In Monterrey, Maderistas reacted differently.  Instead 

of fleeing the city, Mayor Nicéforo Zambrano and the city’s cabildo organized a police force 

with the full support of General Treviño and Governor Viviano Villareal.  Villareal and 

Zambrano—like Treviño—had kinship ties with President Madero.  Zambrano reassured the 

cabildo that the federal government would prevail over the rebels but, just in case (“en previsión 

de posibles conflictos…”), a municipal security body (“Cuerpo Municipal de Seguridad”) of 

sixty men, and a fifteen-man secret police (“Policía Reservada”) would be formed in order to 

stop any possible rebellions.326  The cabildo suspended the people’s right to assemble and 

arrested persons suspected of having insider knowledge of the insurrection against Madero in 

Mexico City.  All but one were released.327  The cabildo further levied a special tax on industry, 

commerce, and banking to pay for these security measures.  Monterrey’s revolutionary capitalists 

seemed committed not to flee like Chihuahua’s governor had.  They did not know that a second, 

deadlier coup was about to erupt in Mexico City. 

                                                 
325 Abraham Gónzalez’ reaction to the coup is narrated in Katz, Life and times of Pancho Villa, 196.  See also 
Gildardo Magana, Emiliano Zapata y el agrarismo Mexicano (Mexico, D.F.; Instituto Nacional de Estudios 
Historicos de la Revolucion Mexicana, 1985[1951]). 
326 Archivo Histórico, Gobierno Municipal de Monterrey (AHM), Fondo Monterrey Contemporáneo, Actas de 
Cabildo, 17/Feb/1913.  For more on the reaction of the Maderistas in Nuevo León, see also Flores Torres, Monterrey 
en la Revolución, 52. 
327 “Otro de los motivos para la suspensión de las juntas, consistió en las averiguaciones previas iniciadas ante esta 
autoridad debido á los arrestos  llevados á cabo de varias personas de quien se tenían sospechas que             
estuviesen iniciadas en el movimiento del dia 7, á que me he referido.”  AHM, Actas de Cabildo, 17/Feb/1913 
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Meanwhile, Huerta continued his bloody and senseless attacks on the Citadel in Mexico 

City, but the opposition’s strength did not wane.  The reason for the lack of results became clear 

a few days later.  Huerta was not trying to crush the rebellion, as Madero had hoped.  Instead, the 

general was prolonging the conflict while he negotiated with the rebellious army officers in the 

citadel.  Ultimately, these negotiations between Mondragón, Díaz, and Huerta were facilitated by 

the U.S. Ambassador in Mexico City, Henry Lane Wilson.328  Early in the revolution, Wilson did 

not antagonize Madero; there are indications that he thought the Madero regime would closely 

resemble the Porfirian order.  When Madero launched his political movement, he must have been 

a familiar figure to the ambassador.  Before assuming his post in Mexico City, Wilson had close 

ties with American Smelting and Refining Company (ASARCo), a firm well established in the 

economy of northeastern Mexico.329  The Maderos owned interests in mining and refining 

companies that competed with ASARCo, but, being from a prominent capitalist family, Wilson 

must have thought that the president’s world-view would promote U.S.-led capitalism.  In the 

months following the resignation of Porfirio Díaz, Wilson had worked with Madero to 

coordinate the U.S. government’s efforts to suppress the budding Reyista rebellion in Texas.  As 

did many others in Mexico, Wilson became progressively disillusioned with the new president.  

By the end of 1912, the ambassador had completely reversed his opinion of Madero and became 

critical of the administration.330  When he realized that Madero was not a younger, northern 

version of Porfirio Díaz, the ambassador shifted his full support to the Reyista cause.  After all, 
                                                 
328 On Henry Lane Wilson’s involvement in the decena tragica see Fredrich Katz, The Secret War in Mexico: 
Europe, The United  States and the Mexican Revolution (Chicago and London; University of Chicago Press, 1981), 
95-115. 
329 John Tutino, "Revolutionary Confrontation: Regional Factions, Class Conflicts, and the New National State, 
1913-1917," in Provinces of the Revolution, eds. Thomas Benjamin and Mark Wasserman (Albuquerque, NM: 
University of New Mexico Press, 1990), 42. 
330 Knight, The Mexican Revolution I, 485-486. 
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during Reyes’ tenure as governor of Nuevo León ASARCo had become a dominant corporation 

in Northern Mexico. 

Just one day after the Monterrey city council enacted the emergency measures, on 

February 18, Huerta arrested Madero, Vice-President Pino Suárez, and General Ángeles, along 

with several other legislators and federal ministers.  Gustavo Madero, the president’s brother and 

closest collaborator, was taken to the Citadel and brutally murdered.  Huerta dealt Maderismo a 

deadly blow.  The following day, on February 19, Huerta gathered all legislators in their chamber 

and surrounded congress with armed troops.  The general’s message could not have been clearer: 

diputados and senators had to legalize his coup or face the consequences.  Presented with the 

resignations of Madero and Pino Súarez, Foreign Minister Pedro Lascuráin (who was third in the 

line of succession) was sworn in by Congress.  Hours later, Lascuráin, with the approval of the 

hostage Congress, resigned after positioning Huerta as his replacement.  Huerta’s power grab 

was complete.  A few days later, early in the morning of February 22, Madero and Pino Suárez 

were murdered as they were being transported to the penitentiary.  The life of General Ángeles 

was spared, surely as a way to show respect for the federal army, the institution on which 

Huerta’s regime depended.  

 Once the murders were consummated, the new dictator was free to use the full force of 

the federal government, including its army, its treasury, and its means of transportation and 

communication.  One of the first steps of the illegitimate government was to contact the state 

governors to inform them of the new situation.  Some, like Governor Barrientos of Puebla, were 

happy, even enthusiastic, to recognize Huerta as the new president.  Other governors hesitantly 

went along with the coup.  “I will sacrifice all my patriotism for the reestablishment of peace,” 
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reads the answer of Ramón Rivera of Veracruz.  Predictably, Huerta faced the fiercest opposition 

in the north.  Governors Maytorena of Sonora and González of Chihuahua did not even bother to 

answer Huerta’s message.  Maytorena had reason to worry because all the federal forces in 

Sonora had migrated to Huerta’s side, but he could still count on a state militia that had not been 

fully disbanded during the de la Barra and Madero administrations.  The Sonoran governor had 

left the country after the first coup against Madero, claiming health reasons.  In reality, he was in 

the United States waiting for events to develop in the capital.  When Madero fell, Maytorena 

returned to Mexico to head the rebellion.  Abraham González, a close and vocal ally of Madero, 

was in a much more dangerous position since elites in his state—most notably the powerful 

Terrazas-Creel family—had opposed Madero from the beginning.  Sensing that the governor of 

Chihuahua was the weakest of the northern political leaders, the Huerta regime moved swiftly 

and brutally against him.  On February 23, just one day after the elected president was murdered 

in Mexico City, the dictator ordered the army under the command of General Antonio Rábagoto 

arrest Governor González.  A few days later, he was shot, allegedly while trying to escape.331 

In Nuevo León, Huerta could not count on unified elite to support his actions against the 

revolutionary government as he could in Chihuahua.  Many of the city’s rich had supported the 

revolution in 1911, especially those who shared kinship ties with the Maderos and other families, 

and who had been shut out of politics during the Porfiriato.  Many others had not opposed the 

president actively; the family and business connections between the Maderos and other members 

of the regiomontano bourgeoisie had helped to reassure the state’s capitalists that the new 

                                                 
331 For a concise synthesis of the reactions of several governors to the coup, see Cumberland, Mexican Revolution; 
The Constitutionalist Years (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 1972), 15-17.  See also Knight, The Mexican 
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president would not act against them.  The interest that the elites in Monterrey had in stability 

and continuity made their support for the Madero regime, which was perceived as ineffective at 

bringing peace to the country, very feeble.  The political allegiance to the Maderista project fell 

apart quicker than their support for Díaz when Madero seemed incapable of returning peace to 

the country.  Once he came to power, Huerta took advantage of the division between the city’s 

rich.  He appealed to some members of the state’s upper classes by, among other things, naming 

Enrique Gorostieta, a notable regiomontano linked to the powerful Garza-Sada clan, to his 

cabinet.332  The Huerta administration also contained many Reyista elements.  For instance, 

Huerta named the General’s son, Rodolfo Reyes, his Minister of Justice.333  Monterrey remained 

occupied during most of the Huerta administration; the dictator used city’s strategic geographic 

location to launch attacks on the rebel strongholds in northern Nuevo León, Coahuila, and 

Tamauilipas. 

As he had done in Chihuahua, Huerta used the might of the federal army against those 

who could oppose him in Monterrey.  In order to subdue Nuevo León’s Maderistas, the dictator 

sent a strong military force commanded by Emiliano Lojero, a general who was loyal to him and 

had no connection to Monterrey’s society.  Lojero immediately removed Treviñistas from 

command of the third military zone and practically occupied Monterrey.  Treviño had lost his 

position as the head of the armed forces in the region, but he was still a force to be reckoned 

with.  Just as he demonstrated when he spared the life of Ángeles, Huerta was respectful of 

generals in the army—after all, he could not afford to lose the support of his fellow officers.  

Instead of arresting (or murdering) Treviño, as he did with other Maderistas who stood in his 

                                                 
332 For more on the shifting allegiance of Monterrey’s elites, see Saragoza, La élite de Monterrey, 97 
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way, Huerta seemingly promoted the old general.  He named Treviño governor of Nuevo León.  

It was clear, though, who was really in control.  Lojero’s troops occupied the city and offered no 

deference to Treviño.  Refusing to be a figurehead in the regime of the usurper, General Treviño 

offered his resignation after a few short weeks, on March 19.  Days later, Lojera appeared before 

Nuevo León’s state congress with a detachment of armed soldiers.  His demand was simple: 

Treviño’s resignation should be accepted, and a young Reyista activist should replace him. 

Thirty-six year old Salomé Botello was named governor, and proved to be a more pliable 

collaborator of the Huerta Regime.  The following day, March 28, the federal army escorted 

Treviño to Mexico City because, officials claimed, President Huerta wanted to honor “sus 

servicios a la patria.”334  Eventually, the old general found his way into exile in the United States. 

Other politicians with close ties to the murdered president were not as lucky as General 

Treviño.  Packed with Maderistas, Monterrey’s city council resigned en masse in protest shortly 

after the occupation began.  Needless to say, this political measure did not bother Huertistas at 

all.  Aided by the U.S. Consul General Hanna, some Madero family members were able to flee 

the city in a Pullman railroad car rented by the U.S Consulate which took them to Tampico, 

where they took a steam ship to the United States.335  Not all Maderistas escaped; mayor 

Zambrano, several members of the city council, and even the head of the secret police that had 

been hastily organized a few days before, were arrested by Lojera and sent to Mexico City.  

Among the council members detained and railroaded to the capital were Madero’s half brother 

Benjamín and several other well-respected members of Monterrey’s society, including Jerónimo 

Siller and Joel Rocha.  Most of those arrested were later freed in Mexico City thanks to the 
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intervention of Rodolfo Reyes, Don Bernardo’s son.  Many of them would eventually join the 

Constitutionalist rebellion against Huerta, which was brewing in the north.  By May of 1913 

Siller, an engineer by training, had already volunteered to work in Carranza’s cannon foundry in 

Coahuila.336 

 

The Constitutionalist rebellion 

Carranza did not recognize Huerta after the February 18 coup, but he did not immediately reject 

him as a legitimate ruler of the country.  Instead, the day Madero was murdered the governor of 

Coahuila sent a representative to negotiate with the dictator.  Carranza even informed the U.S. 

Consul in Saltillo that he intended to recognize Huerta.  Carranza was either trying to extract 

concessions from the Huerta regime, or he was buying time while he organized his forces.  

Carranza’s actions during these crucial weeks have been the subject of much debate and analysis.  

Katz summarizes the events in the following way:  

Carranza’s motives in negotiating with Huerta are still subject of hot debate.  
While his opponents, and some historians, maintain that he was genuinely 
interested in reaching a compromise—he had never been an ardent supporter of 
Madero’s or had a profound belief in democracy—his supporters maintain that he 
was playing for time.337 

 

The theory that Carranza was stalling Huerta in order to regroup his strength is supported by the 

fact that, on February 11—just two days after that first failed coup in Mexico City—Carranza 

recalled the state militia troops commanded by Pablo González, which were fighting against the 
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Orozquista forces of José de Jesús “Cheché” Campos in Chihuahua.338  He had made similar 

efforts to rally the forces commanded by his brother Jesús, which were stationed around the 

Laguna region.339  Of course, both things could be true; Carranza might have flirted with the idea 

of coming to a mutually beneficial arrangement with Huerta, while at the same uniting his armed 

forces in case war did break out.  By having an organized military force behind him, Carranza 

strengthened his bargaining position.  In any case, during the first two weeks of March, Carranza 

abandoned Saltillo (with as many financial and military resources as he could gather) and 

mustered his forces in Monclova, the largest city in his homeland in the heart of the northern 

Coahuilan borderlands with close links to the U.S. border.  Besides the forces of González and 

Jesús Carranza, other commanders of irregular forces gathered around the Coahuilan governor: 

Cesáreo Castro, Eulalio Gutiérrez, Jacinto B. Treviño, and Francisco Coss, among others.  In the 

coal-mining region, Carranza could also count on the forces under Lucio Blanco, who was born 

in Nadadores, a small former frontier settlement in close proximity to Cuatro Ciénegas, and who 

had been stationed in the border city of Piedras Negras, north of Monclova.340 

On March 13, 1913, after weeks of stalling, Carranza issued his revolutionary manifesto 

against Huerta’s regime: the Plan de Guadalupe.  Symbolically, he offered leadership of the 

movement to Gerónimo Treviño, an honor Carranza knew that the octogenarian was in no shape 

to accept.  Besides, at the time General Treviño was still detained, or “honored,” by Huerta in 

Mexico City.  Once war was declared, the federal army staged a fierce campaign against the 
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Carrancistas in Coahuila.341  Overwhelmed by the federal attack, Carranza and his followers 

were defeated in several important battles.  The incipient revolutionary army was almost 

crushed, but federal troops were unable to deal a fatal blow because Huerta had to pull troops 

away from the Coahuilan front to reinforce Zacatecas, which was threatened by independent 

guerrillas.  Carranza and his followers escaped death but were forced to flee their state.  The 

revolutionary leader escaped to Sonora, where he rendezvoused with the revolutionary forces of 

Maytorena.  Carranza could have tried to seek refuge with the armies that were gaining strength 

and growing under the leadership of Francisco Villa around Durango and Chihuahua.  Instead, 

Carranza decided to make the long and dangerous trek across Chihuahua in order to join with the 

revolutionaries in Sonora.  Maytorena’s rebellion was similar to Carranza’s; a force with a firm 

chain of command, organized around a state government.  The Villista rebellion was less 

hierarchical and more popular—in other words, a far cry from Carranza’s ideological tastes. 

Coahuila had been lost, but the setback proved to be temporary.  As Carranza fled to the 

west, small Carrancista bands escaped to the east, into the countryside of northern Nuevo León 

and Tamaulipas.  True to his management style, Carranza made sure these bands of guerrilla 

fighters were well organized and subordinated to a centralized command.  In order to make sure 

that these irregular troops remained coordinated, the former governor named his most loyal 

officer, Pablo González, as supreme commander of the region.  Throughout the summer, General 

González rebuilt the military forces in the area, while he harassed federal troops in the coal-
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mining region.  Eventually, González built his force into the army of the northeast, operating in 

much of northern Coahuila, Nuevo León and Tamaulipas.342 

Although the army of the northeast has received less historiographical attention than the 

forces of Obregón in the west or Villa’s División del Norte, González achieved several crucial 

objectives that eventually helped the Constitutionalists win the war against Huerta.  He made 

sure the revolutionaries maintained a strong presence along the commercially indispensible 

eastern part of the U.S.-Mexico border and along the gulf ports of Tamaulipas, from Matamoros 

to Tampico.  The army commanded by González also impeded the Huertista regime the ability to 

use Mexico’s most important reserves of fossil fuels: the región carbonífera of Coahuila and the 

oil-rich regions between the states of Tamaulipas and Veracruz.  By keeping the Coahuilan 

militias organized and subordinated to the Constitutionalist movement, González reinforced 

Carranza’s central position as the leader of the revolution against Huerta.  Without González’ 

Ejército del Noreste the Supreme Chief of the revolution would have had to depend on the 

armies of Maytorena, Obregón, and Villa, and would have surely been sidelined at the end of the 

rebellion against Huerta. 

The early defeats in Coahuila were a serious setback, but the Constitutionalist revolution 

continued to grow.  Besides the northeastern military campaign led by González, the 

revolutionary movement opened two other fronts of attack against Huerta.  In the heart of north-

central Mexico, the area that encompasses Chihuahua down to the Laguna region, the División 

del Norte was built under the control of Francisco Villa.  The Ejército del Noroeste was built on 

the structures of the Sonora state militias and advanced down the Pacific coast.  Governor 
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Maytorena was the head of the militias in the northwest, but military officers directed most of the 

fighting.  One of them, Alvaro Obregón was an ambitious and capable officer and stood out 

among the rest of the Sonora insurgents.  Obregón began his political career when he was elected 

mayor of Huatambaro in the Yaqui borderlands of the state on an anti-reeleccionista platform.  

When the Madero administration was challenged by the Orozquistas, Obregón organized a small 

fighting force consisting of 300 men (dubbed the Cuarto Batallón Irregular de Sonora) and 

joined the fight against the insurrectionists in Sonora.  After the Orozquista rebellion was 

suppressed, Obregón resumed running the municipal government of Huatambaro.  Once the coup 

against Madero was initiated, Obregón took up arms again, this time against the dictatorship of 

Huerta.  With the Cuarto Batallón Irregular, the former mayor distinguished himself by defeating 

the federal army along the Sonora-Arizona border, displacing the federal forces from commercial 

border towns like Nogales and U.S. mining enclaves like Cananea.343 

After liberating the border region, Obregón, now promoted to colonel and heading a 

much larger military force than before, continued his campaign against the Huertistas south of 

Sonora.  Obregón’s forces liberated ports along the Pacific coast into Sinaloa and Nayarit.  Close 

to the important port of Mazatlán, the division headed by Obregón managed to capture and 

destroy part of the Huertista navy.344  By the time the Huertista regime was defeated in the 

summer of 1914, Obregón’s army had displaced the federal army from most of northwestern 

Mexico, from the Arizona-Sonora border to the outskirts of Guadalajara, Mexico’s second-
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largest city.  Obregón had already ascended the ranks to general of the northwestern division of 

the revolutionary army, but his climb to the top of Mexican politics was just beginning.345 

While Obregón marched down the Pacific coast and González liberated the northeastern 

corner of Mexico, another military force organized itself in the center-north: the Divisón del 

Norte.346  Francisco Villa, who became the leader in this front against Huerta, first distinguished 

himself in the Maderista rebellion that culminated in the fall of Ciudad Juárez.  During the siege 

of the border city and during the days that followed the revolutionary victory, Villa became 

familiar with future president Madero.  Unlike Orozco, who quickly became disillusioned with 

Madero during the battle for Juárez, Villa came to admire the future president.  Francisco Villa 

remained a fervent Maderista for the rest of his life; it is no surprise that after the death of 

Madero, Villa spearheaded the strong military resistance movement against Huerta.347  When the 

coup launched, Villa was exiled in El Paso, Texas, but as the insurrection against Huerta was in 

its planning stages in late February and early March of 1913, Villa travelled to Tucson, Arizona 

to meet with the Sonoran rebels who were organizing around Governor Maytorena.  There he 

met Adolfo de la Huerta, a Sonoran leader who would help Villa procure some funds from 

Maytorena in order to commence his armed struggle against the government of the usurper.  

Villa did not receive much from the Sonorans, but it was enough for him and eight other 

companions to purchase the horses, supplies and weapon they needed to sneak back into Mexico, 
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travel to their homeland in the vast former frontier territories of Chihuahua and Durango, and 

begin their fight.348 

Villa and his companions encountered an extremely polarized and violent situation in 

Chihuahua.  Unlike the state militias in Sonora and Coahuila, the irregular forces of Chihuahua 

were not organized.  Sometimes, they were even fighting each other.  Many of the veterans of the 

Maderista revolution had joined the Orozquista rebellion, and had now allied themselves with 

Huerta.  The rest of the irregular forces were disorganized, scattered, and fighting against their 

former allies, the Orozquistas and a strong federal force.  Leaders such as Toribio Ortega, Tomás 

Urbina, Maclovio Herrera, Manuel Chao and Rosalío Hernández all headed their own 

revolutionary groups.  For several months these guerrilla groups attacked the federal troops in 

their region.  By the end of the summer, Villa had distinguished himself as the most able leader 

and many groups were beginning to join his brigade.  Although growing stronger, the resistance 

movement in the north central region of the country was still disorganized.  In order to fix this 

problem, a large number of revolutionaries gathered in the La Lama Hacienda in northern 

Durango on September 29.  The leaders of the armed forces voted and elected Francisco Villa to 

head the united efforts against Huerta.  They named the army the División del Norte.  The 

leaders who gathered that day were not only rural insurgents.  The group also included elite and 

urban political leaders, including Raúl Madero.349 

Apart from the dealing with the revolution growing in most of northern Mexico, Huerta 

also had to contend with the Zapatista rebellion that persisted in Morelos, a short distance south 

of Mexico City.  But the armed insurrections were not the only serious challenges that the 
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dictator faced.  The Taft administration did not recognize the government of Huerta, even though 

Ambassador Wilson’s insisted on recognition.350  Possibly, Taft’s refusal to recognize Huerta 

was an indication that Henry Lane Wilson had been acting without the knowledge of the lame 

duck administration when he joined in the coup against Madero—yet there are some indications 

that President Taft and Secretary of State Knox had knowledge of Henry Lane Wilson’s illegal 

interference into Mexican affairs.351  It is more likely that the U.S. government decided to 

withdraw their support for the coup after the president was murdered and when they realized that 

the country was not going to be governed by a moderate like Bernardo Reyes or Felix Díaz.  In 

any case, Taft was leaving the presidency, and his successor Woodrow Wilson had a very 

different understanding of how the foreign policy of the United States should be conducted.  As 

soon as he came to power, President Wilson removed the Ambassador, sending a clear message 

that President Taft’s policies towards Mexico were going to change radically.  The new 

administration permitted the sale of weapons to the Constitutionalists, but blocked Huerta’s 

attempts to buy these same weapons.  The Mexican federal government had to rely on Germany 

to resupply its weapons and munitions.352 

In April of 1914, more than a year after the Constitutionalist Revolution began, the 

United States moved to make Huerta’s purchase of weapons more difficult.  Following a minor 

diplomatic incident in Tampico earlier that month, the United States navy invaded the port of 

Veracruz in April 21.  Losing the port meant that one of the dictator’s crucial links to the world 
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economy was severed—the U.S. navy prevented a German ship, the Ypiranga, from unloading 

its shipment of weapons in the port.  The loss of Veracruz also hurt Huerta economically.  The 

customs house of Veracruz collected about 1.5 million pesos a month.353  Finally, the invasion of 

Veracruz hurt Huerta politically, just as the fall of Ciudad Juárez hurt Porfirio Díaz.  Mexicans 

and foreigners alike perceived that the U.S. navy’s actions were intended “to hamper Huerta’s 

Government and to procure his downfall.”354Even before the fall of Veracruz to U.S. Marines, 

the Huertista war effort had suffered serious setback on the hands of the revolutionary armies. 

 

The fall of Huerta from Monterrey 

A year into the insurrection against Huerta, the revolutionary armies were no longer small bands 

of irregular fighters harassing federal troops.  The three northern armies had grown, controlled 

large portions of the northwestern Mexico (including most of Sonora and Chihuahua) and were 

communicating with each other in order to attack the federal army more effectively.  When the 

División del Norte was planning to attack Torreón in March of 1914, General Villa coordinated 

the action with his counterpart in the Army of the Northeast, Pablo González: “maintain Saltillo 

and Monterrey under siege,” Villa asked González.355  The leader of the División del Norte 
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understood that González probably did not have enough strength to take and hold Monterrey, but 

he also knew that by keeping pressure on the northeast’s largest cities, federal troops would not 

be able to reinforce the defense of Torreón.  At this time, Monterrey and Saltillo were still under 

military occupation by the federal army, not only because they had been centers of political 

opposition to Huerta, but also because of their tactical and strategic importance.  These 

commercial centers offered the federal army an ideal launching pad for attacks on revolutionary 

hotbeds of Lampazos and Cuatro Ciénegas, the border region that stretches from Piedras Negras 

to the gulf port of Matamoros, and the railroad lines that connected Torreón, San Luis, and 

Tampico.  The coordination between Villa and González shows that allied revolutionary armies 

were also aware of the strategic importance of Monterrey. 

 In Monterrey, the prolonged military occupation, under the guise of the puppet 

governorship of Botello, strained the relationship between Huertista authorities and the 

inhabitants of the city—even of the representatives of other countries antagonized the authorities.  

Consul General Hanna’s attitude toward the Huerta regime was more negative than his attitude 

towards politicians of other political factions.  During Huerta’s presidency, Consul General 

Hanna and British Consul Wilson Gordon organized an armed group dubbed the “Foreign 

Legion”—a militia composed of members of the overlapping foreign commercial and diplomatic 

communities of Monterrey to protect their interests.356  The formation of this militia put the state 

government in a complicated position because it created an “atmosphere of alarmism” in the city 

and undermined the state government’s ability to keep order and protect the city from the rebel 
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armies.357  The confrontation between Hanna and the Huertista governor of Nuevo León came to 

its tipping point when the United States invaded Veracruz in April of 1914. 

The morning after the invasion, a group of municipal police led by a lieutenant arrived at 

the Consulate General demanding to search the building.358  Consul General Hanna agreed to the 

search only after Mayor Ramón Treviño accepted that the search be conducted in the presence of 

the British and Spanish Vice-consuls.  When the weapons and supplies of the “foreign legion” 

were found, Hanna was arrested and detained in the government palace.  Local and federal 

officials were justifiably concerned about a large cache of weapons stored in the consulate of a 

country that had declared war on them.  The fact that Monterrey is situated about 150 miles from 

the border only added urgency to the matter.  Even though the leader of the Foreign Legion was 

a German citizen named Juan Gram, the war material was still in the possession of the U.S. 

Consul General.  It is possible that Hanna was trying to provoke an incident; the invasion of 

Veracruz had been triggered by much less.  In fact, the existence of the arms was no secret.  In 

his report to the State department describing the incident, Vice-consul General T. Ayres 

Robertson stated that the existence of the weapons was well known by the city’s political and 

military leaders.359 
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As the forces searched the Consulate General, an anti-U.S. rally was being held, where 

“high Military and Civil Authorities” delivered “anti-American” speeches.360  Most of the anti-

U.S. sentiment was due to the invasion of Veracruz and not to personal animosity toward Consul 

General Hanna.  According to a report sent to the U.S. State Department by T. Ayres Robertson, 

the U.S. Vice Consul General in Monterrey, most of the people of Monterrey had a favorable 

impression of the Consul General.  Roberston writes: “they remembered the work done by the 

[Consul] General Hanna during the flood of 1909 and his many other acts of kindness to the poor 

and rich of the City and they did not approve or take part in the demonstration.”361  By 

examining this source, we have no way of knowing if that is truly how the people of Monterrey 

felt about the U.S. Consul General, but we can infer that at least the consular staff thought their 

charitable actions bought them the good will of a large sector of the people.  Similar thoughts 

were expressed by the consuls with regard to their humanitarian efforts during the famine caused 

by the revolution.  Certainly, while the attacks against U.S. citizens and property were 

widespread in all of Mexico as people learned of the invasion of Veracruz, the reaction of the 

people in Monterrey was relatively subdued.362  Clearly, the consular officers were acting to help 

people, but they were especially interested in advancing the interests of their national and 

economic interests. 
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A military council tried Hanna that same day, but “absolutely no reference whatever was 

made regarding the arms found in the Consulate General.”363  The federal authorities instead 

focused on contacts between the Consul General and Constitutionalist officials.  The reason for 

this was simple: the revolutionary forces under the command of two generals from Lampazos, 

Pablo González and Antonio I. Villareal, were besieging Monterrey.  Hanna had been in contact 

with revolutionary leaders in order to inform them of the places in the city where foreign 

nationals were taking refuge during the fighting.  The imminent attack on the city might have 

also been one of the motivations for Huertista leaders to stage what Robertson described as “anti-

American” rallies.  After the U.S. attack on Veracruz, the federal government attempted to 

recruit people to fight the U.S. invasion.  These volunteers invariably ended up fighting against 

the Constitutionalists, since no federal troops faced the invading U.S. forces except for some 

naval cadets who defied orders in Veracruz. 

In this case, Huerta’s strategy backfired.  Rumors that the U.S. army was attacking 

Monterrey to rescue Hanna spread through the city.  This was not beyond the realm of 

possibility.  The U.S. Navy had actually invaded Venezuela in 1897 to rescue Hanna, although 

there is no evidence that the previous rescue was common knowledge in Monterrey in 1914.364  

When the revolutionary army began attacking the city on April 23, the federal forces defending 

the city broke ranks and escaped without offering much resistance.  The second hearing in 

Hanna’s court martial was held that morning, but the trial never came to a resolution because the 

Huertista forces left Monterrey that same night.  Federal officials claimed to have evacuated the 
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city because they lacked the resources to defend it, but the revolutionary army captured large 

supplies of ammunition and supplies when they took the city.  A few weeks later, on May 6, 

Consul Silliman of Saltillo, which remained under Federal control, was also arrested, but these 

were some of the last efforts of the Huerta regime to gain some popularity by stoking anti-

imperialist sentiments.365 

Huerta fled the country on July 15, 1914.  A month later, the last troops of the federal 

army that Díaz had built surrendered in a small city in the state of Mexico called Teoloyucan.  

The general in charge of the troops that surrendered that day was Lauro Villar, the officer who 

had prevented the coup that fateful day of February 9, 1913.  The surrender of the last remnants 

of the federal army signaled the collapse of Huerta’s illegitimate government and marked the end 

of the institutional structures of power constructed by Porfirio Díaz.  The treaty of Teoloyucan of 

August 13, 1914 successfully concluded the armed revolutions fought by Zapatistas, 

Carrancistas, Villistas, and many others.  The revolution had been consummated, but peace had 

not arrived yet in Mexico.   

 

Conclusion 

On November 14, 1914, word reached Monterrey that General Gerónimo Treviño had died in 

Laredo, Texas.  A few days later, Consul General Hanna relayed details of his death to his 

superiors in Washington so the State Department could issue more information to the press.  

According to the report, the funeral of General Treviño was “the largest in the history of 
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Monterrey.”366  Press reports in the United States estimated the total value of the inheritance of 

the general’s widow, Guadalupe Zambrano de Treviño, at seventeen million dollars, including an 

estate outside of San Antonio worth 150,000 dollars.367  Zambrano de Treviño was his third wife 

and the first cousin of Francisco I. Madero.  Treviño had followed the Constitutionalist 

Revolution from exile in Texas.  He was too old to join the fighting in 1913; he did not accept 

when the Carrancistas invited him to become the nominal leader of the revolution.  Even if his 

health had allowed him to join the campaign, it is not hard to imagine that Treviño was 

displeased to see how the revolution was unfolding.  He had outlived his political enemy 

Bernardo Reyes, but was now witnessing Venustiano Carranza, a protégé of Reyes, lead the 

revolution that was started by his political nephew Francisco Madero. 

The bloody 1911-1914 period had taken a heavy toll on the political leadership of 

Monterrey.  The passing General Treviño, after that of Gustavo and Francisco Madero and 

Bernardo Reyes, represents the end of a stage of the revolution that was headed by leaders who 

had deep ties to Monterrey’s social, political, and economic base.  Maderismo was deeply 

wounded, but it was not completely dead.  Emilio and Raúl Madero, as well as many other 

members of their extended family continued the revolution with the help of other important 

leaders, notably Felipe Ángeles.  Furthermore, Maderistas were able to continue their struggle 

thanks to a strategic alliance with Francisco Villa, who remained loyal to the memory of the 

martyred president for the rest of his life.  At the time of General Treviño’s death, the disparate 
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forces that had formed the Constitutionalist army were still trying to transform their alliance into 

a lasting regime that could bring peace to Mexico.  The breakdown of the alliance was not 

inevitable, but by mid-November of 1914, peace was beginning to seem unlikely.  In the next 

chapter, I will analyze the consequences of the breakdown of the peace between the different 

revolutionary factions, and the lasting impact of Maderismo in Monterrey. 
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Chapter V 
 

Turning the Revolution: Political Coalitions and Economic Strategies, 1914-1915 
 

In late January or early February of 1915, Minor Meriwether disembarked in Tampico with a 

suitcase full of Constitutionalist money.  Meriwether, an oil executive from a prestigious 

southern U.S. family, was planning on travelling through northern Mexico during some of the 

most violent months of the Mexican Revolution with 50,000 pesos in cash in order to “transact 

private and important business.”368  On February 5, the young member of the U.S. elite left the 

port and traveled west on the railroad.  His final destination was Torreón, the geographic heart of 

the Villista army that was preparing to attack the Constitutionalist forces that controlled Tampico 

and most of the Gulf coast of Mexico.  After many “trials and tribulations,” Meriwether crossed 

the frontlines and found his way into the outskirts of Monterrey, where he was detained by the 

troops loyal to the Convention.  Fortunately for Meriwether, Monterrey was governed by leaders 

friendly to international venture capitalists like himself.  Once in the city, he met with two 

prominent members of the Maderista faction of the Conventionist coalition: Felipe Ángeles and 

Raúl Madero.  He was also received by U.S. Consul General Philip Hanna and even witnessed 

the election of Madero to the governorship of Nuevo León on February 15.  Three days later, he 

left for Torreón. 

Meriwether soon discovered that his treatment in Monterrey was truly a singular 

experience.  Other military leaders in Northern Mexico were considerably more suspicious of 
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Meriwether of Wales, and descendants in Virginia and Maryland (St. Louis, MO: Nixon-Jones Print Co., 1899). 
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someone traveling through the war zone with large amounts of cash.  When he arrived in 

Torreón on February 25, Meriwether was arrested, but he was quickly released thanks to the 

swift actions of U.S. Consular Agent William Dent.  Dent telegraphed Hanna, who contacted 

Ángeles; it is not clear how the general intervened, but by the next day at 6 pm, Meriwether was 

out of jail and on his way back to Monterrey.  The train made an unplanned stop in Saltillo, and 

on March 13, British Consul MacMillan telegraphed the Consulate General in Monterrey: 

Meriwether had been arrested again and charged with counterfeiting money.  MacMillan wrote: 

“Meriwether says that he is known to General Ángeles, General Raoul [sic] Madero also to 

yourself and [Vice-Consul General] Mr Ayres Robertson.”369  Meriwether was asking for 

Ángeles to use his influence to get him out of jail again, or at least to have his case transferred to 

a court in Monterrey.  He must have suspected that he would receive better treatment by the 

Maderistas.   

Indeed, Meriwether was transferred to Monterrey where instead of being imprisoned he 

spent one day detained in the government palace and enjoyed a swift release when he swore “on 

his word of honor” to return to court when ordered.  On March 18, Meriwether was personally 

received by Raúl Madero.  Meanwhile, Hanna received telegrams from the Secretary of State and 

the Speaker of the Louisiana House of Representatives asking him to help Meriwether.  By 

March 29, Meriwether was in El Paso, Texas.  On April 1, a New York Times article stated, “the 

case of Minor Meriwether, formerly a midshipman in the Naval Academy at Annapolis, who was 

                                                 
369 McMillan to Hanna, March 13, 1915.  NARA, RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 162, file 320. 
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under arrest at Paredón, Mexico, has… been settled to the satisfaction of the State 

Department.”370 

The Meriwether case did not end there, however.  Meriwether’s baggage, personal effects 

and some money disappeared at some point during his journey.  On April 6, Consul General 

Hanna sent a politely worded letter to Governor Madero asking for help locating the “money, 

clothing and personal effects of Meriwether.”371  The British Consul in Saltillo and the U.S. 

Consul General exchanged a few more letters and telegraphs inquiring about Meriwether’s 

luggage.  The final document concerning this case was a handwritten letter from Meriwether to 

Hanna sent from Taylor, Texas and dated May 15, 1915.  A tireless venture capitalist, 

Meriwether was in Texas “trying to get from under an oil deal.”  He was still concerned about 

recovering what he had lost in Saltillo, but he also seemed worried about his friend Raúl 

Madero’s situation; by this time Villa’s army had been defeated and Monterrey was about to be 

captured by Constitutionalist general Pablo González.  Meriwether offered to receive Madero 

and a member of his staff by the last name of Navarro if they needed to go into exile in the 

United States.372  The bonds of solidarity between the two members of the North American elite 

families, the Meriwethers and the Maderos, were strong. 

Even though Meriwether lost some cash and his luggage, the fact that he managed to 

walk away from a war zone with his life, his freedom, and most of his money speaks to the 

effectiveness and influence of the U.S. consular service.  It also shows a great deal of reciprocity 
                                                 
370 “Garza pays $20,000 M’Manus Indemnity,” New York Times (April 1, 1915, p.1). 
371 Hanna to Madero, April 6, 1915.  NARA, RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 162, file 320 
372 The handwritten letter postmarked in Taylor, Texas reads:  “Dear Mr. Hanna, Here trying to get from under an oil 
deal.  I have wondered if you have by any chance recovered my baggage or money.  I hear Raul will soon be a 
fugitive.  If this is true I will entertain hi [sic] and Navarro on this side!  Your efforts are muchly [sic] appreciated. 
Kindly write to me at Shrevenport, La.  Sincerely yours, Minor Meriwether.”  Meriwether to Hanna, May 15, 1915, 
NARA, RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 162, file 320. 
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between members of the North American liberal elite on both sides of the border.  Ángeles, 

Hanna, Madero, and Meriwether all seemed to share similar values and were equally committed 

to fostering an atmosphere suitable for business.  It is remarkable that, at the height of the 

Mexican Revolution, capitalists like Meriwether were still looking for ways to profit in Mexico.  

The northern Mexican economy had certainly slowed, but it had not come to a full stop.  

Significantly, the Meriwether family was part of the elite business and kinship network of 

southern capitalists (and donors to President Woodrow Wilson’s Democratic Party) that were 

also profiting from the Constitutionalist economy centered in Veracruz and Tampico.373 

This episode also shows the diverse nature of the alliance that made up the Convention.  

While Ángeles and Madero permitted, and even facilitated, the conduct of business in the 

territory they controlled, other northern generals of the Convention were highly suspicious of 

transnational capitalists traveling through the regions they controlled.  The tensions created by 

the different bonds of class solidarity demonstrated in this episode show the social tensions 

inherent in the Conventionist alliance.  Ultimately, as John Tutino has pointed out, these 

contradictions in the Conventionist coalition contributed to their defeat by making it impossible 

for the northern armies of the alliance to reconstitute themselves after the defeats they suffered 

early in the summer of 1915.374   

Unlike the Zapatista army in the south, the army headed by Francisco Villa was not a 

defensive, guerrilla military operation rooted in ecologically autonomous communities; it was a 

                                                 
373 John Mason Hart’s research shows how a complicated web of southern U.S. capitalists, donors to the democratic 
party, and business partners of Gerónimo Treviño and the Madero family profited from their ties to the Carrancista 
regime in Veracruz during the civil war between Constitutionalists and Conventionists.  See John Mason Hart, El 
México revolucionario. 
374 Tutino, "Revolutionary Confrontation, 1913-1917,” 51-52. 
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complex war machine brought together thanks to diverse alliances.  The mobile, standing army 

of the Convention in the north could not rely exclusively on the support of local communities 

and had to depend on its links to international networks of commerce to supply itself.  The 

northern Conventionist army had to build a modern supply chain that depended on currency 

acquired through the sale of manufactured goods and raw materials.  The material demands of 

the army often clashed with the political objectives of the movement.  The Conventionist 

Government of Monterrey—a revolutionary regime that relied on capitalists and foreign 

consuls—offers a perfect example of the inherent contradictions that undermined the 

movement’s ability to win the war.   

This chapter will analyze and contrast the political economies of the most important 

revolutionary factions that fought for control of Mexico during the last months of 1914 and the 

first half of 1915, and will delve into the complicated political alliances that constituted the 

revolutionary factions.  The Constitutionalist coalition successfully drove out Huerta, but the 

victory did not mean the end of the Revolution.  Today we know that a bloodier conflict between 

the leaders of the victorious revolution was about to take place.  The breakdown of the coalition 

was not inevitable, although serious rifts already existed between the members of the anti-Huerta 

revolutionary coalition even before the defeat of the dictator.  We must also remember that the 

Carrancista victory was neither obvious nor inevitable in 1914.  In fact, most observers at the 

time understood that the armies of the Convention had the upper hand in the conflict because 

they controlled more cities and were more popular among both Mexicans and foreign capitalists 

and representatives.  The Carranza faction’s main advantage over the Conventionist coalition 

was its stronger links to international markets.  While the Convention tried to govern the cities 
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and territory they controlled, their enemies focused on sabotaging and pillaging the internal 

Mexican economy, while drawing strength from export sectors.  In other words, the 

Constitutionalist victory was a triumph of commerce over popular support. 

 

Breakdown of the Constitutionalist alliance 

Relations between the División del Norte and the high command of the Constitutionalist Army 

had never been perfect, but they maintained an alliance while they fought against the Federal 

Army that supported Victoriano Huerta.  By the summer of 1914, the Jefe Supremo of the 

Constitutionalists, Venustiano Carranza, saw as the greatest challenge to his long-term political 

ambitions the growing popularity and strength of General Francisco Villa.  In the early days of 

the Constitutionalist advance against Huerta, the former governor of Coahuila supported General 

Manuel Chao to head the División del Norte instead of Villa.  Even after Villa was elected to 

head the Constitutionalist forces in north-central Mexico, Carranza continued to try to 

subordinate him; at one point, he even attempted to place the División del Norte under the 

command of Álvaro Obregón.375  The relationship between the two leaders degenerated further 

once the División del Norte took control of most of Chihuahua in late 1913, and after Villa won 

important victories in the Laguna in March and April of 1914. 

In early May, as the Villistas prepared to advance south towards Zacatecas, Carranza 

himself travelled to Torreón and was received cheerfully by the soldiers and officers of the 

División del Norte.  The Jefe met with Villa and his officers and informed them that they were to 

                                                 
375 On the deterioration of the Villa-Caranza relationship, see Katz, Life and times of Pancho Villa, 330-336. 
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march east to Saltillo, instead of continuing their advance south towards Zacatecas.376  It would 

have made more strategic sense for the Pablo González’ Ejército del Noreste to take the capital 

of Coahuila, given that it was nominally in charge of the region and was already in position to 

attack Monterrey.  But Carranza’s strategy took more than just the Huertista enemy into account. 

He was also weighing the internal politics of the Constitutionalist coalition.  By slowing down 

Villa and redirecting the División del Norte from its southern charge, Carranza was giving the 

Gonzalez and his northeastern force, as well as Obregón’s Ejército del Noroeste, the opportunity 

to catch up to the rapid advance of Villa.  Carranza hoped that by the time the División del Norte 

took Saltillo, Obregón would have concluded his conquest of Nayarit and could find his way into 

Guadalajara, where he could easily join the fighting in Central Mexico.  For González, 

Carranza’s strategy meant that he could divert resources from the Monterrey/Saltillo region and 

reaffirm his advance on the Gulf ports, the eastern U.S.-Mexico border, and the oil-rich Huasteca 

region.  On April 24, the Ejército del Noreste liberated Monterrey from the military occupation it 

had been under since the fall of Madero, and immediately continued its march toward Tampico 

instead of moving west to Saltillo. 

After his meeting with Villistas in Torreón, Carranza continued travelling to the south 

and expanded his efforts to contain Villa.  In Durango he lobbied for the support of local political 

and military leaders who had been loyal to Villa.  After a meeting on May 10 in the city of 

Durango, Carranza strengthened his relationship with the governor of the state, Pastor Rouaix, 

and important generals like Domingo Arrieta, who was already fostering some animosity 
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towards Villa.377  The efforts of the Jefe Supremo transcended political tactics.  In Durango, 

Carranza joined the military forces of Arrieta, Pánfilo Natera, and as many other loyal officers as 

he could muster to create a new branch of the Constitutionalist army: the División del Centro.  

By creating this new division, the Constitutionalist leader hoped to restrict the Villista theater of 

operations to Chihuahua and the Laguna region.  The first task of this new division was to take 

the city of Zacatecas, a strategically valuable mining, transportation, and communication hub. 

Carranza named Natera, who until then had been one of Villa’s subordinates, as the 

commander of the División del Centro.  The Constitutionalist leader also ordered Villa to send 

5,000 of his own men to reinforce División del Centro.  Villa understood these and the rest of 

Carranza’s actions as schemes to divide and impede his army.  The head of the División del 

Norte threatened to resign in protest.  The Jefe Supremo called his bluff and accepted the 

resignation, only to be rebuffed by the officers of the División del Norte.  Felipe Ángeles sent a 

message to Carranza, signed by all the top leaders of the División, informing him that they had 

asked Villa to remain in his post as their military commander.  Carranza was reportedly furious 

at this act of insubordination but had no recourse.  His attempts to restrain Villa were fruitless.  

Carranza had gambled on the División del Norte getting bogged down by the federal defense of 

Saltillo, giving the other Constitutionalist armies time to strengthen their positions.  

Unfortunately for Carranza, Villistas defeated the federal army decisively in the capital of 

Coahuila. 

With the largest cavalry charge of the Mexican Revolution—reported to have been 8,000 

men strong—the División del Norte routed the Huertistas from Saltillo, the city Carranza used to 
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govern.378  The Huertista military occupation of the urban centers of the northeast finally ended.  

As one final act of subordination to Carranza, Villa agreed to let González and Carranza take 

charge of Coahuila.  In the ceremony in which the División del Norte officially transferred 

control of Saltillo and the rest of the state to the Ejército del Noreste, the leaders of both 

branches of the Constitutionalist alliance met.  The reunion almost ended in bloodshed when 

Villa reprimanded González for not putting enough pressure on Monterrey when he was 

attacking the Laguna, and also for not lending support during the assault on Saltillo.  This 

meeting reinforced the animosity that Carrancistas felt towards Villa, but the transfer of power to 

González was more significant in another way: it gave Carrancistas political control over the 

state and the coal fields of the north, which would prove to be strategically invaluable. 

By the time Carranza travelled back north from Durango in early June, the Villistas had 

left Saltillo and were in Torreón resupplying the army and reinforcing their brigades.  Carranza 

arrived in the Laguna on June 5, and nobody was there to receive him—a stark contrast to his 

reception in early April.  Five days later, the División del Norte in full strength headed south 

toward Zacatecas.  Carranza continued on his way to Saltillo, where he reconstituted the 

Coahuilan government with men loyal to him.  With the state firmly under his command, the 

supreme chief was able to play one last card to impede the advance of the Villista army: 

Carranza severed Villa’s supply of Coahuilan coal.  This experience impressed upon the Villistas 

the importance of a reliable supply of coal, and more significantly, the necessity of maintaining 

links to international networks of trade.379  Cut off from the supply of Mexican fuel, the División 

                                                 
378 Katz, Life and times of Pancho Villa, 343-344, and Salmerón Sanginés, La División del Norte, 443-444. 
379 Carranza’s interference with the División del Norte’s coal supply has been broadly written about: see Florencio 
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del Norte turned to international markets.  Villa sent repeated requests for U.S. coal to his 

contacts in El Paso.  Across the border from El Paso was Ciudad Juárez, which the Villistas 

controlled and used to supply the División del Norte.380  On June 3, 1914, Villa received a 

telegram from his commercial agent in El Paso informing him that a shipment of coal was on its 

way to Torreón.  The División del Norte acquired enough coal in El Paso to fuel the advance of 

the División del Norte to Zacatecas.381  Villa and Ángeles sidelined Natera, along with the 

unsuccessful División del Centro, and dealt Huerta his last defeat. 

Villa had secured enough coal to move his division into Zacatecas, but his army found 

itself stranded there after the battle concluded.  Villa was unable to procure coal from the United 

States in the summer of 1914 primarily because heavy rain had washed out several bridges on the 

Chihuahua railroad line that travelled south from Juárez.  Once again, the environment proved to 

be a decisive factor in the development of the Mexican Revolution.  It was the environment, and 

not the Wilson administration’s efforts to block commerce between the United States and the 

revolutionary factions that prevented Villa from resupplying coal.  Since early May of 1914, the 

United States had limited the amount of weapons that could enter Mexico through its land 

borders. After the invasion of Veracruz, the Wilson administration had reason to worry that any 

weapons imported into Mexico could eventually be used against U.S. forces.  The embargo only 

applied to weapons and ammunition, not fuel or other supplies, so it was not to blame for Villa’s 

inability to locate another source of fossil fuel for his locomotives.  Besides, Villa still had good 

                                                                                                                                                             
Talleres Gráficos de la Nación, 1964); Katz, Life and times of Pancho Villa; and  Alan Knight, The Mexican 
Revolution.  
380 Knight, The Mexican Revolution II, 142-146. 
381 The telegram from Lázaro de la Garza to Francisco Villa reads: “Ya liquidé al ferrocarril los fletes pendientes 
hasta la fecha y he conseguido la fianza para que pasen los carros extranjeros con carbón hasta Torreón.”  De la 
Garza to Villa June 3, 1914. De la Garza, I-F-14. 
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relations with the United States.  He had not condemned the invasion of Veracruz as Carranza 

did because he understood it as an action against Huerta, not against Mexico.382 

After the fall of Zacatecas, the rift between Villa, Carranza, Obregón, and González—the 

most visible figures of Constitutionalism—grew wider.  Constitutionalists met in Torreón in 

early July to try to keep the coalition together.  In meetings in the Laguna between July 4 and 8, 

the insurgent leaders agreed to convene a Revolutionary Convention to form a new government.  

The Tratados de Juárez are the origin of the Soberna Convención Revolucionaria.383  The 

personal relations between Villa and Carranza had not been resolved, but the treaty and the 

formation of the Convention a few months later show that it was in the interest of most 

revolutionaries to bring peace to Mexico.  Important members of the alliance strove to sustain the 

movement.  Alfonso Madero, a brother of the murdered president, attempted to mediate between 

Villa and Carranza, fearing that their estrangement could destroy the Constitutionalist alliance to 

the detriment of the Mexican people.384 

In mid-August of 1914—a month after Victoriano Huerta left the country—the 

revolutionary armies began arriving in Mexico City.  As the remnants of the federal army were 

preparing to evacuate the capital, residents reported seeing revolutionaries in the suburbs.  On 

August 13, Acting President Francisco Carvajal, who had assumed the presidency after Huerta’s 

departure, evacuated to Veracruz after surrender negotiations with Carranza’s representatives 

                                                 
382 Robert E Quirk, The Mexican revolution, 1914-1915: the Convention of Aguascalientes (Bloomington, IN: 
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failed.  In Teoloyucan, a small town a few miles north of Mexico City, the remnants of the 

federal troops under Lauro Villar surrendered to General Obregón.385  Villar was the federal 

officer who had defended the administration of Francisco I. Madero after the first coup in 1913.  

Before leading the surrender of the federal army in Teleoyucan, the elderly general had spent a 

few weeks in Monterrey and Saltillo trying to negotiate a more honorable surrender for the 

regime.  The peace talks of Saltillo had been partly facilitated by Consul General Philip 

Hanna.386  As a true federal army loyalist, it is only fitting that Villar was the last federal officer 

standing. 

The Constitutionalist troops camped in the outskirts of Mexico City consisted of 15,000 

cavalry and 12,000 infantry.  Obregón’s troops were reinforced by González’ force which had 

arrived in the area at approximately the same time. Rumors also circulated in the city that Villa’s 

troops were expected to arrive “in about three days,” but Villa remained hundreds of kilometers 

north of the capital due in large part to the Carrancista delay tactics.387  The northwestern and 

northeastern arms of the Contitutionalist coalition had beaten the División del Norte to the 

capital.388  Meanwhile, Zapatista forces gathered cautiously from the south.389  As he was 

preparing to march into the capital, Obregón contemplated coordinating his entrance with the 

Zapatistas.  Tensions between the factions of the victorious revolutionary army had not yet flared 

into open hostility, and new deals were arranged behind the scenes.  During those critical few 
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days in mid-August, Carranza tried to forge an alliance with Zapata “with a view to obtaining his 

support against Villa should the [latter] prove hostile.”390  Camped out in Tlanepantla, waiting 

for the ideal moment to enter Mexico City, Carranza met with Zapatista representatives.  Hoping 

that peace would allow business to resume, the U.S. representative to Carranza, John Silliman, 

attempted to mediate between Zapata and the Chief of the Constitutionalists.  In the end, the 

Zapatistas remained uncompromisingly independent.  Venustiano Carranza ordered General 

Obregón to stop the southern insurgents from entering Mexico City, although some quiet, and 

ultimately fruitless, negotiations with the Zapatistas continued until early September.391  On 

August 20, Venustiano Carranza made his triumphant entrance into Mexico City.392 

 

Attempts to save the Constitutionalist coalition 

By the end of the summer of 1914, the open war between the followers of Villa and Carranza, 

and the violence that accompanied it, was still not inevitable, but prospects for peace were 

diminishing.  During August and September of 1914, there were several attempts to save the 

Constitutionalist movement, or at least to create new alliances that could bring peace to Mexico.  

Carranza had endeavored to strike an improbable alliance with the Zapatistas against Villa; 

admittedly, the attempt was short-lived and possibly nothing more than a stall tactic. Maderistas, 

                                                 
390 Carden to Grey, August 13, 1914.  BDFA, document 9. 
391 As the Obregonista army was entering Mexico City, the British representative wrote:  “Evacuation of capital by 
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August 13, 1914.  BDFA, document  9.  For more on the negotiations between Carranza and the Zapatistas during 
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as well, appealed to the leaders to resolve their political differences.  By far, the plan for 

revolutionary unity with the highest probability of success was the deal that almost materialized 

between the heads of the División del Norte and the Ejército del Noroeste.  In a brave—almost 

reckless—move, General Obregón travelled north to meet with Francisco Villa in his territory in 

September.393  A tenuous peace reigned in Sonora, where skirmishes had erupted between 

Carrancistas under the command of Generals Benjamín Hill and Plutarco Elías Calles and 

military units loyal to Governor Maytorena.  It seemed as though the two governors were 

prepared to be the first ones to break the peace.  When Obregón rose through the ranks of the 

northwestern force and grew closer to Carranza during the last months of the fight against 

Huerta, Maytorena feared losing his position as the top leader of the Sonoran army.  In response, 

the governor of Sonora sought to strengthen his relationship with Villa.  The meeting between 

Obregón and Villa was an attempt to resolve the conflict between the two governors and lay the 

foundation for a strong alliance that could build a new regime in a Constitutional Convention. 

The agreement would bring together the two most powerful armies in Mexico by 

displacing the governors from their political positions.  Essentially, the deal meant that Obregón 

would give up his alliance with Carranza, and Villa would give up his alliance with Maytorena.  

A neutral and virtually unknown politician would replace the governor of Sonora, making 

Obregón the most powerful man in the northwest.  Carranza would be allowed to remain as the 

supreme chief of the revolution but would not be allowed to run for the presidency—a move that 

would diminish the political strength of Villa’s main adversary.  Obregón and Villa had reached 

a tentative pact that could have averted more war in Mexico. 
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Significantly, the Ejército del Noreste was absent from these negotiations.  González 

remained loyal to Carranza, and the Carrancistas suspected that the military forces under his 

command would be needed in case Villa and Obregón turned against them.  When Carranza 

arrived in Mexico City, General González positioned his forces around the capital, covering a 

large area from Tlaxcala to Puebla.394  Lucio Blanco, a native of the Coahuilan borderlands and 

the head of cavalry of the northeastern army, was the only top officer to enter Mexico City with 

Obregón.  We should remember that Carranza and González were not the only revolutionaries 

from the northeast.  Although the most important political figures of the region—Francisco 

Madero, Bernardo Reyes, and Gerónimo Treviño—were dead, an important contingent of 

Maderista urban capitalist revolutionaries were involved in the talks between the generals.  Raúl 

Madero helped to facilitate the negotiations between Villa and Obregón, as did Felipe Ángeles.  

Maderistas were well positioned to play a pivotal role in bringing peace to Mexico.  As a former 

antireeleccionista, Obregón could relate to Maderista leaders Villa respected.  The División del 

Norte was not just a peasant, proletarian, or lower-class army; it was a coalition where different 

interests and world-views competed. 

Negotiations ended optimistically, and the División del Norte even organized a baile to 

celebrate the alliance.  Raúl Madero was enjoying dinner with Obregón when a furious Villa 

interrupted them.  Surely because they had become aware of some of the details of the pact, 

Carranza and Maytorena had broken the truce in Sonora and resumed fighting.  The reigniting of 

the war between the governors struck a fatal blow to the prospects of peace in Mexico.  Villa 

accused Obregón, who was the immediate superior of Hill and Calles, of betraying their 
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agreement and threatened to have him shot by a firing squad.  Obregón avoided being executed 

thanks to the intervention of Madero and Ángeles.  The following day, the Sonoran general 

boarded a train and headed to Mexico City.  Villa changed his mind and ordered the train to be 

intercepted in order to execute Obregón, but the general was able to escape death again thanks to 

his political skills.  During his stay as a guest of the División del Norte, Obregón created strong 

bonds with several of Villa’s officers, and some of them helped him evade capture.  Although he 

almost paid with his life, Obregón’s adventure in the heart of Villismo paid off.  He had 

diminished the power of Maytorena in his home state and created divisions among the officer 

core of the División del Norte. 

 

La Soberana Convención Revolucionaria de Aguascalientes 

The Convention met for the first time on October 1 in Mexico City.  At the time, the capital was 

dominated by Carrancistas, so other leaders, most notably the Villistas, successfully lobbied to 

move the Convention to more neutral territory: the City of Aguascalientes, which lies on the 

border between the Bajío and the northern mining region.  On October 10, the Convention met 

for the first time in the city that marked the limits of the Villista territory.  Four days later, the 

Convention declared itself the sovereign ruling power of Mexico.  In the beginning, Carrancistas 

and Obregonistas dominated the Convention.  In order to counteract this numerical imbalance, 

Villistas needed to find new allies.  Up to this point, the Zapatista Army of Morelos had been 

sidelined from the negotiations taking place in the Convention, but Felipe Ángeles understood 

that they could help break the stalemate.  So he followed the footsteps of Obregón and risked his 

life by going directly to the heart of his former enemies, the Zapatistas.  The relationship 



 

217 
 

between the general and the southern insurgents was complicated.  During the Madero 

administration, Ángeles replaced Huerta as the commander of the Federal forces in Morelos.  

Compared to the violent campaign that his predecessor had conducted, Ángeles had shown to be 

a more rational and humane warrior.  That being said, the southern warriors had no reason to 

forget that the general had led federal forces into Zapatista territory.  Ángeles was taking a big 

risk, hoping his gamble would pay off.   

Zapatistas had been negotiating an alliance with Villistas for months.  As early as March 

of 1914, Villista representatives and the southern insurgents held talks in Morelos.395  The group 

of negotiators that arrived in Mexico City on October 17 to parlay with the Zapatistas was the 

highest-level commission to meet on behalf of Villa.  They had a clear mission: to bring the 

Zapatistas into the Convention.  On the 19th, Zapata and Ángeles, two former enemies, met in 

Cuernavaca.  The southern leader expressed skepticism at the idea of joining a Convention 

dominated by Carrancistas, but he put an offer on the table.  The Zapatistas would only join the 

governing alliance if the Convention agreed to adopt the Plan de Ayala.  Ángeles could not 

assure Zapata that the Convention would enact the plan, but he gave his assurances that the 

Convention would consider it and bring it to a vote.  A week later, on October 26, a Zapatista 

delegation entered the Convention in Aguascalientes.396 

Zapatistas had become part of the Convention tentatively, but once they joined they 

transformed the politics of the revolutionary reunion, and in doing so, the movement from 

                                                 
395 Womack, Zapata, 193, 211-213. 
396 Barrera Fuentes, Cronicas y debates, 14-17; Womack, Zapata, 213; Katz, Life and times of Pancho Villa, 379-
380. 
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Morelos was transformed as well.397  The fierce rhetoric of the Zapatista orators, especially 

Antonio Soto y Gama, immediately pushed the Convention to the left and further alienated the 

Carrancista delegates.  On October 28, the Convention agreed in principle to adopt some key 

provisions of the Plan de Ayala.  In private meetings, Obregón and Ángeles continued to revive a 

deal that would displace Carranza from the presidency and keep the Convention together.  The 

eventual alliance between Carranza and Obregón is often seen as natural or inevitable, but the 

actions of the Sonoran General in September and October of 1914 show that he was willing, 

even eager, to betray the former governor of Coahuila (as he did in 1919).  Likewise, the 

eventual alliance between Zapatistas and Villistas was a carefully constructed agreement, not a 

class-based, natural reunion.  The Villista contingent was not as radical as the Zapatistas.  In fact, 

many were surprised by the moderation of the Villistas.  The two main negotiators working on 

behalf of the Villista faction were liberal, non-agrarian politicians: Felipe Ángeles and Roque 

González Garza.398 

After the arrival of the Zapatistas, delegates loyal to Carranza, like Obregón, lost control 

of the proceedings.  Ángeles not only brought the Zapatistas to the Convention, but he also 

lobbied the Convention to accept enough provisions of the Plan de Ayala to win Zapatista 

support for his and Obregón’s plan to sideline Carranza.  In order to assure the loyalty of 

Obregón, Ángeles convinced the rest of the Villistas to accept Obregón’s choice of interim 

president: Eulalio Gutiérrez, a little-known insurgent from San Luis Potosí.  Gutiérrez was close 

                                                 
397 For more on Zapatista rhetoric during revolutionary gathering of 1914, and on the way that the myth of 
Zapatismo and agrarismo was transformed in the Convention see Gloria Villegas Moreno, “La Soberana 
Convención y los perfiles del discurso Zapatista,” in Estudios sobre el zapatismo, ed. Laura Espejel López (México, 
D.F.: Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, 2000).  See also Womack, Zapata, chapter 7. 
398 Katz, Life and times of Pancho Villa, 375-280,and Barrera Fuentes, Cronicas y debates, 14-17 
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to Obregón and had been known as a Carrancista.  The fact that Villistas agreed to accept him as 

President shows that most revolutionary factions in the Convention, except perhaps for 

Carranza’s, were still committed to compromise for peace.399 

Negotiations in Aguascalientes were clearly not going Carranza’s way.  On October 29, 

Carranza announced that he was not going to attend the Convention, contradicting what he had 

previously pronounced publicly.400  On November 1, Carranza left Mexico City for Teotihuacán 

“ostensibly for a brief visit.”401  In reality, the former governor escaped to Puebla, which was 

commanded by an ally and fellow northeasterner named Francisco Coss.  His trip to Puebla 

might not have been publicized as a retreat, but he left the city with most of his cabinet and most 

of the military equipment he found in the capital (including an airplane that Huerta had 

purchased).  Carranza was preparing for war, and the breakdown of peace seemed imminent, but 

even then, it was not inevitable. 

Obregón attempted to broker peace once more by agreeing to head a delegation from the 

Convention to meet with Carranza.  The delegation wanted both Carranza and Villa to resign 

their positions.  Obregón was interested in more than averting war; he was trying to position 

himself as the next leader of Mexico.  With Villa and Carranza out of the way, only two leaders 

of the Constitutionalist revolution would remain: himself and González, who was closely 

associated with Carranza and would lose most of his political capital with the resignation of the 

first chief.  Carranza did not meet with Obregón.  Instead, he sent a message to the Convention 

agreeing to step down only if González was allowed to take his place.  Carranza’s proposal fell 

                                                 
399 For more on the election of Gutiérrez as president, see Quirk, The Mexican revolution,117-120. 
400 Barrera Fuentes, Cronicas y debates, 16. 
401 Holler to Grey, December 7, 1914. BDFA, document 76.  See also Katz, Life and times of Pancho Villa, 383-387. 
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flat.  His resolution was incompatible with Obregón’s political ambitions and, more importantly, 

it was a thinly veiled attempt to undermine the Convention’s intentions to displace him as 

president.  The Convention responded to Carranza’s proposal with an ultimatum: he had to 

resign by November 10 or be considered in rebellion. 

Obregón’s plan to position himself as the president of Mexico and unite the various 

factions in the coalition had failed.  Now he needed to decide whether to remain loyal to the 

Convention, where he would have to compete for power with Villa, Zapata, and Ángeles, or to 

gamble on Carranza and suspend his political aspirations while the Jefe remained in power.  The 

Sonoran general chose to leave the Convention and stay with the Constitutionalist army.  Besides 

the political calculations that drew Obregón and Carranza together, there were also economic and 

ideological links between the two men.  The roots of both leaders were in former frontier towns 

where economic activities like ranching, agribusiness, and commerce—not industry—

dominated.  Their distrust of both urban industrial capitalism and the Zapatista agrarian populism 

was apparent in the struggle against the Convention. 

Other generals had to make decisions similar to the one Obregón made when he decided 

to remain loyal to Carranza.  Lucio Blanco, who was in charge of Mexico City, hesitated before 

finally joining the Constitutionalists.  In Monterrey, Governor Antonio I. Villareal also hesitated.  

During the opening weeks of hostilities between Constitutionalists and Conventionists, rumors 

flew around the northeast that Villareal was not going to side with Carranza or Villa.  Instead, it 

was thought that he might want to begin an independent revolution or side with Félix Díaz.  In 

the end, he joined other borderland generals in the Constitutionalist cause—Villareal was another 
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native of Lampazos.402  By mid November of 1914 the civil war between Constitutionalist and 

Conventionists had begun.403 

 

Carranza’s escape and the Constitutionalist control of ports 

After fleeing Mexico City, Carranza stayed in Puebla for a few days and subsequently moved 

farther southeast to Córdoba—a city on the other side of the Pico de Orizaba, Mexico’s highest 

mountain and the dividing line between Puebla and Veracruz.  The retreat of the First Chief of 

the Constitutionalists was cautious.  Eventually, he found refuge in Veracruz, where he was able 

to rebuild his military force with the help of weapons and ammunition left by the U.S. army in 

the port.  During the first days of November of 1914, it was not yet clear that the United States 

would leave Veracruz, at least not in hands of the Constitutionalists.  Carranza’s confidence that 

Veracruz would be a safe haven for his government was not firm, a fact evidenced by his slow 

retreat and by his attempt to keep his escape options open.  When Carranza arrived in Puebla, an 

important detachment of Constitutionalist forces continued its march southeast into the Pacific 

side of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec.  Carranza was attempting to secure the port of Salina Cruz, a 

fruitless effort that cost the life of Jesús, his brother and one of his closest collaborators.404  By 

risking the life of his brother to try to secure passage to the port in the Pacific, Carranza 

demonstrated that he was looking to retreat to international ports.  He was not thinking of 

                                                 
402 On the rumors of Villareal’s shifting loyalties, see Wilson to Hohler, November  27, 1914.  BDFA, Doc 87. 
403 I am using the term “civil war” to refer to the conflict between Constitutionalists and Conventionists following 
Pedro Salmerón’s historiographic analysis of the period: Pedro Salmerón Sangines, "Los historiadores y la guerra 
civil de 1915: origen y persistencia de un canon historiográfico," Historia Mexicana, 68 (4): 1305-1368 (2009). 
404 For more on Jesús Carranza’s missionto Oaxaca see Berta Ulloa, Historia de la revolución mexicana; la 
encrucijada de 1915 (México D.F.: Colegio de México, 1979), 55-60. 
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entrenching himself in the easily defensible, and potentially ecologically autonomous, terrain of 

the Oaxacan sierra or Tabasco’s lowlands. 

As Jesús Carranza advanced south to look for a way to take control of a port in the 

Pacific coast for the Constitutionalist cause, another military leader loyal to Carranza proceeded 

in the opposite direction.  As with the coal mines, which are mostly concentrated in northern 

Coahuila, only one region in Mexico—the Huasteca, located on the northern edge of the state of 

Veracruz—produced significant quantities of oil in the 1910s.405  The race for control over the 

oil-producing region and Tampico, the international port that serves as the main outlet for the 

fossil fuel, began early in the civil war.  When hostilities broke out in November of 1914 the 

Constitutionalist Ejército del Noreste commanded by General González was stationed in 

Pachuca, situated to the northeast of Mexico City.  Before Carranza regrouped and rebuilt his 

army, the Ejército del Noreste was the strongest fighting force still loyal to the First Chief.406  

Carranza, and later Obregón, escaped to the south in order to rebuild their armies, but González 

did not rendezvous with his allies.  Instead, the general from Lampazos and his followers 

mobilized in the northeast, fighting their way into the Huasteca with the ultimate objective of 

reaching Tampico.  The advance of the army was not simple.  Between Pachuca and Tampico 

                                                 
405 I am limiting my analysis of Tampico to its central role during the Mexican Civil War, but there is rich literature 
of oil and the Mexican Revolution.  For a complete on Tampico’s oil-export economy during the Porfiriato and the 
Mexican revolution, see: Myrna I. Santiago, The ecology of oil: environment, labor, and the Mexican Revolution, 
1900-1938 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006); Ana María Serna, Manuel Peláez y la vida rural en la 
Faja de Oro: Petróleo, revolución y sociedad en el norte de Veracruz (México, D.F.: Instituto Mora, 2008); 
Jonathan C. Brown, Oil and revolution in Mexico (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993); Merrill 
Rippy, Oil and the Mexican revolution (Leiden: Brill, 1972); and George W. Grayson, The politics of Mexican oil 
(Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1980).  For a global perspective see Bernard Mommer, Global oil 
and the nation state (Oxford, UK: Published by the Oxford University Press for the Oxford Institute for Energy 
Studies, 2002). 
406 Adolfo Gilly, La revolución interrumpida; México, 1910-1920: una guerra campesina por la tierra y el poder 
(México D.F.: Ediciones El Caballito, 1971), 150. 
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stood the state of San Luis Potosí, which was mostly controlled by the Convention, as was most 

of the north.407  In the area closer to the Huasteca in northern San Luis Potosí was the base of 

operations of the Cedillo brothers, part of the Conventionist alliance.  Cleofas, one of the Cedillo 

brothers, was killed fighting the Carrancistas on Christmas day of that year.408 

Mass desertion, relentless Villista attacks, and the harsh environment dwindled González’ 

army; only about 3,000 soldiers arrived in Tampico in December, down from more than17,000 

that the General commanded before the Convention and the Constitutionalist factions split.409  In 

fact, it might have been luck that saved González and the remnants of his army from complete 

destruction.  Conventionist forces under General Manuel Chao were following closely and 

skirmishing with the retreating forces led by González.  In the week before Christmas, the forces 

of the Convention were well positioned to strike a final blow to the weakened Ejército del 

Noreste, but Chao was recalled from his task of routing the Carrancista troops in order to engage 

another military group attempting to escape through the territory of San Luis Potosí.  This group 

was under the command of Eulalio Gutiérrez, who had left his position as interim president of 

the Conventionist forces and was attempting to establish himself in his home state.410 

Trekking across hostile territory had practically destroyed General González’ army, but 

Tampico proved worth the steep price.  He endured such hardships because the city was pivotal 

to the survival of the Constitutionalists at a time when both factions were fighting for control 

                                                 
407 The Constitutionalists published the following chronicle of the battle El Ébano: Antonio Rivera de la Torre, El 
Ébano, los 72 días de su heróica defensa: relación escrita en vista de testimonios personales y de documentos 
auténticos (México: Impr. del Departamento de estado mayor de la Secretaria de guerra y marina, 1915).  See also 
Roberto Guzmán Quintero, Tampico ante la batalla de El Ebano (Tampico, México: Fomento Editorial, 2002), 28. 
408 Guzmán Quintero, Tampico ante la batalla de El Ebano, 36.  Manuel Peláez and his military force also operated 
in the area, but they were would not become significant players in the region until the defeat of the Convention.  
Brown, Oil and revolution, 277. 
409 Guzmán Quintero, Tampico ante la batalla de El Ebano, 30. 
410 Holher to Grey, December 27, 1914.  BDFA, document 16 
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over resources.  Carrancistas now controlled every major port in the Gulf coast, from Matamoros 

to Puerto México.  Had the Conventionists taken Tampico, they would have split Carranza’s 

forces.  They would have also strengthened their links to international networks of trade.  The 

Convention’s control over most of the U.S.-Mexico border allowed them access to a foreign 

market, but they were dependent on the United States.  Carranza, however, was in a stronger 

position in his dealings with the United States because he could also trade with other countries. 

Tampico was not completely secured.  In November, when the Conventionist and 

Constitutionalist factions split, Governor Luis Caballero of Tamaulipas sided with Carranza.  

Caballero focused his efforts on protecting Tampico from Villistas, so he transferred his 

government from Ciudad Victoria to the port and took charge of the customs house.  The British 

Consul in Tampico did not seem very optimistic about Caballero’s ability to hold the port: “The 

troops here number about 600,” reported the consul, “but the majority of them are undisciplined, 

and I do not expect to see them put up any determined resistance.”  Foreign capitalists and 

consuls worried that the number of troops stationed in Tampico would not be sufficient to protect 

foreign businesses and citizens in case of “rioting and anti-foreign demonstrations.”411  When 

González finally reached Tampico with his tired and demoralized troops in late December, the 

Constitutionalists did not seem likely to hold the port.  Losing the port would mean losing the 

region’s oil and along with its revenues. 

 

 

 

                                                 
411 Wilson to Hohler, November 13, 1914.  BDFA, document 85. 
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Carranza in Veracruz 

While Jesús Carranza explored the possibility of Salina Cruz, and Pablo González began his 

costly struggle towards Tampico, Cándido Aguilar—Venustiano Carranza’s son-in-law—

advanced to the port of Veracruz.  U.S. President Woodrow Wilson had announced in mid-

September, before the Convention had even gathered, that the United States was going to 

withdraw its troops from Mexico’s most important port.  The United States had invaded 

Veracruz primarily to weaken the Huerta administration.  With the dictator gone, the Wilson 

administration hoped to leave Veracruz in order to focus its military attention on the growing 

military crisis in Europe; the Great War had begun in August of that year.  As negotiations in the 

Convention broke down throughout the month of October, the Wilson administration hesitated to 

leave Veracruz. On November 23, after more than two months of stalling and after being 

convinced by Aguilar that Carrancistas would not retaliate against those who collaborated with 

the invaders, the U.S. military occupation of Veracruz ended, and the Constitutionalists quickly 

took refuge in the city.   

Although he was escaping from his political and military adversaries, Carranza was not 

destitute in any way.  He left the capital with all the money in the treasury and all the bullion in 

the mint, as well as with more than two and a half million pesos in gold coin taken from José 

Escandón, a member of an old elite Mexican family.  In addition to the resources they pillaged 

from Mexico City, Carrancistas found invaluable material support in Veracruz: the port was full 

of weapons that the U.S. military had stockpiled for months.  A large portion of the weapons had 
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belonged to the federal army under Huerta.412  As Mexico’s most important port, and as the site 

of invasions (that go back to the time of Hernán Cortés), Veracruz has always been a military 

hub of great significance.  The federal army held arsenals in the fortress of San Juan de Ulloa, in 

the Palacio Municipal, at the lighthouse (which later became Carranza’s headquarters), and at the 

Baluarte de Veracruz.  The U.S. Army located and confiscated those weapons, as well as 

shipments of weapons intended for Huertistas on at least three commercial ships.  Many more 

shipments continued to arrive during the U.S. occupation.413  Some of these arms were meant for 

Huertistas, who had solicited the weapons before they were defeated, while other shipments were 

addressed to private interests, including arms dealers, state and municipal police forces, 

hacendados, and representatives of foreign governments that likely planned to organize private 

defense forces similar to the one created by consuls and businessmen in Monterrey. 

For Carranza, Veracruz was a gold mine of arms and ammunition, but it also held the key 

to bypassing the U.S. embargo.  The United States had secured the land border from Matamoros 

to Tijuana.  Consequently, neither Constitutionalists nor Conventionists were able to trade 

openly, although contraband was rampant.  Controlling most Mexican ports meant that Carranza 

could purchase supplies, weapons and ammunition in international markets that could not be 

regulated by the United States.  Particularly worrisome for U.S. and British leaders was the 

possibility of a Carrancista alliance with Germany, but another U.S. blockade in Veracruz would 

have meant the commitment of troops and naval resources that Wilson had just withdrawn. 

                                                 
412 For a concise description of the origin of the weapons in Veracruz, see Hart, El México revolucionario, 291-294.  
Contrary to what Hart tries to argue, his own research shows that they were not sent by the Wilson administration, 
but by private companies and businessmen.  Many of these war profiteers were also business partners of Maderistas 
and Trevinistas, so there is no concrete evidence that the Wilson administration was supporting Constitutionalist 
over Conventionist through shipments of weapons. 
413 Hart, El México revolucionario, 291-294 
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Carranza was not completely devoid of support from the United States; helping him to 

circumvent the embargo were southern businessmen and Democratic donors willing to profit 

from the Mexican War (even though some of these profiteers had been business partners of 

Gerónimo Treviño and the Madero family).414 

By taking Veracruz, Carranza also assured the survival of his allies in the north.  While 

Chao, leader of the Conventionist army in San Luis, was distracted by his pursuit of Eulalio 

Gutiérrez, González had a few crucial weeks to rebuild his army. The Ejército del Noreste still 

controlled all of the coast of Tamaulipas, including the border port of Matamoros, even though 

they had lost Monterrey and Saltillo by January of 1915.  Once Carranza had taken Veracruz he 

was able to resupply the Constitutionalists in the northeast.  Without the Veracruz-Tampico 

coastal supply chain, González would not have been able to protect Tampico and isolate 

Monterrey.  The disastrous consequences of the virtual siege of Monterrey will be analyzed in 

the next chapter.  

Access to the Gulf of Mexico meant that Constitutionalists could secure commodity-

producing areas for themselves.  On March 15, three months after the armies of the Convention 

took control of Monterrey, the Carrancistas conquered Mérida, the capital of Yucatán, which was 

the country’s major producer of henequen fiber.415  Salvador Alvarado, the Carrancista governor 

and military leader in Yucatán, managed to keep the henequen economy active because of the 

high demand and direct investment from the United States.  Thanks to those conditions Alvarado 

was able to send revenues to Veracruz to support the Carrancista cause and implement positive 

                                                 
414 See Hart, El México revolucionario. 
415 Allen Wells, and Joseph Gilbert M, Summer of Discontent, Seasons of Upheaval: Elite Politics and Rural 
Insurgency in Yucatán, 1876-1915 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1996). 
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social reforms in the state, although these benefits did not come until the summer of 1915.416  

Henequen production did not stop because of the revolution.  Production levels remained steady 

until 1913 and reached record high levels from 1914 to 1916.417 

 

Constitutionalist sabotage and forced recruitment 

From the moment the civil war between the revolutionary factions broke out, the bulk of the 

Conventionist forces left central Mexico, but even then the Convention did not abandon the 

capital.  Instead, the Zapatistas took charge of Mexico City since their base of operations, around 

the state of Morelos, is located south of Mexico City.  The inhabitants of Mexico City were 

concerned about being left at the mercy of the Zapatistas, but these worries soon dissipated when 

Zapatistas proved to be more disciplined than expected.  The peasant army did not rape and 

pillage their way into the capital, as many capitalinos had feared, when they entered on 

November 24, 1914.  In fact, the rural troops were uncomfortable in the urban setting, but they 

successfully secured the city, with some even politely knocking on residents’ doors to ask for 

food.  General Zapata was just as uncomfortable as his troops; he barely entered Mexico City, 

refused to visit the Palacio Nacional, and offered just a few curt words to the press.  Zapata’s 

forces were clearly not eager to hold the largest urban area in the country.418 

The Zapatistas’ task of securing Mexico City was complicated by Carrancista efforts to 

undermine the security of the capital.  From late November of 1914 until the summer of the 
                                                 
416 Friedrich Katz, “International Wars, Mexico, and U.S. Hegemony,” in Cycles of Conflict, Centuries of Change: 
Crisis, Reform, and Revolution in Mexico, ed. John Tutino (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007), 194.  Wells 
and Joseph, Summer of Discontent, Seasons of Upheaval, 268-274. 
417 Wells and Joseph, Summer of Discontent, Seasons of Upheaval, 268-274. 
418 On the Zapatistas in Mexico City, Womack, Zapata, especially “Capítulo V, Desconocen a los 
Constitucionalistas.” On Zapata’s unease in Mexico City, see Hohler to Grey, December 8, 1915, BDFA, document 
88 and, Womack, Zapata. 
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following year, Constitutionalists sabotaged and isolated Mexico City.  As they evacuated the 

capital, Constitutionalists looted libraries, churches, and museums in search of valuables and 

antiquities.  They also sabotaged the city’s factories and disabled the tramway system.419  By 

disabling the urban transportation networks, workers were not able to enter the city from the 

working class suburbs.  Constitutionalists also sabotaged and interfered with the mail.  They 

refused to let the mail travel via railroad, and they routinely intercepted and censored private, 

consular, and diplomatic communications.  More seriously, Carrancistas prevented shipments of 

food from entering the city.  Even the American Red Cross and the International Committee of 

Private Charity (organized with support of the consular and diplomatic community in Mexico 

City) were unable to bring into the city supplies they had purchased from as close as thirty-five 

miles away.420 

In late February of 1915, on its way to the fateful battles of Celaya and León, the 

Constitutionalist army under the command of Obregón occupied Mexico City with little 

resistance from the Zapatistas, and held it for just over one month.  The Constitutionalist control 

of the capital did not alleviate the suffering of the population of the city.  By many accounts, the 

situation for capitalinos worsened with the Constitutionalist occupation.  Obregón’s treatment of 

the city was so harsh that the international community took note.  For French minister Paul 

                                                 
419 On the disabling of Mexico City’s tramway system, the British consul reported: “In nothing, I fancy, had the pure 
malice of the Constitutionalists been more shown that in their removal from the tramcars of the controllers.  The 
manager of the tramway company informs me that these objects can be of no possible use to anyone else, despite a 
current rumor that there is an intention to endeavor to sell them in Cuba.  There is no manifest advantage to be 
gained in causing gratuitous damage to the company, and the only aim, therefore, can only be to inflict the utmost 
inconvenience and damage in the city, which, with its suburbs, is of very great extent, and depends to quite an 
unusual degree on the excellent tramway service. ” Hohler to Sir Edward Grey, March 31, 1915.  BDFA, Doc 137. 
420 Hohler to Grey, March 22, 1915, BDFA, document 146.  For more on the suffering in Mexico City during the 
Mexican Revolution, see Diane Davis, Urban leviathan: Mexico City in the twentieth century (Philadelphia, PE: 
Temple University Press, 1994); and John Lear, 2001, Workers, neighbors, and citizens: the revolution in Mexico 
City (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press). 
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Lefaivre, Obregón behavior represented a “public danger.”  The diplomat reported that the 

Sonoran general prevented supplies from reaching the city “a pesar de la cruel hambruna.”421  

Lefaivre went on to advocate for U.S. intervention to stop the Constitutionalist threat.  On March 

6, just a few days after the Constitutionalists seized the capital, the Department of State sent a 

message to Obregón through Brazilian Minister Oliveira and to Carranza through Silliman.  The 

communication expressed that the United States government believed the actions of the 

Constitutionalist leaders were a form of collective punishment on Mexican and foreign residents 

of Mexico City in order to “force upon the population submission to their incredible demands.”  

The message continued:  

…when a factional leader preys on a starving city to compel obedience to 
his decrees by inciting outlawry and at the same time uses means to 
prevent the city from being supplied with food, a situation is created 
which it is impossible for the United States to contemplate longer with 
patience.  Conditions have become intolerable and can no longer be 
endured.422 
 

The message also stated that the United States would hold Carranza and Obregón personally 

responsible for any harm caused to U.S. citizens. Silliman telegraphed the State Department with 

Carranza’s response, in which he denied “the charge that Obregon has shipped food supply out 

of the city or prevented its entry.”  In reality, Carrancistas were confiscating the Red Cross relief 

                                                 
421 See Pierre Py, Francia y la Revolución Mexicana, 1910-1920, o, La desaparición de una potencia mediana 
(México: Centro de Estudios Mexicanos y Centroamericanos, 1991).  Lefaivre’s dispatch to the French Ministry 
(reproduced by Py) reads:  “Al mismo tiempo que [Obregón] impide el aprovisionamiento a pesar de la cruel 
hambruna, continúa su propaganda excitando al pueblo a la violencia contra los extranjeros, los banqueros, los 
comerciantes […]  Mis colegas consideran urgente acudir al gobierno de Washington para obtener una acción en 
Veracruz a fin de cambiar a Obregón […]  Las propiedades y las vidas extranjeras y la seguridad de la legación se 
encuentran amenazadas.”  Py, Francia y la Revolución Mexicana, 1910-1920, 167.   
422 Secretary of State to Brazilian Minister, March 6, 1915.  United States Department of State. Papers relating to 
the foreign relations of the United States with the address of the president to Congress, December 7, 1915.  
Washington, D.C.: U.S. G.P.O. (FRUS).  Mexico, Political Affairs, File 812/14501. 
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supplies, selling them, and using the proceeds to purchase armament.423  A few days later 

Brazilian Minister Oliveira informed the State Department that the food situation in Mexico City 

was getting worse, and that it had been impossible for him to arrange for the transportation of 

food into the city.424 

 Mexico City’s occupation did not last long.  Unlike Conventionists, who attempted to 

hold urban areas in order to use them in their war effort, Constitutionalist strategy had no use for 

the city.  Luis Vicente Cabrera, Carranza’s finance minister, described Mexico City as a “white 

elephant,” and openly spoke of abandoning it completely since the troops that could potentially 

guard it would be more useful in the war against the Convention.425  Carranza believed in 

abandoning the city, destroying all communication and transportation links to the north, and 

entrenching the Constitutionalist army in the south, where they could defend from potential 

Zapatista attacks and wait to draw Villa out of his base in the north.  Obregón disregarded the 

opinion of the first chief: he knew Villa was moving to the take northeast.  Conventionists were 

already advancing towards Tampico through the El Ébano, while preparing to open advance 

from the north.  The Sonoran general took his army to the Bajío to threaten Villa’s base in 

Torreón and distract the Conventionist advance on Tampico.426  By the second week of March, 

                                                 
423 The sale of food by Constitutionalists is analyzed with further detail in the following chapter.  Hohler to Grey, 
June 19, 1915. BNA FO 115/1928/Ammo. 
424 FRUS, Mexico, Political Affairs, File 812/14536. 
425 Special Representative John Silliman reported the following to the Department of State: “Cabinet Minister 
Cabrera informed me this morning that the City of Mexico was a white elephant on the hands of the 
Constitutionalists and that it was altogether probable that they would soon abandon it using their troops in the 
campaign against Villa…” Silliman to Department of State, March 3, 1915.  FRUS, File 820/14494. 
426 Friedrich Katz states the Constitutionalist options concisely: “Carranza and Obregón reacted in different ways to 
the difficult situation in which they found themselves.  Carranza suggested to Obregón that he should withdraw from 
Mexico City, destroy all communications with the north, and retreat to a more southern point to await Villa’s attack.  
Obregón did not agree.  He felt that his best strategy was to take the offensive.  This was the only way, he believed, 
that Villa’s plan to attack the oil port of Tampico could be thwarted.”  Katz, Life and times of Pancho Villa, 487-
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every Constitutionalist soldier had left Mexico City, and the Zapatistas re-entered the capital.  

This time, they were welcomed. 

Unfortunately for the population of Mexico City, Constitutionalists continued to injure 

the capital from afar.  Carrancista control of the ports meant that Zapatistas could not bring food 

from abroad for the city.  Holding ports like Veracruz allowed Carranza to isolate Mexico City 

and to maintain an economic advantage over the Conventionists.  Constitutionalists had weapons 

and access to markets, but they did not have as many recruits willing to fight for Carranza’s 

cause as the Villistas, Zapatistas or Maderistas did.  Carrancistas controlled large industrial 

population areas in central Mexico, but Carranza did not show any interest in trying to restart the 

industrial economy of the region.  He also found little support among the working class of the 

area.  Carranza, Obregón, and González had no experience, or frankly any interest, in dealing 

with urban industrial workers; the roots of the three leaders lay in the commercial borderland 

enclaves of Cuatro Ciénegas, Huatabampo, and Lampazos, not in urban industrial cities.  

Obreros in Mexico City, Puebla, Orizaba, and Veracruz were not passive observers.  

Indeed, they had many reasons to join a revolution before 1915.  Their economic and physical 

security had been declining since 1908, but the unemployment and scarcity that accompanied the 

Mexican civil war inflicted a new level of hardship on the workers and their families.  With no 

end in sight to the unemployment and subsistence crisis, many workers had little choice but to 

join la bola, and cast their luck with a revolutionary faction.  President Madero had been able to 

articulate a reformist, even at times revolutionary, message that appealed to urban working 

workers and professionals.  But after Huertistas murdered the president in February of 1913, the 

                                                                                                                                                             
488.  See also José C. Valadés, Historia general de la Revolución Mexicana (Editores Mexicanos Unidos, Mexico, 
1976). 
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remaining Maderistas retreated to the north and were trying to rebuild the urban, industrial 

economy of Monterrey.  Disaffected urban workers from Mexico City and the other urban 

centers had two choices if they decided to join a revolutionary faction: they could join the 

Carrancistas or the Zapatista movement. 

The Zapatistas’ appeal to city dwellers was limited since they were not an urban 

movement.  They drew most of their material and social support from the rural communities of 

Morelos and, to a lesser extent, from Puebla, Guerrero, and Oaxaca.  Yet, despite the Zapatistas’ 

rural base of support, a surprising number of urban radicals joined them.  When the Huerta 

dictatorship repressed the workers’ movement in Mexico City and outlawed the Casa del Obrero 

Mundial, many of its leaders sought refuge in the mountains south of Mexico City.  Perhaps most 

notable among these urban leaders who joined the Zapatistas was Antonio Díaz Soto y Gama, 

who represented the movement in the Convención de Aguascalientes and would replace Zapata 

as the head of the movement after the leader was murdered in 1919.  Díaz Soto y Gama and his 

fellow intellectuals and urban working class refugees helped infuse anarchist ideology into the 

Zapatista movement, but the movement also changed them.  During this time Soto y Gama had 

been refining what Womack describes as “the doctrine of agrarismo and the cult of the 

agraristas,” an ideology that mixed the basic tenets of Zapatista “Reforma, Libertad, Justicia y 

Ley,” with socialist thought inspired in Tolstoy and Kropotkin.427 

There is no doubt that the Zapatista movement had adopted urban radicals; some 

industrial workers with radical aspirations were seduced by the ideals of agrarismo—especially 

in the middle of a deadly series of employment and food crises.  But the populist agrarian 

                                                 
427 Womack, Zapata, 188-192. 
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message held limited appeal for an urban working class.  Soto y Gama himself had turned away 

from the socialist urban industrial struggle to embrace radical agrarianism.  When the 

Constitutionalists left and the Zapatistas briefly retook Mexico City in late March of 1915, Soto 

y Gama delivered a speech in which he agreed with Obregón’s “castigation of the city.”  In the 

same speech, reported by a British foreign officer, Díaz Soto y Gama argued that “the true 

revolution and liberty” was found “in the mountains of Morelos and the plains of Chihuahua,” 

while “the town” only contained “reaction [and] corruption.”428  Eventually, agrarismo became a 

powerful ideological force in Mexico and did much to shape the post-Revolutionary debate, as 

well as our understanding of the Revolution itself.  As John Womack had shown, the Zapatistas 

lost the Mexican Revolution militarily, but their brand of agrarian populism had a long-lasting 

impact on Mexico’s political economy.  The Zapatista’s agrarian program had a more immediate 

effect, as well; desperate for supporters, in early 1915 Constitutionalists co-opted agrarian 

populism and called for land reform along the lines of the Plan de Ayala.429 

Cynically adopting agrarismo did not help Carrancistas gain support in the urban 

industrial areas of Central Mexico in 1915 (it is hard to imagine that the agrarista message 

resounded in the minds of most members of the urban-industrial working class).  But just a few 

of the labor activists who had to flee during the Huerta repression found a home with the 

Zapatistas.  Many more members of the Casa del Obrero Mundial remained hidden in Mexico 

City and eventually joined the Constitutionalist cause.  Indeed, sixty-six leaders of the Casa del 

Obrero Mundial gathered in Veracruz on February 10, 1915 to weigh the benefits that the 

                                                 
428 Hohler to Grey, March 22, 1915, BDFA, document 146. 
429 On the Constitutionalist adoption of populist agrarismo, see John Tutino, “El capitalismo comprime a la 
revolución: Repensando México, 1910-1940,” Miradas sobre la historia: Homenaje a Adolfo Gilly, ed. Rhina Roux 
and Felipe Ávila (Mexico D.F.: Ediciones Era, 2013), pp. 125-142. 
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Convention and the Constitutionalists might offer them.  Predictably, the gathering of labor 

leaders decided to support Carranza; it is hard to believe they would have reached a different 

conclusion while being hosted in the Carrancista capital.430  Eloy Armienta, who had been an 

important voice in the Casa’s leadership early on, refused to sign the pact with Carranza and was 

jailed in retaliation.431  Regardless, the Casa del Obrero Mundial signed a treaty with the 

Carranza faction on February 12, 1915, just in time to recruit workers in Mexico City, Veracruz, 

and Puebla to reinforce the armies defending Ébano and the Obregonista columns preparing to 

march north against Villa.432 

The Industrial Workers of the World broke relations with the Casa del Obrero Mundial 

once the organization allied itself with Carranza.  The international labor organization’s 

departure from the Constitutionalist alliance was a welcome development for Carranza, who was 

clearly less radical than the I.W.W.  Several months later, in September of 1915, Carranza would 

blame the I.W.W. for a series of revolts in South Texas (insurrections which are today 

understood as part of the “Plan de San Diego” insurrection).433  The break between the 

Carrancistas and the I.W.W. also marks the beginning of an alliance between the Carrancistas 

                                                 
430 Jean Meyer, “Los obreros en la Revolución Mexicana: Los ‘Batallones Rojos,’” Historia Mexicana 21 (1): 1-37, 
(1971). 
431 Meyer, "Los obreros en la Revolución Mexicana,” 13. 
432 Meyer, "Los obreros en la Revolución Mexicana,” 12. 
433 “Lays Border Attacks to Mexican I.W.W.’s; Carranza Agent Charges that Labor Agitators Impersonate Soldiers.” 
The New York Times, (New York: September 28, 1915), Page 1.  On the Anarchism and the Plan de San Diego see 
James A. Sandos, Rebellion in the Borderlands: Anarchism and the Plan of San Diego, 1904-1923 (Norman, OK: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 1992). See also Charles H. Harris and Louis R. Sadler, “The Plan of San Diego and 
the Mexican-United States War Crisis of 1916: A Reexamination,” The Hispanic American Historical Review 58, 
no. 3: 381-408, 1978); Benjamin Heber Johnson, Revolution in Texas: How a Forgotten Rebellion and Its Bloody 
Suppression Turned Mexicans into Americans (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003); and David Montejano, 
Anglos and Mexicans in the Making of Texas, 1836-1986 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1987). 



 

236 
 

and Samuel Gomper’s American Federation of Labor, a considerable more conservative U.S. 

labor association. 

The Constitutionalists made good use of these labor leaders in their efforts to rebuild the 

Constitutionalist army.  Thanks to the weapons that the United States’ army had left it in 

Veracruz, the reserves of money and loot that they had carried away from the capital and their 

access to international trade, Carranza’s army did not lack armament and supplies to equip its 

troops.  What the Constitutionalists needed was manpower to use the war material against the 

armies of the Convention.  The U.S. consul in El Rosario, Sinaloa summed up the situation 

concisely: “Villa tiene muchos hombres y fusiles, pero le faltan municiones…, los Carrancistas 

abundan en municiones pero no tienen hombres.”434  The Casa del Obrero Mundial helped the 

Carrancistas fill the void.  Numerically, the amount of urban laborers might have been a fraction 

of their rural counterparts; by some estimations, obreros numbered under 200,000 in all of 

Mexico, and the Casa only managed to (sometimes forcibly) recruit about 8,000 of them.435  

Nevertheless, the Batallones Rojos reinforced the Constitutionalist ranks at a crucial moment in 

the civil war, and they may have proven to be a decisive factor in the battles of El Ébano and 

Celaya, which won the war for Carranza. 

While the military importance of the Batallones Rojos should not be underestimated, the 

significance of these troops must not be overstated.  The agreement between the Carrancistas and 

a group of leaders claiming to represent the international labor movement is not evidence that the 

Constitutionalists had the full support of the urban-industrial working class.  Obreros were not in 

any way united in their support of Carranza; as mentioned before, some of the leaders had joined 

                                                 
434 Department of State microfilm 812/14874, R44.  Cited in Meyer, "Los obreros en la Revolución Mexicana,”17. 
435 Meyer, "Los obreros en la Revolución Mexicana,” 2. 
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the Conventionist cause, as Soto y Gama did.  Many others, like Armenta, had refused to align 

with Carranza.  Furthermore, the Batallones Rojos were not composed exclusively of industrial 

workers.  The battalion under the command of Manuel Diéguez, for example, included retail 

employees, bureaucrats, and urban transport workers.436 

Finally, some individual workers may have joined the Constitutionalist revolution freely, 

but there is ample evidence that many did not.  Those who chose to join on their own did so 

because the conditions of unemployment and food scarcity, which were created by the 

Carrancistas, left them no other means to feed themselves and their families.  More importantly, 

a great number of the troops that made up the Batallones Rojos did not volunteer to fight for the 

Carrancista cause; they were impressed into the Constitutionalist army against their will.437  

Leva, or forced conscription, had been a common practice in the federal army throughout the 

nineteenth century and into the Porfiriato.  The practice continued into the revolution, especially 

in the Huertista armed forces, although every faction was guilty of it at some point.  

Traditionally, the practice of forcing people to join the military targeted rural communities and 

urban people deemed to be less desirable (usually vagrants and criminals).  In 1914 and 1915, the 

Constitutionalists found that unemployed urban industrial workers were an easy target for 

impressment.438 

                                                 
436 Meyer, "Los obreros en la Revolución Mexicana,”18. 
437 Meyer, "Los obreros en la Revolución Mexicana,” 18. 
438 A report on the subject of forced conscription from the British diplomatic mission in Mexico to the Sir Edward 
Grey in London’s Foreign Office deserves to be quoted at length: “The press is full of rodomontade about the 
enthusiasm of the working classes for the revolution; they are flocking to its banners and joyfully offering to defend 
its cause with the last drop of their blood.  What in reality has happened is the following: the ‘Casa del Obrero 
Mundial’ (Industrial Workers of the World) started its nefarious work some month ago by promising every 
agreeable thing imaginable, short hours, high pay, holidays &c., The increasing seriousness of the economic 
conditions and the rise in the price of food &c., in many cases warranted the increase of pay; in others the loss 
incurred by the closing down enforced it; in many the benevolence of the employers seconded it.  The result was a 
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The fight for coal 

In order to jumpstart the flow of goods and the economy in general, the Convention in 

northeastern Mexico desperately needed fuel, but the coal-mining regions around the towns of 

Monclova, Múzquis, Sabinas and Piedras Negras (north of Saltillo, close to the Coahuila-Texas 

border) were still under Constitutionalist control.  Ángeles and Madero did not have the military 

strength to defend Monterrey and simultaneously mount an attack, and Villa seemed to be 

distracted elsewhere.  As a military leader, Villa was a powerful and relentless attacker, but he 

lacked talent in defensive warfare and in building a total war economy.  Instead of consolidating 

his home base by strengthening the economic and social structure of his movement in cities like 

Torreón, Saltillo, Chihuahua and Monterrey, Villa spent most of January and February fighting 

Carrancista forces in Jalisco and other places along the Pacific coast of Mexico.  Carrancistas in 

Jalisco refused to engage Villa in frontal combat, as immortalized in the famous “Corrido de la 

Toma de Guadalajara:”439 

Desde Fresnillo hasta Lagos 
No había combates formales 
Porque dejaban las plazas 
Los soldados Carranclanes 

 

                                                                                                                                                             
great popularity in the ‘Casa,’ and a large number of workmen in all trades placed their names in its rolls, especially 
since the second entry of the Carrancistas.  But it had been concealed from these people that, when they signed, they 
signed documents pledging themselves volunteers to assist the Constitutionalists by every means in their power, and 
the English manager of a large shoe factory informs me that he has a good number of good workmen who have 
found themselves confronted by this fact, and have, quite against their will, been forced to join the army.  I have 
already reported, in my dispatch No. 57 of the 18th ultimo, that some factories have been closed by force so that the 
employees, for lack of other means of gaining their livelihood, may be forced into the ranks.  I am now informed 
that persons who had received food tickets were told that the food was to be had on application at the railway 
stations, where the supplies had just arrived.  On presenting themselves there they were promptly placed in trains 
and sent off as soldiers to Orizaba or elsewhere; it is further stated that, at length, simple pressgang methods are 
being employed.”  Hohler to Sir Edward Grey, March 31, 1915.  BDFA, Doc 137 
439 You can find a rendition of the corrido in Guillermo Hernández.. The Mexican revolution (El Cerrito, CA: 
Arhoolie, 1996).  For more details on Villa’s fruitless Jalisco campaign, see Katz, Life and tiems of Pancho Villa, 
especially chapter 13. 
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Meanwhile, in the northeast, Madero and Ángeles tried to raise money and strengthen the 

defenses of Monterrey from the increasingly powerful and bold attacks of Constitutionalist 

forces, which were regrouping and growing stronger under the control of General González. 

On March 3, 1915 – almost two months after Monterrey was taken—the Convention 

finally made a decisive move to wrest control of the coal-mining region of northern Coahuila 

from the Constitutionalists.  The first military movement of this campaign consisted of a force of 

1,200 Villistas attacking the town of Sabinas in the heart of the coal region.  The 

Constitutionalist force that controlled the area did not attempt to defend Sabinas or any other 

town in the area; as in almost every other battle, troops loyal to President Carranza made no 

effort to protect settlements from advancing Conventionists.  Instead, Constitutionalists assumed 

a defensive position in the British-owned Cloete coal mine.  Despite the large number of 

Carrancista forces (they counted with 1,400 soldiers), the Villistas were able to rout their 

opposition and take over the mine.  Before escaping the battlefield, Carrancista troops attempted 

to deny the resource to the Convention by destroying the mines with dynamite, but they were 

unsuccessful.440  The mine at the site of the battle was owned by William Broderick Cloete, a 

British Capitalist and personal friend of Cecil Spring Rice, British Ambassador to the United 

States.  The same day that the battle took place, telegrams flowed from the British Embassy in 

Washington (which oversaw the British Foreign Service in Mexico) and the U.S. Department of 

State to consuls and Mexican leaders, including Villa and Carranza themselves, urging protection 

of Cloete’s property.   

                                                 
440 Cloete to Spring Rice, March 9, 1915.  BNA FO 115/1928/Cloete. 
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The Villista force was determined to overcome the Constitutionalist opposition.  Two 

days later, Carrancista troops were beaten back to Allende, a town approximately 40 miles north 

of Sabinas.  On March 5, U.S. Consul W.P. Blocker reported that wounded Carrancistas were 

pouring into Piedras Negras, the most important urban center in the area.441  This city is not only 

the largest in the area after Monclova, but it is also located on the border, across the Río Bravo 

from Eagle Pass, Texas.  Piedras Negras is the first station on a railroad line that goes to Saltillo, 

where it meets the International Railroad.  Military leaders were preparing to evacuate the city 

and were asking permission to send the wounded to Eagle Pass.   

 The first reports of a Villista army moving into Monclova, a large town in the gateway to 

the coal region, arrived in Monterrey on February 22.  Nineteen days later, on March 12, at 5 

p.m. Villista General Rosalio Hernández marched victoriously into Piedras Negras.  With a 

relatively small military force of 2,500, the Convention had defeated the Constitutionalist forces 

headed by General Maclovio Herrera and taken control of the totality of the only significant 

coal-mining region of Mexico.  Consul Blocker estimated that rail and telegraph lines would be 

open to Saltillo, Torreón and Monterrey within a week.442  This decisive military victory gave 

the revolutionaries access to the coal they needed so acutely, but unfortunately for them, it 

proved to be too late. 

The change in leadership of the region was not good news for Mr. Cloete because his 

mine was one of the few that had not been damaged in during the armed struggle for the region.  

Cloete wrote to Ambassador Spring Rice to inform him that as soon as the Villistas had pacified 

                                                 
441 Blocker to Department of State, March 5, 1915.  NARA, Internal Affairs of Mexico, 14505; Cloete to Spring 
Rice, March 9, 1915.  BNA FO 115/1928/Cloete. 
442 Blocker to Hanna, March 12, 1915.  NARA, RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 165, file 800. 
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the region “they commandeered 450 tons of coal.”443  The revolutionary army offered to pay 

seventy cents per ton, which was, according to the owner of the mine, less than one-third of the 

actual cost of $2.24 per ton.  Worse still, the Villistas were unable to pay in gold; Cloete had to 

settle for the Conventionist “debased currency.”  Spring Rice ordered his consuls to help as much 

as they could, but the confiscations of coal continued.  British Consul Herman Myles of El Paso 

gave the Ambassador his honest opinion: it was a “difficult question” because of the railroad’s 

need for coal, he wrote.  He advised Cloete to be diplomatic because the Conventionists could 

“seize the mines for war purposes,” and added “better to lose some coal than ruin mines 

entirely.”  Myles ended his communication recommending that the matter be taken up with 

Ángeles.444  A few days later, Cloete sent his manager to Monterrey to appeal to General 

Ángeles, who he described as the only educated leader in the faction.  Ángeles gave the manager 

a verbal assurance that the situation would be dealt with, but in Sabinas the confiscation of coal 

did not cease.   

General Ángeles was not known to support confiscating goods or expropriating property, 

especially when it was foreign, but it is hard to believe that in 1915 he would have fought to 

protect the coal of Mr. Cloete.  At that time, the most urgent need of the Conventionist faction 

was coal.  Without it, railroads were incapable of bringing food and other necessities to the 

people of Monterrey.  Lack of energy resources also meant that goods could not be transported 

and circulated through the market, which caused inflation, economic stagnation and scarcity of 

essential items.  It also meant that the factories, smelters and silver refineries of Monterrey could 

not provide the jobs that the people desperately needed, eroding the movement’s base of support. 

                                                 
443 Cloete to Spring Rice, March 9, 1915. BNA FO 115/1928/Cloete. 
444 Myles to Spring Rice, March 23, 1915. BNA FO 115/1928/Cloete. 
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Oil and civil war 

After the fall of the coal-mining region of Coahuila, it became a military, economic and political 

priority for the Constitutionalists to keep Tampico and its oil-rich surroundings from falling into 

the Conventionists’ hands.  Carranza was interested in the revenue provided by taxing the oil 

industry, but Carrancistas were especially aware of the strategic importance of oil; 

Conventionists needed fuel for their military efforts, since the large territory they controlled 

made them dependent on trains.  A Constitutionalist publication of 1915 underscored the 

importance of defending the oil-producing region in light of Villa and Angeles’ heightened need 

to control Mexico’s oil production.445  Perhaps more importantly, Carrancistas knew that fuel 

was needed to counteract the economic slump experienced by the regions under Convention 

control.  The same 1915 source goes on to explain that the oil is not only indispensible for the 

Villista trains “sino también por los grandes centros manufactureros.”446  Politically, 

Constitutionalists openly worried that control of Tampico might give the Convention a stronger 

position when negotiating for international recognition.  Constitutionalist journalist and 

ideologist Luis F. Bustamante stated clearly that controlling the oil port would offer Villa “una 

gran fuerza moral en Estados Unidos y Europa.”447  For Carrancistas, the oil of Tampico offered 

more than moral standing; it gave them an invaluable tool when bargaining for the recognition of 

foreign powers. 

                                                 
445 Rivera de la Torre, El Ébano. 
446 “Sabido es que el Ébano posee abundantes yacimientos de petróleo que la ‘Huasteca Petroleum Co.’ refina y 
explota a favor de bombas de gran poder, extensas cañerías y tanques de enorme capacidad que recogen el producto 
tan codiciado no sólo por las empresas ferroviarias sino también por los grandes centros manufactureros.” Rivera de 
la Torre, El Ébano, 2. 
447 Luis F. Bustamante, La defensa de “El Ébano:” Los libertarios (Tampico, Mexico: Imprenta “El Constitucional, 
1915), 27. 
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In order to keep the oil from the Conventionists, the Constitutionalist army did not set 

their defense of Tampico in the outskirts of the city, but in a settlement in the heart of the La 

Huasteca known as El Ébano.  Situated fifty-six kilometers west of Tampico on the railroad that 

connects the port and the oil-drilling region to the Ferrocarril Nacional de México, El Ébano is a 

small community but a consequential setting in the political, military, and economic histories of 

Mexico.448   It is the site of the one of the first oil wells to be drilled in the country and the 

headquarters of the Huasteca Petroleum Company, a U.S. corporation owned by Edward L. 

Doheny.449  In 1915, it also became the location of the longest battle of attrition in the Mexican 

Revolution. 

 

“The Mexican Verdún” 

The battle of El Ébano was unique in the Mexican Revolution.  Lasting seventy-two days, it was 

the longest military engagement in the revolution—perhaps in all of Mexican history.  In many 

ways it resembled more closely the types of battles happening in the European war at the same 

time, leading one eyewitness to describe it as the “Mexican Verdún.”450  Trench warfare was not 

new to Tampico and its surrounding area.  About one year before the battle of El Ébano, in May 

of 1913, the federal army under the orders of General Ignacio Morelos Zaragoza dug a series of 

                                                 
448 Large parts of my synthesis of the events that took place Ébano are taken from two Constitutionalist primary 
sources published just months after the end of the battle.  Unfortunately, no significant chronicles of the battle from 
the Conventionists perspectives remain, other than a few lines in some autobiographies written years later by 
veterans.  The Constitutionalist sources used are Rivera de la Torre’s El Ébano, published by the Constitutionalist 
Army, and Bustamante’s La Defensa de “El Ébano,” a chronicle by a writer from El Constitucionalista, an official 
Carrancita newspaper.  Both sources offer an invaluable and detailed, albeit one-sided and clearly partisan, 
description of the battle. 
449 Rivera de la Torre, El Ébano, 1-6.  For more on Doheny and the Huasteca Petroleum Company, see Brown, Oil 
and revolution in Mexico, 38; and George W. Grayson, The politics of Mexican oil, 6-8. 
450 Juan B. Barragán Rodríguez, Historia del ejército y de la revolución constitucionalista: segunda época (México, 
D.F.: Instituto Nacional de Estudios Históricos de la Revolución Mexicana1986 [1946]), 301. 



 

244 
 

trenches to defend Tampico from an attack by a Constitutionalist army of 5,000.  The Huertistas 

lost that battle because a storm flooded the trenches and forced soldiers to engage the 

revolutionaries in face-to-face combat.  Tampico (like New Orleans) is prone to flooding because 

it is built on low ground and is surrounded by lagoons and canals.  The forces of the Convention 

did not have environmental factors on their side when they tried to take the Gulf port earlier in 

1914.  

Before the Conventionist forces led by Veracruzan General Manuel Chao arrived, the 

Constitutionalists built trenches that stretched for at least seven kilometers.451  Placed before the 

trenches were two rows of barbed wire intended to counteract the deadly force of the Villista 

cavalry charges.  These trenches were the most sophisticated ever built in Mexico.  The defenses 

were designed by a military engineer trained in Chapultepec, Fernando Vázquez, who was born 

in Rio Verde, a town in the Huasteca.452  In multiple locations the trenches were so tall that they 

could provide cover for soldiers to shoot while in a standing position.  Constitutionalist soldiers 

also constructed underground rooms, reinforced with metal sheets, where up to seven soldiers 

could sleep.  These subterranean chambers were not just used for sleeping.  In a clear illustration 

of the unequal gender roles of the revolutionary armies, these underground rooms were also 

described as “rooms where women cooked.”453  There were reports of at least one woman giving 

birth to a child in the Constitutionalist trenches in Ébano.  The main offices of the Huasteca Oil 

Company were located at the center of the Constitutionalist defensive lines, along the railroad 
                                                 
451 Rivera de la Torre, El Ébano,12. 
452 Barragán Rodríguez, Historia del ejército y de la revolución constitucionalista, 302. 
453 “Las defensas fueron de las llamadas trincheras-abrigo normales para tiradores en pié, habiendo construido la 
tropa cuartos subterráneos de forma rectangular, en donde las mujeres cocinaban, pudiendo habitar allí mismo 
soldados, en proporción de siete por cada cuarto, resguardándose con el empleo de láminas de zinc, en estancias y 
pasillos, a guisa de techumbre.” Rivera de la Torre, El Ébano, 13, 49.  See also Bustamante, La defensa de “El 
Ébano,” 46-50. 
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tracks.  These offices, just a few meters from the frontlines, became the headquarters of the army 

that defended El Ébano.   

When the forces of General Chao arrived in Ébano on March 22 they must have been 

surprised to find the Constitutionalists in their entrenched positions.  The Villistas had not 

encountered any prepared defensive positions when they took Ciudad Valles, on the western 

edge of the Huasteca, a few days earlier.  Chao’s army charged the fortified enemy positions at 

least three times that day, but those attacks proved futile against the Carrancista forces.  The 

attacks continued until, after a week of failed attacks, Chao realized that taking the fortified 

positions was nearly impossible.  The attackers began building their own trenches and preparing 

for a prolonged standoff.  When the Conventionist command learned of Chao’s failure to take 

Ébano by assault, they relieved him of his command. Chao had perhaps never been fully trusted 

in Villista circles, since he had been a Carrancista until he joined the División del Norte for the 

battle of Zacatecas.454  Rumors that Francisco Villa had executed Chao spread through the 

Constitutionalist camps, but this information proved to be false; Chao fled into exile only to be 

executed in 1923 after joining the failed Delahuertista rebellion.455 

Chao was replaced by an old comrade of Francisco Villa: General Tomás Urbina.  When 

he arrived during the first week of April, Urbina committed the same mistakes as his 

predecessor; he ordered infantry and cavalry charges on the Constitutionalist trenches.  After 

several more days of these attacks and a few thousand deaths, Urbina learned the same lesson his 

predecessor had: a frontal attack on the trenches was futile and wasteful.  Conventionist forces 

then focused on strengthening their position.  They built three defensive lines 200 to 300 meters 

                                                 
454 See Katz, Life and times of Pancho Villa, 335-336, 348-353. 
455 See Katz, Life and times of Pancho Villa, 784. 
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away from their enemy’s fortifications.  At some points along these lines, soldiers of opposing 

sides were close enough to hear each other speak and hurled insults at each other during the 

night.  The Conventionist side also positioned their lines in places where they could use 

topographical features of the terrain like hills and even a tar pool to maximize their defenses.456 

Urbina’s army settled in for a prolonged engagement, but Conventionists were running out of 

time.  It was clear that another front had to be opened in the war for northeastern Mexico.  In 

Monterrey, Maderistas and Villistas were mustering their forces after the victories in the coal-

mining region. 

 

Defeat of the northeastern offensive and decline of the conventionist alliance 

On March 13, the U.S. Consulate General in Monterrey sent a telegraph to the State Department 

stating that Francisco Villa had arrived in the city.  General Villa communicated with Hanna and 

expressed “strong admiration for the United States, American people, President Wilson and 

Secretary Bryan.”457  While in Monterrey, Villa attempted to impose a forced tax on the 

Monterrey Chamber of Commerce in order to alleviate the food crisis.  This tax was never fully 

paid because Villa left the city, and Ángeles and Madero did little to force the Monterrey elite to 

comply.  Antagonizing the city’s elite was probably not worth it for the Conventionist leadership 

in any case, as the Chamber of Commerce was already raising money to buy food in the United 

States to relieve the hunger of the workers employed in peacetime in their factories. 

Villa arrived in Monterrey with his generals and army to organize a general offensive in 

the northeast.  The Conventionists divided their army and left Raul Madero in charge of 

                                                 
456 Rivera de la Torre, El Ébano, 14. 
457 Hanna to Bryan, March 13, 1915, NARA, RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 165, file 310. 
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Monterrey.458  The objectives of this campaign were the border cities of northern Tamaulipas 

(from Laredo to Matamoros) and Ciudad Victoria, the capital of Tamaulipas, located about half 

way between Monterrey and Tampico.459  There were some early and promising victories in the 

campaign.  The column led by Villa successfully attacked Los Herrera and Los Aldama in 

northern Nuevo León, liberating the agricultural area that lies between Monterrey and Reynosa 

and relieving some of the pressure on the capital of the state.  Another group headed by Ángeles 

also enjoyed some success around the city of Montemorelos, close to the border between Nuevo 

León and Tamaulipas.  Unfortunately, after the battle Ángeles suffered an injury and had to be 

evacuated to recuperate.  As this column continued its advance on Ciudad Victoria without its 

leader, it fell to Carrancista forces.  The U.S. Consul in Matamoros reported to the Consulate 

General in Monterrey that Villistas were also defeated on March 27; “The battle was truly a 

slaughter,” wrote the consul, after witnessing the terrible effects of Carrancista defensive 

strategies on Villista attacks.460  The Conventionist failure meant that Urbina’s forces in Ébano 

remained stuck in the trenches of the Huasteca.   

The stalemate in El Ébano, the negative results of the northeastern offensive and, 

especially, the links to international trade that had opened for Carranza when he took Veracruz, 

gave the Constitutionalists in central Mexico the opportunity to rebuild their army.  As the 

Conventionists fought in Tamaulipas and Nuevo León, Álvaro Obregón slowly moved his army 

past Mexico City.  The southern revolutionaries had controlled the capital but exerted little effort 

defending it.  The Zapatista priority was to protect their homeland in rural Morelos, not to 

                                                 
458 This campaign is chronicled in Mario Treviño Villareal, Los gobernantes villistas de Nuevo León, 1915 
(Monterrey, Mexico: Centro de Información de Historia Regional, Universidad Autónoma de Nuevo León, 1988). 
459 Knight, The Mexican Revolution I, 313. 
460 Johnson to Hanna, April 4, 1915.  NARA, RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 165, file 800.  
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control large urban centers.  As described before, Obregón showed even less interest in Mexico 

City or any other large urban area.  Carrancistas pillaged and sabotaged the city when they 

occupied it briefly in early March of 1915 as they moved towards the Bajío.  The people of 

Mexico City, who had been concerned about a Zapatista occupation just four months earlier, 

were relieved to see the southern troops marching back into the city.  The living conditions of the 

residents of the capital did not return to normal, but they did improve somewhat when the 

Zapatistas returned.  Some tramway service was restored, and a few businesses, which had been 

closed during the Constitutionalist occupation, reopened.461 

Obregón’s army, meanwhile, focused on their war effort and advanced towards their 

greatest triumphs.  After the failed northeastern campaign Villa decided to face Obregón’s army 

head on in the Bajío.  The two armies met on April 6 and 7 near the city of Celaya. The 

Constitutionalist army, supplied with the weapons found in Veracruz, used defensive tactics 

similar to those that had proved effective in El Ébano.  Villa’s forces were outmatched.  After the 

defeat in the first battle in the Bajío, Ángeles convinced Villa to take a defensive posture and 

force Obregón to attack.  Villa dug in the army aroung León and held off Obregón’s army for 

more than a month.462  Although the battles of Celaya and León are considered to be the 

beginning of the end of the Conventionist military force, the decline began weeks before with the 

failed campaign to take control of oil and the northeast, and the real defeat of Villismo and the 

Conventionist faction happened when they were not able to rebuild their armies during the 

summer of 1915. 

                                                 
461 Hohler to Grey, March 22, 1915.  BDFA, Doc 145. 
462 See Katz, Life and times of Pancho Villa, especially chapter 13, “Snatching defeat from the jaws of victory.”  For 
a different interpretation see Gilly, La Revolucion intervenida, 219-220. 
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The battle in El Ébano continued for more than a month after the debacles of Celaya and 

León, but the defeats in the Bajío meant that Urbina’s forces could not afford the prolonged 

attrition of trench warfare.  Still, lasting a total of 72 days, El Ébano was the longest battle in the 

Mexican Revolution.  There were many factors that led to the Constitutionalist victory.  Trenches 

and barbed wire were important, but not decisive.  The Conventionists also built trenches, 

although it is true that the Constitutionalist entrenchments were more sophisticated.  As the 

defenders, the Constitutionalists took more time to build their defenses and to choose the terrain 

in which the battle took place.  The Constitutionalist defenses also had definite technological and 

logistical advantages over their Conventionist adversaries.  Because of their control over 

Veracruz and Tampico, the Constitutionalists were better funded and supplied.  There is also 

some evidence of infectious disease among the Conventionist ranks.  Constitutionalist leaders 

ordered their troops to incinerate the bodies of defeated Villista soldiers immediately in order to 

avoid the spread of disease.  Telegrams sent back and forth among Constitutionalist officers 

emphasized the burning of bodies to avoid epidemic.463  Open railroad tracks, telegraphic lines, 

and the port of Tampico gave the defenders a sizeable advantage; they were able to supply the 

army with food, medicine, and ammunition.  In the end, transportation and communication links 

won the war for the Carrancistas. 

 

Conclusion 

Before meeting Obregón in the fields of Celaya, Villa stopped once more in Monterrey.  

On March 26, Villa, Ángeles, Madero and their staffs dined with Consul General Hanna.  

                                                 
463 Rivera de la Torre, El Ébano, 52-53. 
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According to Hanna’s dispatch to the State Department, other notable individuals made 

appearances that night.  “All foreign consuls and many foreign and native business men called at 

nine o’clock to pay their respects,” Hanna’s message to the State Department reads.  The 

telegram continued: 

General Villa and the Generals conversed with the foreigners in a most friendly 
manner which had an excellent effect greatly improving the feelings of these 
business men toward the Generals whom they now understand better.  All were 
pleased over the meeting.  Good order prevails in Monterrey.464 

  
Although most of the histories that mention Villa’s stay in Monterrey only focus on the 

forced tax that the he attempted to impose on the Chamber of Commerce, Hanna’s observations 

indicate that the relationship between Villa and the local elites was not as strained as post-

revolutionary observers infer.  However, while Villa seemed willing to go along with Ángeles’ 

and Madero’s strong support for the capitalist system of Nuevo León, many of the generals who 

arrived in Monterrey with Villa were suspicious of what they perceived to be “collusion with the 

rich people of Monterrey.”465  These suspicions contributed to the intrigues and political strains 

that eventually resulted in a split between Villa and Ángeles, and made apparent the inherent 

contradictions in the cross-class alliance of the Conventionist coalition. 

During their dinner on March 26, Consul General Hanna asked Villa for a favor, which 

would demonstrate the revolutionary leader’s willingness to cooperate with U.S. companies.  

Before meeting with the leaders of the Convention, Hanna received, through his assistant A.L. 

Dyer, a request from an ASARCO employee.  Harry A. Ladd, who worked as a traveling auditor 

for the metallurgical conglomerate, required a document from Convention officials to grant him 

                                                 
464 Hanna to Department of State, March 26, 1915.  NARA, RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 165, file 350. 
465 Treviño Villareal, Gobernadores Villistas, 40. 
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safe passage through the region.  His job required, in his own words, “to travel extensively 

through territory controlled by the Convention Government.”466  Significantly, this 

communication reveals that the Convention was acknowledged to be a form of state governance 

over northern Mexico.  Villa responded on March 28—the day he left the city—with a 

salvoconducto for Ladd and a personal letter to Hanna on his army’s official letterhead 

reaffirming his “esteem and respect” for the Consul General.467  Ladd’s case was not unique; like 

the case of Minor Meriwether described in the opening of this chapter, many U.S. business 

people felt very confident that it was safe for them to conduct business in Mexico. 

At the same time, Conventionists seemed unable to profit from the Mexican economy.  

Villa had to spend his military power protecting and acquiring new sources of energy, instead of 

taking the fight to Carranza.  Constitutionalist armies, on the other hand, worked to starve urban 

areas, making it difficult for Conventionists to benefit from controlling cities.  As I will show in 

the next chapter, while the Constitutionalists relied on a recruiting system that exploited hunger 

and unemployment in order to swell their ranks, Monterrey’s Conventionists were among the 

only groups of revolutionaries that did not sabotage the efforts by international capital to protect 

the infrastructure and the working class of the city.   

  

                                                 
466 The written exchange between Hanna, Ladd, and Villa are available in NARA, RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, 
volume 164, file 310. 
467 The typewritten letter from Villa to Hanna reads: “Muy respetable y fino amigo:-  De acuerdo con los deseos que 
me manifiesta en su bien grata de ayer, tengo el gusto de adjuntarle el salvoconducto para el Sr. Harry A. Ladd, 
Auditor Viajero de la American Smelting.  Con las protestas de mi estimación y respeto quedo de Ud. Afmo. Amigo 
y s.s.”  Signed by Francisco Villa.  Villa to Hanna, March 28, 1915.  NARA, RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 
165, file 310. 
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Chapter VI 

Life and Death in the Revolutionary Industrial City: Saving Monterrey in 1915 

 

In March of 1915, as the bloodiest stage of the Mexican Revolution—the civil war between the 

Constitutionalist and Conventionist armies—raged on, Justo Salazar addressed a letter to Nuevo 

León’s Governor Raúl Madero.468  Salazar had once been employed in Monterrey’s metallurgical 

industry, but the Conventionist government had been unable to supply the city’s industries with 

the fuel necessary to function.  The unemployed metallurgical worker wrote: “Hace tres años y 

dos meses que no tengo trabajo, pues las grandes compañías mineras con quienes he trabajado 

han paralizado sus obras.”469  Salazar continued to explain his precarious position, letting the 

governor know that he had a large family and that his wife had been sick for the last year and a 

half, as had two of his younger children.  Salazar was not asking for a handout; he was looking 

for employment in the government. By mentioning that the companies he had worked for could 

offer good references he also wanted to make clear that he was a productive member of society.  

Among the plants where he had worked were the Peñoles refinery in Monterrey (known locally 

as Fundición 2) and another company in Northern Coahuila where he had met Governor 

Madero’s brother, Gustavo.  There is no record of how, or even if, the governor responded to this 

plea for work, since Madero took most of the documents generated by his short-lived 

administration with him when he fled from Monterrey in the summer of 1915.  What we can 

                                                 
468 Only a few documents of the Conventionist Government of Nuevo León remain in the State archives today.  
Many of the letters addressed to governor Madero available today in the Archivo General del Estado de Nuevo León 
(AGENL) include pleas for help from unemployed and needy citizens of Monterrey.  The Conventionist 
administration must have taken the archives with them when they evacuated the city in the early summer of 1915.  
The papers might have been lost when Governor Madero and his allies escaped to Texas.  AGENL, Correspondencia 
de Gobernadores, Raúl Madero 1915. 
469 Salazar to Madero, March 20, 1915.  AGENL, Correspondencia de Gobernadores, Raúl Madero 1915. 
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know for sure is that the situation that Salazar faced was not unique.  It was emblematic of the 

condition of most of the population of Monterrey and almost every urban industrial center in 

Mexico. 

Northeastern capitalism faced its most serious challenge during the first half of 1915.  As 

the Mexican civil war dragged on, Monterrey faced the possible erasure of all the progress it had 

made in the previous two decades.  A chronic shortage of fuel and cash threatened to bankrupt 

the city’s corporations and wipe away decades of capital accumulation.  More importantly, 

unemployment, outbreaks of infectious disease, and food shortages endangered the lives of 

Monterrey’s workers, an industrial labor force skilled by Mexican standards and inexpensive 

compared to its U.S. counterpart.  Most of Monterrey’s economic elites were in no position to 

protect their workers or their investments since they had fled to the United States in order to 

protect themselves from the violence—something their workers were unable to do. 

This chapter shows that Conventionists attempted to mobilize the resources of Monterrey 

in order to win the armed struggle against the Constitutionalist, and their failure to do so 

contributed greatly to their defeat.  The chapter contrasts the Constitutionalist strategy of 

sabotaging and starving urban areas (analyzed in the previous chapter) with the efforts of the 

Conventionists in the northeast to reactivate what had been the most economically dynamic 

region of northern Mexico.  The Maderista wing of the Convention, based in Monterrey, tried to 

build a revolutionary faction grounded in an urban industrial metropolis.  Ultimately, the military 

defeats suffered by the armies of the Convention, especially the failure to capture Tampico after 

the battle of Ébano, halted the urban revolutionary experiment.  The Convention’s inability to 

secure enough fuel for Monterrey underscores the fact that cities are not autonomous.  Without 
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an influx of resources from outside its limits, an industrial city like Monterrey can quickly 

transform from a stable engine of capitalist profit and employment to a social and economic 

quagmire.  Under siege from Constitutionalist guerrillas, catastrophes such as epidemics, famine, 

unemployment, and inflation quickly set into the city.  The threat to the lives and welfare of one 

of the most skilled and stable working forces in Mexico became tangible as death rates soared.   

The last section of this chapter will analyze the efforts of business leaders and the city’s 

foreign consular community to relieve the dire situation faced by the inhabitants of Monterrey.  

The relief efforts were not intended only to rescue the population of Monterrey, however.  They 

were designed to preserve a specific vision of what Monterrey should be.  The Consul General of 

the United States—with the support of merchants, other consuls, the American Red Cross, and 

members of the Maderista wing of the Convention—helped the industrial base of Monterrey 

survive its most serious challenge.  The efforts helped the lives of many, but—more importantly 

for the transnational elite—it preserved Monterrey’s position as a key hub in the network of 

U.S.-led international capitalism was preserved.  In fact, the relief operations of 1915 set the 

stage for the patriarchal and paternalistic labor relations that characterized Monterrey in post-

revolutionary Mexico.  In the end, Monterrey failed to shape the political outcome of the 

revolution, but assured itself a place in the political economy of the new post-revolutionary 

regime. 

 

Seeking an industrial base for the Conventionist army 

When the civil war began in November of 1914, General Antonio I. Villareal, the top military 

commander in Monterrey and native of Lampazos, Nuevo León, pledged allegiance to President 
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Carranza and the Constitutionalist cause.  When Villareal learned that a large Conventionist 

force headed by General Felipe Ángeles had started moving east from Torreón during the last 

days of 1914, he tried to stop the army in Saltillo, the capital of Coahuila, located about 70 miles 

southwest of Monterrey on the Sierra Madre.  General Villareal left Monterrey, along with 

practically all the troops garrisoned there, on December 21; only a small police force remained 

under the command of Alfredo Pérez, the Constitutionalist mayor of the city.470  Villarreal’s 

ultimate objective was to hold Monterrey, home to several important industries and banks and 

about as large as the cities of Chihuahua, Torreón and Saltillo combined, but the general 

understood the strategic importance of Saltillo to Monterrey. 471  Coahuila’s capital is a 

commercial hub located at an important railway intersection.  To its east is Monterrey, to its west 

is Torreón, to its south is the rail line that travels to Mexico City through Matehuala and San 

Luis, and finally to its north are Monclova and Piedras Negras in the heart of the coal and iron-

mining region adjacent to the border with Texas.  The Carrancista general knew that without 

communication and transportation links to the rest of the country and, especially, access to the 

coal-mining region of the north, holding Monterrey was pointless. 

The people of Monterrey experienced first-hand how important energy resources and 

communication were for the city.  The destruction of the railroads caused by the war, and the 

subsequent lack of fuel for locomotives and factories, meant that industries closed or, at best, 

operated sporadically.  Unemployed workers faced a serious subsistence crisis since no food was 

                                                 
470 Sanford to Hohler, July 19, 1915.  British National Archives (BNA) FO 115/1932.  Hanna to State Department.  
January 15, 1915. NARA, Internal Affairs of Mexico, 14222. 
471 Monterrey had a population close to 90,000 people, while the other cities had around 30,000.  Instituto Nacional 
de Estadistica, Geografía e Informática (INEGI), Archivo Histórico de Localidades, available in 
http://www.inegi.org.mx/geo/contenidos/geoestadistica/consulta_localidades.aspx (accessed May 20, 2011). 
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arriving from Torreón and the Laguna area—the breadbasket and cotton-supplier of the region.  

Economic uncertainty was compounded by the information vacuum in the city.  Telegraph 

service was even more unreliable than the railroads, and throughout the year mail was delayed 

for months at a time.472  During the first few days of 1915 some information about the clash 

between the armies of Villareal and Ángeles began to trickle into the city, but they were 

“conflicting reports” at best.473  By January 7 some of the uncertainty disappeared.  As some 

“famished” and unarmed Constitutionalist soldiers began arriving in Monterrey, citizens learned 

that Villarreal’s army was surprised in Ramos Arizpe (a few miles from Saltillo, on the way to 

Monterrey) and decisively defeated.474  Ángeles’ Conventionists routed the opposing army and 

captured most of their supply trains with food and ammunition.  Unable to defend the city, the 

remaining Constitutionalist force burned the train station, looted and vandalized as much 

telegraphic equipment as they could find and fled Monterrey, leaving it under the authority of the 

Chamber of Commerce.  These last attacks on the transportation and communication 

infrastructure reinforced the negative impression that Monterrey’s citizens had of the 

Constitutionalist faction and gave many people cause to be optimistic about the entrance of the 

Conventionist forces.475 

When the Conventionists finally marched into Monterrey on January 15 of 1915, some of 

Monterrey’s leaders decided to name a delegation to greet the victorious army.  Members of the 

consular corps wondered if they or the Chamber of Commerce should be the ones to receive the 

                                                 
472 The U.S. Consulate General reported delays in the mail throughout 1915.  Harrison to Bryan, January 16, 1915.  
NARA, record group 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 165, file 800. 
473 Sanford to Hohler, July 19, 1915.  BNA FO 115/1932/Mexico, Monterrey. 
474 Idem. 
475 Idem; Hanna to State Dept.  Internal Affairs of Mexico, 14222, 14180, 14186. 
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army.   That discussion was nothing more than a political formality since the business and the 

consular communities overlapped significantly.  In fact, Constantino de Tárnava, president of the 

Chamber, was the Belgian Consul, and Jesús Ferrara, the Chamber’s secretary, was the son of 

the former Italian Consul.  Both of them worked for, and owned a significant amount of stock in 

the city’s largest industry, Fundidora.  In any case, participants in the discussion agreed that it 

was more appropriate for the greeting delegation to represent the Chamber.476  The greeting must 

have been extremely friendly, since many members of the Chamber were well acquainted with 

some of the leaders of the incoming military force. 

Arriving in Monterrey was akin to a homecoming for members of the Conventionist 

army, at the very least for many of the officers.  General Raúl Madero, the man who would be 

elected state governor a few weeks later by other leaders of the Convention, was born in 

Coahuila and grew up in his family’s estates, but he was close to Monterrey’s society.  The 

Madero family had owned homes and businesses in the city since the 1860s.  When Madero 

marched into the city next to General Ángeles on January 16, 1915, his family was waiting for 

him along with thousands more who lined the streets to receive the army.477  Other members of 

the officer corps of the Conventionist army were also received by their eager family members.  

Col. Jesús Aguilar, member of General Ángeles’ Estado Mayor (staff), cousin of the Madero 

brothers and owner of the building where the U.S. Consulate General was located, was greeted 

by his pregnant wife and three children.478  This warm reception was not limited to the family 

                                                 
476 Sanford to Hohler, July 19, 1915.  BNA FO 115/1932/Mexico, Monterrey. 
477 The front cover of Oscar Flores’ Monterrey en la Revolución is decorated with a photograph taken that day 
shows General Madero riding a horse and being received by his mother as he marched into Monterrey at the head of 
the Conventionist army. 
478 Aguilar Belden, Una ciudad y dos familias. 
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members of the army leaders; by many accounts, the troops of the Convention were very well 

received in Monterrey.479 

Apart from the family ties that joined the leaders of the Conventionist army to 

Monterrey’s society, this faction was popular in the city for several other reasons.  The first 

reason was the appeal of their leaders, who were easily among the best military commanders, the 

most popular personalities, and most politically legitimate figures in the Revolution.  Although 

Francisco Villa, the top military commander of the Convention, was not well respected in elite 

sectors of society, his appeal among the general population was already legendary.  In late 1914 

and early 1915 Villa’s popularity and political power were at an all-time high (he would lose 

most of his popular support late in 1915 and 1916).480  Felipe Ángeles was a very successful 

military leader who was respected by his troops and by foreign and national capitalists.  He was 

well known for treating his enemies humanely and preventing his troops from looting or 

committing other excesses.  Finally, the Maderos (Generals Raúl and Emilio Madero rode in 

with the army that day) belonged to the highest circles of Monterrey’s society and still carried 

much of the political capital of their murdered brother. 

For many people the appeal of the Convention was more straightforward than charisma 

or political skill.  The faction was simply a better option than the forces loyal to the presidency 

of Carranza.481  Socially, the Constitutionalists were unpopular in Monterrey because of their 

fanatical anticlericalism.  Under Villarreal’s orders, Constitutionalist soldiers tore down a 

                                                 
479 Sanford to Hohler, July 19, 1915.  BNA FO 115/1932/Mexico, Monterrey. 
480 Katz, Life and Times of Pancho Villa. 
481 Flores Torres shows that unpopular social and economic actions during the governorship of Villareal undermined 
the Constitutionalist control of Monterrey and facilitated the Convention’s takeover of the city.   See Oscar Flores 
Torres, “El Constitucionalismo en Nuevo León: El Gobierno de Antonio I. Villareal,” in Nuevo León en el Siglo XX 
(Monterrey, Mexico: Fondo Editorial de Nuevo León, 2007). 
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colonial-era chapel, perhaps the oldest building in the city, and even had icons of the saints shot 

by a firing squad.482  Churches and religious schools were closed and their property sometimes 

confiscated.  The consular service of the United States advocated constantly for the religious 

freedom of foreigners.  In one case the U.S. Consul General even evacuated to San Antonio, at 

the State Department’s expense, all of the girls and nuns from an orphanage run by the Josephine 

sisters.483  These anti-clerical actions tarnished the Constitutionalists’ popularity among 

regiomontano society, even though attacking organized religion in the northeast was not as 

antagonistic to people’s ways of life as it would prove to be in west-central Mexico during the 

1920s.  In the 1910s Monterrey’s society was considerably more secular than other regions of the 

country (the influence of the Catholic Church grew in the city after the mid-1930s), but 

Mexicans in the northeast and foreigners living in the city were not accustomed to state attacks 

on their religious practices. 

On January 15, 1915, Felipe Ángeles gave a speech to the population of Monterrey in 

which he assured all that freedom of worship would be respected: 

We have not come to offend the beliefs of anyone, but to respect 
them all.  This improvised army, conscious of its duties, is 
sufficiently disciplined to impart ample protection and respect 
towards all rights and creeds.  We have amongst us Catholics, 
Protestants, and even men who follow no religion, but all of us, 
from the first to the last, harbor a feeling of deep respect towards 
all faiths.484 

 

                                                 
482 See Flores Torres, “El Constitucionalismo en Nuevo León.”  See also Knight, The Mexican Revolution II, 
Counter-revolution and reconstruction (Lincoln, NE: Univ. of Nebraska Press, 1990), 207. 
483 Hanna to Slayden, February 2, 1915.  NARA, RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 163, file 310. 
484 Text was recorded in English in the source, but presumably was given in Spanish.  Hanna to Secretary of State, 
January 16, 1915.  NARA, RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 165, file 800. 
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The General clearly intended to draw a stark contrast between the Conventionist army and the 

Constitutionalist force that had just abandoned the city.  Ángeles knew that many in Monterrey 

resented the Constitutionalist attacks on religion.  The speech was meant to reassure the people 

of Monterrey, but it must have also targeted foreign consuls and capitalists, hence the explicit 

mention of protestant religion. 

The speech was a success.  After hearing it, British Vice Consul and businessman J.B. 

Sanford wrote to the British foreign office that “the conciliatory attitude of General Ángeles and 

the excellent behaviors of his troops have given the greatest satisfaction to all and the people feel 

very optimistic about the future.”485  Consul General Hanna telegraphed Washington with similar 

sentiments, stating that the entrance of the army “inspired a feeling of confidence and the people 

poured out of their houses with evident feelings of welcome.”  Furthermore, Hanna wrote: 

General Angeles’ words spoken in real sincerity have very favorably 
impressed and greatly encouraged the people. They are especially gratified 
over his liberal position relative to freedom in religious matters and 
freedom of worship.  The Church bells so long silent again peal forth the 
call to worship and for this the people are happy.486 
 

As he continued speaking, Ángeles admitted that his army was popularly referred to as 

“Villista,” but he tried to emphasize that he viewed the army he led in a different way.  For him, 

the Conventionist force was in reality a national army operating under the sovereignty of a 

national regime.   

This army[,] popularly known as “Villista”, but which is really the 
national army today, has sustained the truly constituted Government 
representing the will of the people and, inspired in ardent wishes to ensure 

                                                 
485 Sanford to Hohler, July 19, 1915.  BNA FO 115/1932/Mexico. Monterrey. 
486 Hanna to Secretary of State, January 16, 1915.  NARA, RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 165, file 800. 
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the prosperity, peace and happiness of our country, shall maintain order, 
afford protection and shield the rights of all.487 
 

Ángeles clarified that he was at the head of an army, even if it was an irregular and somewhat 

improvised one.  This speech also elucidates the Conventionists’ sense of their mission.  As an 

army, they were trying to win a war, but that was not their only goal.  The purpose of the military 

struggle was to support a nascent political system designed to govern Mexico. 

The day after the troops directed by Ángeles and Madero marched into the city, Consul 

General Hanna arranged through Emilio Madero a meeting of the consular corps with Ángeles.  

That same day Hanna telegraphed U.S. Secretary of State William J. Bryan informing him that 

“there has not been the least disturbance since the arrival of General Angeles.” He added: 

 
All fear has left the people and confidence restored.  The churches were 
crowded with happy thankful people yesterday. Business men are encouraged 
and working men feel hopeful that improved conditions will soon give them 
steady jobs and a chance to make a living.488 

 

The sense of optimism felt by the capitalist and working classes of the city was dampened by a 

very serious situation.  The same telegram describes the food supply as “very low.”  But Consul 

General Hanna seemed confident that the situation was only temporary since the railroad 

connection to the Laguna region was likely to bring food to the city.  Regardless, Hanna asked 

the Secretary of State to reroute Red Cross humanitarian relief supplies in Laredo to 

Monterrey.489  Hanna continuously sent telegraphs updating the State Department on the 

situation in the city.  All communications sent during these weeks contained similar reports of 

                                                 
487 Idem. 
488 Idem. 
489 Idem. 
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“quiet,” “order,” and “not a single complaint from any American,” although the food supplies 

became desperately scarce.490 

Hanna’s descriptions of the Conventionists contrasted sharply with the ways in which he 

represented the Constitutionalists.  The unpopularity of the Constitutionalist cause exceeded 

cultural, religious or ideological differences.  Carrancista policies also threatened businesses.  

The Constitutionalist faction antagonized local capital at the outset.  When they took the city 

from the Huertista regime, the Constitutionalists imprisoned many local capitalists, releasing 

them only after forcing them to pay heavy fines.  The Carrancista forces also expropriated 

businesses like the Cuauhtemoc brewery, owned primarily by the Garza-Sada family who 

escaped in exile to San Antonio, Texas along with other notable local families.491  Because 

Joseph Schnaider, a U.S. citizen of German descent, was one of the first investors in the brewery, 

Consul General Hanna labored intensively to have the beer factory returned to its owners.492  

Witnessing a new military force take control of Monterrey must have contributed to a general 

feeling of uncertainty, but consuls, business people, and the workers of Monterrey had reason to 

believe that this faction would look out for their interests and generally stabilize the city.  

Unfortunately for Monterrey and its citizens, Conventionists were not able to bring stability and 

security to the northeast. 

 

 

 

                                                 
490 See several reports from NARA, RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 165, file 800. 
491 Alex Saragoza, La élite de Monterrey, 105-107 
492 This episode is narrated fully in Saragoza, La élite de Monterrey, 107-109. 
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Subsistence crisis and the violence of scarcity 

A city can extend many advantages to its inhabitants.  Metropolitan areas provide security and an 

adequate space for the concentration of goods and services in ways that aggregate the advantages 

of markets.  But cities cannot sustain their populations independently.  City dwellers depend on a 

steady stream of energy, raw material and food extracted from the countryside — a fact that the 

citizens of Monterrey and the Convention officials charged with protecting and reactivating the 

city’s economy had to confront.  Constitutionalists lost control of the largest population centers 

of the northeast after being overrun in the battle of Ramos Arizpe in early January of 1915.  

After their defeat the remaining Constitutionalist soldiers formed small bands and raided the 

rural areas of Nuevo León in order to sustain themselves and deny resources to their enemies.  

The depredations of the armed groups of Carrancistas were so effective that it was dangerous to 

ship food into the city even from as close as the “El Canadá” Hacienda, a large agricultural estate 

owned by a Canadian utility company and located just a few miles from downtown Monterrey (it 

is likely that this was the “Indian corn” irrigated with Monterrey’s sewage, see chapter 3).493  

This guerrilla tactic made most of the state of Nuevo León off-limits to the Convention and 

placed Monterrey in a virtual state of siege.   

Depopulation, lack of animal power, and insecurity made food production almost 

impossible.  During 1914 and 1915, Nuevo León’s countryside was mostly unproductive because 

of the revolutionary violence.  Most hacienda owners were exiled in Texas, while many of the 

workers took refuge in the city or joined a revolutionary group.  In southern Nuevo León—where 

the most productive agricultural area in the state is located—some estates were broken up and 

                                                 
493 Hanna to the manager of Hacienda Canada, January 13, 1915.  NARA, RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 165, 
file 814. 
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distributed to the workers with the hope that the type of solution to the agrarian question 

proposed in the Plan de Ayala might help alleviate food scarcity in the state, but land was of little 

use without security.  Armed groups that roamed the countryside used the underdeveloped crops 

to feed their horses; in other cases, revolutionaries simply “wantonly destroyed” agricultural 

products.  These same groups confiscated horses, mules, or any other work animal that might 

help their war effort.494 

Areas of the country that traditionally supplied food and raw material to Monterrey were 

either under the control of opposing military forces or were cut off from networks of 

transportation.  Such was the case with Hacienda Pablillo, near the town of Galeana in the 

southern highlands of Nuevo León.  J.C. Hibler, a citizen of the United States and owner of the 

estate, wrote to the Consulate General in Monterrey in early June of 1915 to report the damage 

inflicted on his property.  For more than a month and a half, forces commanded by former 

Conventionist President Eulalio Gutiérrez camped in the hacienda, consuming its food and 

letting their horses destroy the planted fields.  When Gutiérrez’ group retreated, they carried 

away what they could and destroyed everything else, including the seed saved for the following 

season, as a way to deny any use to an advancing Constitutionalist force.  Later, the Carrancistas 

pillaged the hacienda again when they passed through.  In all, Hibler estimated a loss of 200,000 

                                                 
494 A report elaborated by the consulate general in March of 1915 summarizes the situation:  “In the very productive 
region south of Monterey, but one fourth of the land was cultivated as compared with 1912, while in the country 
between Monterey and the frontier, the relative acreage was even less.  This decrease in planting was due to the 
scarcity of labor, lack of work animals, and the absence of any assurance that the crops would not be destroyed 
while growing or confiscated after becoming ripe. / Many immature crops were either used as fodder for the animals 
of military parties, or wantonly destroyed.  This and confiscation reduced the owners’ share to less than 5 per cent of 
what they would have received had their crops been unmolested. / Some ranches were portioned off and given to the 
laborers to work, but in no case was this successful.  This attempt to solve the agrarian problem according to the 
‘Plan de Ayala’ proved discouraging. / As the conditions which were responsible for last year’s crop shortage have 
not improved, there will be probably less land cultivated in 1915 than in 1914.”   “Annual Report on Commerce and 
Industries,”   March 16, 1915.  NARA, RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 165, File 610. 
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silver pesos and calculated that the food consumed and destroyed by both armies could have 

been enough to feed the people of the surrounding area for five months.495 

Through the efforts of Consul General Philip Hanna, the American Red Cross transported 

several carloads of relief supplies to the border within a few days, but several additional days 

passed before the food could be transported to Monterrey.  The U.S. State Department and the 

Red Cross were concerned about the security of the shipments, even when Ángeles and Madero 

personally assured their safe passage through the Convention-controlled cities of Juarez and 

Torreón.496  Relief supplies and commercial activities also slowed because the U.S. railroad 

companies were unwilling to allow their rolling stock to enter Mexico. They simply did not 

know when the cars would be returned to the United States.  An original arrangement between 

the commercial agent of Francisco Villa in the United States and railroad companies stated that 

the cars that entered Mexico would be returned in no more than “veinte o treinta días.”  By early 

1915, the irregular service offered by the Conventionist trains meant that there was “un gran 

número de carros que no se habían devuelto en más de tres meses.”497 

The trains in the territory controlled by the Convention performed dismally for many 

reasons, the most obvious ones being the interruptions caused by the enemy’s attacks on the 

trains and sabotage of the tracks.  The Convention had other problems that proved to be just as 

detrimental to the operation of the railroads.  Lack of funds for payrolls and payments with 

devalued money caused labor unrest and threats of strikes by railroad workers.498  But perhaps 

the main cause of the inconsistency of train service was the lack of fuel. When the 

                                                 
495 Hanna to de la Garza, July 15, 1915.  NARA, RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 164, file 350. 
496 Bryan to Hanna, January 25, 1915.  NARA, RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 165, file 814.2. 
497 De la Garza to Villa, February 16, 1915.  De la Garza, I-K-16. 
498 Katz, Life and Times of Pancho Villa. 
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Aguascalientes Convention collapsed and the two revolutionary factions began fighting, leaders 

in the Convention pondered the possibility of attacking Carranza in Veracruz, the city used as a 

base of operations to rebuild his army.  Villa, as commander of the Conventionist army, decided 

not to follow Carranza south and headed north instead.  He did this to secure his home region, to 

take over the industrial cities of the north, and to be in a position to take over northern Coahuila, 

(which was the most important region for coal mining in Mexico), and the Huasteca (with its rich 

oil fields).499  As a military commander Villa had made very good use of the railroad: he 

transported his infantry quickly, assured reliable supply lines, and even customized a train for 

use as a field hospital.  The leader of the Convention’s armed forces most likely considered his 

army’s tactical need for coal when he decided to defend the north instead of pushing forward to 

the south.   

The strategic value of coal transcends its use as fuel for trains.  Coal is also a crucial 

input – as a raw material and as fuel for furnaces – for the steel and metal refining industry.  The 

industries in Monterrey and the surrounding population centers used energy resources and raw 

materials from regional mining centers to produce lead, zinc, steel, silver, gold and copper.  The 

lack of fuel for the main industries in the city created massive unemployment and further 

weakened the position of the working class.  Even those few workers who managed to remain 

employed suffered because of the economic crisis.  An uncontrolled rise in the prices of food and 

basic necessities meant that a salary, or even savings, did not guarantee food on the table.  

Economic problems like inflation disproportionately affected the lower classes.  There were 

various causes for the inflation.  Many bankers in the United States, particularly along the 

                                                 
499 On Villa not attacking Carranza in Veracruz, and the debates that surround that decision, see Katz, Life and 
Times of Pancho Villa, especially chapter 12, “The new civil war in Mexico.” 
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border, speculated with both Conventionist and Constitutionalist currencies.500   This speculation 

was one of the factors that led Villa and many other revolutionary leaders to distrust bankers and 

merchants and to threaten to punish hoarders.  Speculators were not the only ones to benefit from 

volatility in the price of money.  While inflation threatened the lives and property of the vast 

majority of people, the Convention also tried to reap some benefits from this situation.  In 

November 1914, when the price of Convention money began to plummet, Lázaro de la Garza, 

Villa’s main commercial agent in the United States, argued that it was the perfect time for 

Convention-controlled banks to pay down as much debt as they could.   

…en estos momentos los Bancos que se consideran quebrados les 
conviene hacer el mayor número de cobros posibles para realizar sus 
valores y ponerlos a salvo, y a los deudores de esos mismos bancos nos 
conviene hacerles el pago ahora porque teniendo en consideración el 
valor actual de la moneda se paga la mitad de lo que se debe, liquidando 
por consiguiente la cuenta, mientras que se esos cobros se hacen cuando 
se haya solucionado lo que se vaya a hacer en los Bancos o el Gobierno 
tenga un arreglo con ellos, el provecho sería general para el país.501 

 

This move would be highly beneficial to the finances of Conventionist banks but devastating to 

people who had loaned or deposited money in said banks.  While the Convention scrambled for 

as many financial resources as it could in order to continue its struggle against the 

Constitutionalists, it harmed the financial security of its constituents, eroding the fundamentals of 

the economy in the region it controlled. 

The devaluation of the Convention’s money was not due to a misunderstanding of 

economics.  The lack of coal and an efficient system of transportation played a major role in the 

inflation experienced in northeastern Mexico during 1914 and 1915.  Certainly, the Convention 

                                                 
500 Katz, Life and times of Pancho Villa. 
501 Lázaro de la Garza to Villa, November 9, 1914.  De la Garza I-I-19. 



 

268 
 

printed what turned out to be too much money, but more problematic than the amount of cash 

circulating was the reduced number of goods in the market.  De la Garza explained this to Villa 

as he pleaded with him to improve the railroad system: 

El papel va bajando considerablemente y mientras no haya facilidades de 
transporte en los ferrocarriles seguirá derrumbándose porque todo el mundo tiene 
mucho papel y no tiene en que invertirlo.  Sé que hay mucho flete en todo el norte 
que no se mueve.  Convendría les exigiera el movimiento sin perjuicio del 
movimiento militar que crearía demanda para nuestra moneda y con sus fletes 
saldría el costo de transporte y sobraría para ayudarnos en movimientos 
militares.502 
 

Disruptions in supply chains created a scarcity of food and all commodities and resulted in 

hyperinflation of prices.   

The shortage of goods resulted in an extreme devaluation of the scrip, and the 

Convention exacerbated the problem when it printed more money.  The Convention spared no 

effort designing money and having it printed by the American Bank Note Company in 

Washington, DC.503  The faction also tried to expedite the circulation of the money in order to 

replace the Carrancista bills, since the fact that Carranza’s money was circulating simultaneously 

worsened the problem of the oversupply of bills.  The urgency with which the Conventionists 

moved to manufacture bills shows that, from an early stage in the civil war, they were already 

thinking of themselves as the legitimate government of the country.  It also reveals a fatal 

overconfidence in their ability to defeat the Constitutionalists quickly.  Regardless, the 

Conventionist leaders should have been more cautious when generating the paper money.  That 

being said, if the economy had been activated as they expected, the oversupply of money would 

                                                 
502 Lázaro de la Garza to Villa, January 23, 1915.  De la Garza I-K-6. 
503 There is a large file in the Lázaro de la Garza papers that preserves Conventionist efforts to create their own 
scrip.  See specifically Part II, Folder B for records of the transactions with the American Bank Company, including 
several designs for the Conventionist bills. 
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not have posed such a serious problem.  The most serious problem was not that too many bills 

were circulating, but that too few goods were. 

The economic situation in Monterrey degenerated with time, especially after the military 

defeats in Ébano, Celaya, and León in April.  Faced with the an economic crisis, the Maderista 

wing of the Convention that controlled Monterrey sidelined their plan to support their forces on 

the revived industrial economy and turned to the old export economy that made the borderlands 

of the north (along with regions in states like Yucatán and Veracruz) the economic engine of 

Mexico.  While the battles for the coalfield and the oil wells were waged, the enterprising leaders 

of the Convention in Monterrey looked for ways to support their government with commodities 

that did not have the energy and technology requirements of smelters and refineries.  In the 

Conventionist government’s few months of existence, Governor Raúl Madero enacted two laws 

and nine decrees and circulated three statements.504  Aimed at arresting the economic and health 

crisis the city was enduring, most of these laws concerned issues of public health, state finances, 

and food production.  Decree number five, enacted on March 5, attempted to tackle the financial 

difficulties of the state by granting the Conventionist government a monopoly over the export of 

animal hides and skins.  The decree mandated that all producers of hides and skins sell their 

goods to the government, which would pay according to set prices.  The law stated that violators 

would be “severely punished.”505  The Conventionist government explained to British Vice 

Consul Sanford that this measure was necessary because they lacked any “other way of getting 

                                                 
504 All the leyes, decretos, and circulars enacted by the Conventionist government of Nuevo León are available in 
the AEGNL, but are also reprinted in Treviño Villareal, Los Gobernantes Villistas de Nuevo León, 1915 (Monterrey, 
Mexico: Centro de Información de Historia Regional, Universidad Autónoma de Nuevo León, 1988), 18-35. 
505 “Los contraventores de esta ley serán castigados severamente.”  Treviño Villareal, Los Gobernantes Villistas de 
Nuevo León, 27. 
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gold with which to buy ammunition except by exporting the products of the country.”506  The 

Maderista wing of the Convention was not alone in imposing state monopolies of commodities; 

similar decrees were enacted in other states of the region controlled by Conventionists.507 

The government’s move to monopolize the hide market was not received positively by 

merchants.  It perhaps reminded them of the confiscatory tactics of the Constitutionalists.   

German and Spanish merchants were forced to give up hides, despite “unavailing protests” from 

their consuls.508  Other foreign consuls were flooded with requests from capitalists to protect 

their property.  On February 23, for example, Texan businessman Guillermo Guerra informed 

Consul General Hanna that authorities had ordered him to turn over $20,000 worth of hides and 

“some ixtle”—an impressive amount of money considering it is close to the same value as the 

total reported exports of ixtle and hides in the district for that quarter ($20,936.54).509  Perhaps 

Guerra was exaggerating in order to get the consul general’s attention or, more likely, the large 

quantity of goods stored shows that merchants were hoarding their goods, waiting for business 

conditions in the region to improve.  The latter hypothesis would explain why the total value of 

export to the U.S. almost tripled when the situation in the region settled down a few years later 

(see figure 7, and appendix D).510 

                                                 
506 Sanford’s report on political conditions.  BNA FO 115/1932/Mexico. Monterrey. 
507 “Aviso al Público.” NARA, RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 164, file 350. 
508 There is a very long record of property rights protection requests filed in the U.S. Consulate General by 
merchants and capitalists of different nationalities.  See NARA, RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 164 File 350. 
509 Although the total value of hides that quarter was much less than the quarterly average (which was usually 
$80,000 to $100,000).  Invoice book, NARA, RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 129.  See appendix D.  
510 Invoice book, NARA RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 129.  See appendix D. 
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Figure 7. Value of goods exported to the United States reported in the U.S. Consulate General of Monterrey, 
1906-1925, and the average value of the goods exported ($14,097,298.45). 

Despite the government’s attempt to monopolize this potentially profitable market, or perhaps 

because of it, the total reported value of hide exports from Monterrey to the United States fell in 

1915.511  The government was forced to enact this monopoly because it desperately needed funds 

for war material and because it lacked the revenues from taxing exports—a difficult task if 

businesspeople were hoarding their merchandise.  This decree attempted to force the goods out 

of the warehouses and into the market, but it ended up backfiring.  By enacting a confiscatory 

policy, the Conventionist government created further uncertainty among the business elite and 

stifled the markets by motivating and justifying the hoarding of commodities. 

Another profitable commodity with demand in the United States and without major 

energy and technology demands was ixtle fiber, which is similar to the fiber produced from the 

henequén plant of Yucatán, but of lower quality.  This fiber was in great demand in international 

                                                 
511 Invoice book, NARA RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 129.  See appendix 3. 
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markets because it was widely used to manufacture rope essential to shipping and agriculture.  

Demand for rope was even higher than usual because of the boom in commodity prices 

generated by the beginning of World War I.  The most modern harvesting machines of the time 

could not operate without these ropes.  As opposed to the large plantations of henequen in 

Yucatán, in northeastern Mexico the fiber is extracted from a desert plant that grows wild 

throughout northern Mexico.  Production of ixtle ropes in the region traditionally supplied local 

markets, and surpluses were exported to the United States, but during the 1910s the export of 

ixtle experienced a sharp increase in Monterrey.  The increase resulted partly because the 

production of this fiber requires manual labor but does not have the fuel demands that 

Monterrey’s heavy industry does.  The ixtle business in the northeast could never compete with 

industrialized sisal production in Yucatán; according to numbers provided by the British 

Embassy in Washington to the U.S. Department of State, Yucatán produced about 160,000 tons 

of fiber a year, while Monterrey exported just a little over 1,800 tons of ixtle in all 1915.512 

Still, 1,800 tons of ixtle is not an insignificant amount; it is close to the total output of 

manila fiber from New Zealand, a major supplier of rope to Canadian agribusiness.  There was a 

profit to be made, and the leaders of the Convention knew it.  In March and April of 1915 

Yucatán resembled Monterrey as the Conventionist and Constitutionalist factions fought for 

control of the state and the export of crucial commodities.  Demand for the fiber grew during the 

mid-1910s because food-exporting countries like Canada, the United States and Argentina had 

planted extra acreage that year, anticipating a rise in demand for food in war-torn Europe.513  

There was real fear that the Mexican revolution could disrupt the world’s supply of rope and 

                                                 
512 Spring Rice to State Department. April 24, 1915.  BNA FO 115/1934/Mexico. Yucatán. 
513 Idem. 
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cause a “world-wide disaster.”514  Had the Yucatán haciendas stopped producing their fiber, the 

global price of twine would have shot up.  Conventionist leaders must have understood the 

potential profit to be made because they expropriated large quantities of ixtle.  Export of ixtle 

reported in the U.S. Consulate General in Monterrey in 1915 was not as high as it had been in 

1914, when the extreme coal shortage began, but the export of this commodity during the period 

of Conventionist rule in Monterrey was significant because the leaders of the governing faction 

benefited directly from it (see figure XX). 

Year Value of ixtle 
exports from 
Monterrey to the 
United States.515 

Total value of 
ixtle exported 
from 
Mexico.516  

Percentage 
of exports 

from 
Monterrey 

1906  40,778.54  1,283,000.00  3% 
1907  228,356.87  1,369,000.00  17% 
1908  76,032.57  893,000.00  9% 
1909  26,212.25  676,000.00  4% 
1910  8,986.90  643,000.00  1% 
1911  53,130.54  469,000.00  11% 
1912  138,333.36   775,000.00  18% 
1913  131,672.73   923,000.00  14% 
1914  232,695.75   1,036,000.00  22% 
1915  147,641.58   1,214,000.00  12% 

Figure 8.  Ixtle exports to the United States from Monterrey. 

Many ixtle merchants were not allowed to export their product to the United States, 

sometimes learning that they could only do it with permission from General Villa himself.517  

Meanwhile, Conventionist commercial agent Lázaro de la Garza asked his nephew in Monterrey 

                                                 
514 Idem.  See also Katz, Life and Times of Pancho Villa. 
515 Invoice book, NARA RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 129. 
516 Haber, Razo, and Maurer, 337 
517 Hanselmann to Hanna, April 1, 1915.  NARA RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 164, file 350. 
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to send him ixtle samples so he could look for buyers in El Paso.518  U.S. consular records also 

show that in May of 1915 Raúl Madero and B. Navarro, his personal assistant, requested 

invoices from the consulate to export an amount of ixtle that equaled 95% of the total reported 

exports of the fiber that quarter.519  But natural fibers are obviously much less profitable than the 

industries that the Conventionist government hoped to exploit for their war effort when they 

seized Monterrey.  The Madero administration’s efforts to profit from exports of ixtle reveal the 

Convention’s commercial intentions and the persistence of international commerce despite the 

disruptions caused by the war.  It also shows a certain degree of desperation on the part of a 

revolutionary group that had hoped to profit from the urban industrial capitalist system built in 

the city of Monterrey. 

Another commodity monopolized by Conventionist state governments in the northeast 

was animal hides, which were in great demand at the time.  Before plastics, leather was a crucial 

input for war industries, used for parts in industrial machinery and engines, and for boots, straps 

and belts for military uniforms.  This demand effectively distorted the food markets, as armies 

massacred cattle in search of a quick profit.  Evidence shows that military leaders would send 

their soldiers to kill cows simply to skin the carcasses, leaving the rest of the animal to rot in the 

field.  The massacre of cattle that could have been used to alleviate the suffering of the people in 

the cities shows that the situation was becoming even more acute for Monterrey’s 

revolutionaries.  By early May of 1915 the once-mighty Conventionist army was rapidly 

disbanding.  Governor Madero escaped from Monterrey in late May.  First, he attempted to 

create a type of government in exile in an hacienda on the border between Nuevo León and 

                                                 
518 Lázaro de la Garza to Servando de la Garza, March 11, 1915.  De la Garza, II-F-48. 
519 Invoice book, NARA RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 129. 
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Coahuila, but was forced to flee into Texas by the end of the summer.520  Throughout the 

summer of 1915, Carrancista forces routed remaining Conventionist bands from Nuevo León, 

Tamaulipas, and Coahuila.  Even then, the food situation in Monterrey did not improve.  In fact, 

it seems to have worsened, since at least the Conventionists had attempted to monopolize, and 

therefore regulate, the hides market.  Constitutionalist bands roamed the countryside, taking as 

much food as they could.  Soldiers also continued to kill cattle for their skins, which could be 

sold in the United States at prices inflated by the demand caused by World War I. 

Carranza’s Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores received complaints from the U.S. 

Department of State directly relating to cattle being shot by Carrancista forces on June 12 on the 

Milmo ranch, which was owned by U.S. citizens.  The Carranza administration forwarded these 

communications to Governor Pablo de la Garza, who responded by saying that he had already 

taken steps to address the situation.  It is doubtful that any actions by the governor would have 

been effective, since control of the region was still disputed among both revolutionary 

factions.521  The Consulate General in Monterrey received reports of similar problems.  Consul 

General Hanna observed: 

 
I have been informed by a reliable Mexican who comes from a ranch in 
the direction of Tampico that eight hundred beef cattle have been shot by 
the various bands lately passing that way and in many instances the beef is 
almost a complete waste as they only take the part of the meat they desire 
for their meal and leave the rest to spoil, sometimes removing the hide as 
they can sell the hides to the Chiefs who ship them to the United States 

                                                 
520 On Madero’s escape from Monterrey, see Los Gobernantes de Nuevo León: historia (1579-1989) (Mexico, D.F.: 
J.R. Fortson y Cia, 1990).  See also Flores Torres. Monterrey en la Revolución. 
521 Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores to de la Garza, June 14, 1915.  AGENL, Correspondencia de Gobernadores, 
1915-1917. 
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and obtain good prices, many farm’s milk cows are killed merely for the 
hide and a piece of the beef.522 

 
Generations later, the word Carrancear (derived from Carranza, or Carrancista) still means “to 

steal or pillage.”523 

There is ample evidence that food scarcity did not end when the Conventionists lost 

control of northeastern Mexico.  Constitutionalists deprived the region of food even when the 

tide of war had clearly turned in their favor because they were not simply withholding food from 

the cities, they were profiting from it.  Food items were not among the first commodities to be 

exported by revolutionary armies, since they needed supplies for their troops.  Yet, as available 

supplies of materials like cotton, ore, hides, and ixtle dwindled, revolutionaries increasingly 

turned to corn, beans and cattle for export.  Both warring factions exported food.  Villista forces, 

for example, ravaged once plentiful herds of cattle in Chihuahua, but Constitutionalists were 

especially guilty of exporting food that could have relieved the suffering of the Mexican 

people.524  Despite worsening humanitarian conditions, starting in early 1915 the Carrancistas in 

Veracruz were “shipping cattle by the thousands, regardless of price of provisions and 

scarcity.”525  The British Foreign Service in Mexico reported the following to Sir Edward Grey, 

head of the British Foreign Office: 

…the transport "Burford" which came to take away the refugees whom I 
conducted to Pachuca, brought with it as a part of the relief being given by the 
American Red Cross, eleven tons of Mexican beans which had been exported 
from Vera Cruz only some days previously, and had been bought out of the 

                                                 
522 Hanna to State Department, June 7, 1915.  NARA. RG 84. Monterrey, Mexico, volume 166, file 814.2. 
523 As defined in Ricardo Elizondo’s dictionary of Northeastern Mexican Spanish: “Carrancear. V. (De Carranza, 
Venustiano, el expresidente de México.) Robar, hacer pillaje, como dice la conseja que hicieron los soldados de 
Venustiano Carranza cuando se hicieron del poder durante la Revolución mexicana de 1910.”  Ricardo Elizondo,  
Lexicón del Noroeste de México (Mexico D.F.: Fondo de cultura económico, ITESM; Tezontle, 1996). 
524 On the Villista export of cattle see Katz, Life and Times of Pancho Villa. 
525 Hohler to Grey, February 4, 1915.  BDFA, Doc 112. 



 

277 
 

warehouse on the Pier at Galveston, [Texas].  Thus the food brought for the 
starving Mexicans is their own.526 

 
The food purchased in the United States and brought into Mexico was responsible for saving the 

lives of thousands of people who might have starved otherwise.  Unfortunately, the purchase of 

tons of food on the border resulted in inflationary pressure on the price of food in Mexico.  The 

Red Cross in the United States paid premium prices for the Mexican corn it used in its relief 

operations.  In his analysis of the American Red Cross during the Mexican Revolution, Paulson 

writes about the relief situation in 1915:  

There was immediate need [for food] in Coahuila, but Brigadier General C.A. 
Devol, who supervised Red Cross relief work from Fort Sam Houston, concluded 
that his efforts were hopeless.  Red Cross agents, he explained, were paying 
‘double prices’ in the U.S. for Mexican corn to be shipped back to the very areas 
from which it had been confiscated by military leaders.527 

 
General Devol was not alone in his perception.  Consul General Hanna reported a similar 

impression to the State Department:  

…Mexicans even are remarking to me confidentially that perhaps some of 
the food now being purchased by their good friend the American Red 
Cross and shipped back to Mexico may be some of the corn which the 
shameless chiefs of their army has recently shipped into Texas...528 
 

By purchasing Mexican corn on the U.S. side of the border, the relief efforts of the Red Cross 

effectively made it more profitable for revolutionary groups (especially Constitutionalist, but 

many Conventionist as well) to keep exporting Mexican food, instead of distributing it among 

the needy. 

                                                 
526 Underlined in the original. Hohler to Grey, June 19, 1915. BNA FO 115/1928/Ammo. 
527 George Paulson, “Helping Hand or Intervention? Red Cross Relief in Mexico, 1915,” in The Pacific Historical 
Review, vol. 57, No. 3 (1988), 316. 
528 Hanna to State Department, June 7, 1915.  NARA, RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 166, file 814.2. 
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When the region’s productive industries shut down, commerce did not simply grind to a 

halt.  Revolutionaries and merchants speculated with what was available to them: ixtle, hides, 

food, even money.  The consequences of this unregulated trade reached beyond the 

Conventionist army.  Speculating and hoarding were literally issues of life and death for tens of 

thousands of Monterrey’s inhabitants because Monterrey, like every industrial city, is not 

ecologically autonomous—it cannot function without a constant influx of food, energy and raw 

material. 

 

Death in 1915 Monterrey 

The danger that the city, its inhabitants, and its industrial base of production encountered cannot 

be understated.  Official records kept by the Secretaría de Gobierno of Nuevo León show a 

serious spike in reported deaths in 1915, an increase in the total number of deaths reported which 

can only be compared to the total number of deaths registered in 1909, the year of the deadliest 

flood in Monterrey’s history (see Chart 1, Deaths Reported in Monterrey 1908-1915).529  There 

was another spike in deaths in 1913, but the rise in the reports of death responded to a sharp 

increase in accidental and violent deaths resulting from the war against the Huertista forces.  

After the 1913 increase, the number of deaths reported decreased again (see chart 3).  In 1915 the 

spikes were not as high, but the number of deaths reported remained at a sustained high level, 

especially in the first half of the year.  This sustained death rate corresponded to the fact that 

disease was the leading cause of death, even though the level of accidental and violent deaths 

remained at a high level during the first half of 1915 (see charts in appendix C).   

                                                 
529 See appendix C. 
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The spike in deaths related to gastrointestinal disease (see chart 4 in Appendix C) 

reported in 1915 is clear evidence that the scarcity of fresh food and clean water was a serious 

threat to the survival of the people of Monterrey.  Hunger was not the only scourge of the 

population of Monterrey.  The turmoil in the city resulted in unhealthy living conditions.  As the 

city became isolated, the environment became ripe for disease.  Along with food, supplies of 

vaccines and medicine dwindled, as did those of more basic, but equally important necessities, 

such as soap.  “Please inform Red Cross that twenty thousand cakes of ordinary hand soap are 

needed to improve the Sanitary Condition of the poor and doubtless prevent an epidemic,” wrote 

Consul General Hanna to the State Department.  “Thousands have not enjoyed a soap bath for 

weeks,” Hanna added.530 

One particular health challenge stands out during the civil war between Conventionists 

and Constitutionalists.  During late 1914 and most of 1915, Monterrey was hit by a disease 

described in several sources as “black smallpox,” a term that surely refers to hemorrhagic 

smallpox, a particularly deadly strain.  This was the deadliest outbreak of smallpox since 1909 

(see chart 2, Smallpox deaths reported in Monterrey 1908-1915).  The death rate in Monterrey 

was higher in 1915 than in previous years.  Only nine deaths from smallpox were reported in 

1910, 1911, and 1912 combined.531 

Monterrey was not the only city struck by an outbreak of smallpox; other northern cities 

like Durango and Tampico also experienced deadly outbreaks.  On March 5, 1915, the 

commanding officer of the U.S.S. Delaware reported that at least six people had died in Tampico 

                                                 
530 Hanna to State Department, June 9, 1915. NARA. RG 84. Monterrey, Mexico, volume 166, file 814.2. 
531 There were 5 deaths in 1910, 3 in 1911, and only 1 in 1912.  See appendix C. 
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in the last three days.532  The documents of the U.S. Consulate General in Monterrey also contain 

evidence of the deadly strain of smallpox in Durango.  Although smallpox affects children at a 

disproportionate rate (most of the victims of the outbreak in Monterrey were between the ages of 

two and ten), no one was completely safe from infection.  In November of 1914 Durango’s U.S. 

consul, Theodore Hamm, was infected with the black smallpox and died.533  Hanna appointed 

Hamm’s widow, Clara, to replace her husband as interim Consul of Durango. 

The outbreak was serious enough to attract the attention of local governments, military 

leaders and the consular services.  In its second meeting after being elected in January 24, 

Monterrey’s cabildo (city council) took important steps towards controlling the smallpox 

outbreak.534  The cabildo authorized the mayor to look for ways to combat the “epidemic.”  In 

the same meeting, the council agreed to fund a group of women to set up a clinic for those 

suffering from smallpox.535  On February 22, it became clear that the measures taken had not 

stopped the spread of the pox.  Monterrey’s cabildo went further by mandating vaccinations for 

everyone who lived in the city blocks around the epicenter of the smallpox outbreak.  The 

cabildo also closed all schools, churches, theaters, and other public gathering places.536  The U.S. 

                                                 
532 Daniel to Lansing, March 6, 1915.  NARA, RG 59, Records of the Department of State  Relating to the Internal 
Affairs of Mexico, 1910-1929, 812.00/14533. 
533 Hanna to Department of State, November 18, 1914.  NARA. RG 84.  Monterrey, Mexico, vol. 161, file 123. 
534 Archivo Histórico, Gobierno Municipal de Monterrey (AHM).  Fondo Monterrey Contemporáneo, Actas de 
Cabildo 08/Feb/1915. 
535 “…el R. Ayuntamiento acordó autorizar al C. Alcalde primero para   dictar las medidas más convenientes, 
encaminadas a combatir la epidemia de viruela.  Asimismo, se autorizó el gasto de $ 500.00 para contribuir con él 
que tenga que erogar la Sociedad de Señoras ‘Caridad’, en la instalación de un hospital para varilosos.” AHM, Actas 
de Cabildo 08/Feb/1915 
536 AHM, Actas de Cabildo 22/Feb/1915. 
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Consulate General archives show that “escuelas foráneas,” private schools that mostly catered to 

sons and daughters of foreigners, were forced to close at least until March 22.537 

The steps that local political leaders took to shield the general population from the 

infection could slow down the disease, but vaccines were the only effective way to combat it.  

Given the state of isolation that the city was in, getting enough material to inoculate the 

population was nearly impossible to accomplish, especially by isolated local politicians.  Without 

an effective national government, municipal political forces were unable to act in order to deliver 

vaccines to those who needed them.  The government of the United States was not much help 

either.  Because of serious problems they had encountered in the Constitutionalist-controlled 

areas of central Mexico, the U.S. Red Cross and the Department of State were overly cautious.  

After the Consulate General in Monterrey telegraphed Washington asking for help in January of 

1915, it received the following reply: “Red Cross informs Department that because of many 

uncertainties and risk loss… it will not ship supplies until public order sufficiently restored…”538  

The American Red Cross had reason to worry about their supplies being intercepted by the 

warring parties of the Mexican civil war.  In central Mexico, the Gulf coast, and other parts of 

Mexico, especially in the areas controlled by the Constitutionalists, American Red Cross supplies 

and relief material purchased by foreign consuls had been sabotaged, delayed, confiscated, or 

outright stolen by revolutionary forces.  This situation was different in Monterrey; medicines and 

supplies were able to make it into the city through Conventionist-controlled areas all the way 

from El Paso, although they were blocked from travelling through the closer border crossing of 

Laredo and Matamoros, which were under the authority of Carrancista generals. 

                                                 
537 AHM, Actas de Cabildo, 22/Mar/1915. 
538 Hanna to Bryan, January 25, 1915.  NARA, Monterrey, Mexico, RG 84, volume 166, file 812 
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Because of their diplomatic immunity and their ability to negotiate with both sides of the 

civil war, the foreign consuls in Monterrey were the only people in a position to bring vaccines 

into the city.  Beginning in January of 1915 Hanna communicated with his superiors in 

Washington and his subordinates in border cities to try to obtain as much vaccine as possible.  

During peacetime the quickest way to transport vaccines to Monterrey from the United States 

would be from Laredo or perhaps Matamoros.  In early 1915, though, the Tamaulipas-Texas 

border was under the control of the Constitutionalists, making trade with Conventionist-

controlled Monterrey difficult.  Trading through Laredo was not impossible for everyone, 

however.  Consul General Hanna sent a letter to Alonzo Garrett, the U.S. Consul in Nuevo 

Laredo, with a U.S. citizen who was travelling overland to Laredo from Monterrey.  In the letter 

he instructed Garrett to buy twenty-five dollars worth of smallpox vaccine in Laredo, Texas, and 

send it back with the same courier who delivered the message, one Mr. Willet.  Hanna stressed in 

the letter that the vaccine must be fresh and properly packaged, since no one knew how long it 

would take Willet to make it back to Monterrey.  Hanna’s messenger was able to go to Laredo 

and return with the vaccines, but it took him more than a month to do so.  Willet left Monterrey 

on February 10, and made it back on March 17.  This communication makes it clear that some 

U.S. citizens, at least those with the help of the U.S. Consulate General, were able to cross the 

battle lines of the Mexican civil war.539 

While the war persisted, the surest and quickest way to ship anything from the United 

States to Monterrey remained the route that extended from Ciudad Juárez to Torreón (through 

Chihuahua), and from the Laguna to Monterrey through Saltillo.  At around the same time that 

                                                 
539 There are several letters and telegrams between Hanna a Garret between February and March of 1915 showing 
details of Willets travel in NARA, Monterrey, Mexico, RG 84, volume 166, file 812. 
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Hanna sent a messenger to Laredo, he also sent a request for more smallpox vaccines via 

telegraph to U.S. Consul Thomas Edwards, who was based in Ciudad Juárez.  On February 14, 

Edwards telegraphed Monterrey stating that he had sent his personal physician across the border 

to El Paso to purchase fifty dollars worth of smallpox vaccine.  Just five days later, Hanna 

received the first shipment of vaccine through the mail and immediately ordered more shipments, 

which he continued to receive every few days.  Shipping through the longer Villista-controlled 

route was evidently the better option.540 

In the first week of March, the Consulate General received some reports from healthcare 

professionals who were administering the vaccines.  According to these reports, many vaccines 

were distributed for the protection of foreign-born residents of Monterrey.  For example, Hanna 

made vaccines available to a German physician, R.J. von Ujváry, from the Sanatorio Alemán.541  

But the efforts to fight the pox were not uniquely focused on foreigners.  Local doctors also 

reported using the vaccines made available to them on the general population.  On March 4, a 

physician whose last name was Riveroll reported to have vaccinated “114 persons of all classes 

and ages.”  Dr. Riveroll also made it clear that the demand for the life-saving inoculation had not 

abated: “if you still have any vaccine on hand, I beg you to please send me a supply, and you will 

receive the gratitude of the poor people, and to their thanks I beg to add mine.”542 

By the end of February, a group of doctors spoke to the cabildo and informed them that 

hundreds of people had been vaccinated.  By the second week of March, the local government 

                                                 
540 Hanna to Edwards, February 24, 1915. NARA Monterrey, Mexico, RG 84, volume 166, file 812.  See also Hanna 
to American National Red Cross, February 24, 1915.  NARA, Monterrey, Mexico, RG 84, volume 166, file 814.2.   
541 Ujvary to Hanna, April 14, 1915. NARA, Monterrey, Mexico, RG 84, volume 166, file 812. 
542 Riveroll to Hanna, March 4, 1915.  NARA, Monterrey, Mexico, RG 84, volume 166, file 812. 



 

284 
 

authorized public gatherings, as long as everyone in the group had been vaccinated.543  Because 

of the smallpox outbreak, most schools remained closed during the Constitutionalist period in 

Monterrey.  But thanks to the vaccines, the spread of the disease slowed considerably.  By the 

middle of March, British Vice-Consul Sanford was reporting to the Foreign Office that “the 

smallpox epidemic continues, but seems to be abating a little.”544 

In absolute terms, smallpox was not even close to being responsible for the majority of 

deaths in Monterrey during the civil war. The outbreak did attract a significant amount of 

attention from Monterrey’s authorities, elites, and general population, though.  Drastic measures 

like closing public places and quarantining entire sections of the city were taken because the 

sudden eruption of an infection thought to have been under control for decades is enough to 

capture the attention of the whole city.  The shock of the outbreak was compounded by the fact 

that the disease affected young people disproportionately—most of the deaths were among 

children two to ten years old.  Finally, this outbreak reminded the citizens of Monterrey that 

cities are vulnerable when disconnected from the outside world. 

 

Hunger and relief 

Smallpox continued to kill people throughout 1915, but the death toll could have been 

considerably higher had it not been for the actions of the foreign consular system.  Still, the 

smallpox epidemic was a minor threat compared to the food scarcity that Monterrey endured in 

                                                 
543 “Se acordó, con este motivo, expedir circular para que, desde el día 8 del presente, cese la clausura de escuelas 
templos, teatros y demás centros, previniéndose a todos los que a ellos concurrieren que deberán estar vacunados o 
revacunados y no permitiéndose a los convalecientes en estado de producir contagio la entrada en dichos centros 
para mejorar cumplimiento de lo cual la policía sanitaria y en auxilio de él…”AHM, Actas de Cabildo, 1/Mar/1915 
544 Sanford to Foreign Office, March 13, 1915.  BNA FO 115/1932/Mexico. Monterrey. 
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1915.  Most of Mexico experienced famine and near-famine conditions in late 1914 and 

throughout most of 1915—a notable and relevant exception were the ecologically autonomous 

Zapatista communities of Morelos.  The scarcity of food during this period is most likely 

responsible for the largest number of deaths during the entire revolution.545  Monterrey was no 

exception; the number of deaths registered during the war of 1915 is only comparable to the 

numbers reported during the flood of 1909.546 

Thousands of poor people benefited from this relief, but the food was distributed 

selectively.  Members of the consular community and the Chamber of Commerce distributed 

cards to people they knew needed food.  Food was only given to heads of families who possessed 

those cards.  Careful records were kept of which families received the food, who had given them 

the card, and where the head of the family had been employed before the economic hardships—

records that today help us reconstruct the history of the period.  For the city’s capitalist class, the 

food bank worked as a form of patronage that assured the loyalty of their employees while their 

industries were closed.  It also kept the city relatively peaceful and ensured that many of the 

workers did not join the revolution. 

An unlikely character that would become the savior of Monterrey’s capitalism, Hanna 

was a nineteenth-century consul in charge of a twentieth-century industrial city.  Hanna suffered 

from depression since the death of his wife in 1907, an event that made him “prematurely old” in 

the words of his superior in the State Department.547  He was also mostly deaf and did not speak 

fluent Spanish, even though he had lived in Latin America for decades.  Despite his 

                                                 
545 The best demographic analysis of the Mexican Revolution period is Robert McCaa, “Missing Millions: The 
Demographic Costs of the Mexican Revolution,” in Mexican Studies (19, no. 2: 367-400, 2003).  
546 See appendix C. 
547 “Monterrey Inspection Report, 1911.”  NARA, Record Group 59, Inspection Reports. 
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shortcomings, Hanna was still in charge of one of the most important foreign service posts in 

Latin America.  By all accounts he was well liked by the population of the city and had a good 

relationship with the elites, foreign capitalists, and representatives of other governments in 

northern Mexico.  One aspect of his job that he was particularly adept at was organizing relief 

efforts.  His actions during the 1909 flood, analyzed in previous chapters, were still remembered 

in the city, and they were not his only experience handling massive aid for civilian populations.  

In 1913 he coordinated from his office in Monterrey the relief and evacuation of foreigners from 

Torreón, a city that was struggling through one of the most violent battles of the Mexican 

Revolution. 

In 1915, Hanna once again took a leadership position in the organization of relief efforts 

for Monterrey.  The efforts of the consul general and the rest of the consular and foreign business 

community saved the lives of many people.  “The work was for humanity,” the Consul General 

explained in his letter to the State Department detailing his activities in this period, “but it has 

also caused all classes here to like us better and our properties are better respected than those of 

any other people and there is not one American in prison in this city.”  548  Hanna’s commitment 

to relieving the suffering of others does not need to be questioned, but it is necessary to 

acknowledge that, as with other things, the ultimate objective of the Consulate General’s relief 

efforts was to perpetuate an environment conducive to the development of U.S.-led capitalism. 

 

 

 

                                                 
548 Hanna to Department of State, July 12, 1915. NARA, RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 161, file 125.4. 
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Red Cross relief 

Photographs show Philip Hanna standing proudly outside the American Methodist Hospital as 

hundreds of hungry, poor people waited for their turn to receive relief supplies (see figures 1, 2, 

and 3). 

 

Figure 9. People lining up for relief supplies provided by the U.S. Consulate General.  The building in the 
background is the Escuela Normal, which became the first site of the Universidad de Nuevo León after the 
Revolution. 549 

                                                 
549 Photographs available in Hanna to Secretary of State, July 28, 1915.  NARA, Monterrey, Mexico, RG 84, vol. 
166, file 814.2. 
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Figure 10. People lined up outside the American Hospital, down the street from the Escuela Normal.  These 
people, mostly women, were seeking relief supplies from the operation organized by Consul General Philip 
Hanna.  Hanna is standing in the foreground. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11. Photograph of the inner courtyard of the American Hospital of Monterrey, where food was 
being distributed.  Consul General Philip Hanna is standing in the background. 
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Most of the supplies distributed in this station were provided by the American Red Cross of the 

United States, with the support of the city’s wealthy, the Chamber of Commerce, and the 

consular community in general.  We must remember that these groups of people overlapped 

significantly.  Mexican capitalists who did not join the fighting left the country because of the 

revolution.  Members of the elite who remained in Monterrey were usually businessmen and 

merchants with foreign citizenships, and several of them acted as consuls for their nations, a 

position that gave them and their commercial enterprises some degree of protection from 

confiscation, taxation, and violence.  

The process of receiving aid began early in the day, when people would assemble one 

block north of the Hospital in front of the Escuela Normal, which is located on one of 

Monterrey’s main streets.550  After the crowd formed in a winding line facing the school, the line 

would make its way down to the hospital, crossing in front of a catholic girls’ school.  As the 

people entered the hospital, clerks meticulously recorded their names, residence and number of 

people in their households.  Those in charge of registering the information of the needy also took 

great care to ensure that the applicants brought with them their ticket, which was the only thing 

that authorized them to receive any aid.  Members of the city’s elite had distributed these tickets 

to the distressed population.  More often than not, those distributing the tickets were female 

members of important families, such as Mabel Davis, one of Consul General Hanna’s nieces who 

was married to a prominent Monterrey businessman.  Female members of the Madero and 

Aguilar families also distributed tickets early in the relief efforts, but their names faded from the 

                                                 
550 Hanna to Secretary of State, July 28, 1915.  NARA, Monterrey, Mexico, RG 84, volume 166, file 814.2. 
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records after the Convention was forced to leave Monterrey—many members of their families 

were active leaders in the Conventionist regime.551  

A ticket entitled the holder to corn and beans mostly, but, when available, those in need 

could also acquire soap, coffee, crackers, lard, cake or anything else that was in adequate supply.  

The distribution of food took place in the courtyards of the hospital.  My analysis of the lists of 

people who received help shows that at least 80% were women.  A survey of the photographs 

provided to the State Department by Consul General Hanna shows a large percentage of women 

(see figs 1, 2, and 3).552  The few men shown in photographs taken at the time are old, sick or too 

young to work.  There were no soldiers or police forces of any kind patrolling the premises, a 

significant absence in a time of violence and revolution.  Hanna made sure that no assistance was 

given to soldiers of any faction, surely as a way to avoid giving the impression of supporting one 

revolutionary group over another.  In the Consul General’s opinion, keeping fighting men out of 

the food lines was also a way to “avoid disturbances.”553 

 

 

 

                                                 
551 During this time period, it was not unusual for elite women to organize relief efforts in times of political or 
economic crisis on both sides of the border.  See, for example Katherine Benton-Cohen, Borderline Americans 
racial division and labor war in the Arizona borderlands (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009) 
552 There is no way of knowing what the exact percentage of the people receiving assistance were women.  The 
records of the relief operation detailed important information such as the names, address, and family size of the 
assisted individuals, but not their sex.  I tried, as far as I could, to deduce gender from the names given, but many 
names common at the time in Mexico were gender neutral: Trinidad, Encarnación, Guadalupe, Reyes, Santos, Cruz 
and many other names identified both women and men.  Other times, clerks who wrote down the information of 
individuals used gender-neutral abbreviations like Franc. (for Francisco or Francisca) or Porf. (for Porfirio or 
Porfiria).  In any case, the overall results of my survey of pages from the records show a clear gender imbalance that 
leans towards women.  “Records of Assistance Given to People of Monterrey During the Revolution, 1914-1915.”  
NARA. RG 84. Monterrey, Mexico. volume 314. 
553 Hanna to Shanklin, July 20, 1915.  NARA Monterrey, Mexico, RG 84, volume 161, file 123 
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ASARCo’s Relief  

The Red Cross relief station was not the only one of its kind in Monterrey.  Several corporations 

also provided aid to their workers, even if their factories were not operating at the time.  

ASARCo coordinated its effort with the U.S. Consulate General, so detailed records of their 

relief operations are available in public archives.  As soon as the region fell under 

Constitutionalist control, ASARCo wrote to the Consulate General asking for help transporting 

supplies through the railroad system that was beginning to function again.  The smelting 

corporation likely brought food while the Conventionists controlled the city, but records of those 

efforts are not available.  In early June, Consul General Hanna wrote to Constitutionalist General 

Vicente Dávila asking for safe, and duty-free, passage of a shipment of corn from Laredo to 

Monterrey.  Hanna informed Dávila that this carload of food was sent by ASARCo’s General 

Manager, “who is evidently interested in the welfare of the several hundred Mexican employees 

of their company who have been out of work since the plant closed down and who are 

understood to be without sufficient food.”554 

A week later, the shipment of corn arrived in the city and was in ASARCo’s 

possession.555  R.W. Sanger, the interim superintendent of Monterrey’s ASARCo plant, 

estimated that the supply of corn would be enough to feed their workers for about ten weeks.  

Sanger and Hanna were careful to coordinate their relief efforts.  Sanger sent a list of workers 

who were being helped by ASARCo, so they would not get supplies from the Chamber of 

Commerce.  The supplies distributed by the smelting company were given to the (mostly male) 

heads of households—only a few of the names listed were widows of workers or female teachers 

                                                 
554 Hanna to Dávila, June 5, 1915.  NARA, Monterrey, Mexico, RG 84, volume 165, file 814. 
555 Sanger to Hanna, June 12, 1915.  NARA, Monterrey, Mexico, RG 84, volume 165, file 814. 
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from the company’s primary school (see appendix E).556  The help provided to male heads of 

households contrasts with the help provided mostly to women in the Red Cross relief station.  

Clearly, ASARCo’s relief operations were focused on helping the patriarchal labor force that the 

company had trained and shaped in the last decade.  Transnational corporations had invested 

heavily in training and building the loyalty of the working class of Monterrey.  The relief efforts 

were a way of protecting that investment.  

The records of ASARCo’s relief operations show that supplies were made available to a 

total of 373 heads of household.  The average household size was 3.8, bringing the total of 

people helped by the corporation to 1805—a meaningful number, considering it represents close 

to 2% of the population of the metropolitan area (estimated to have been close to 90,000 people 

before the revolution began).  The average household size in ASARCO was smaller than the 

average size of the households helped by the Red Cross relief.557   The difference in household 

size reveals something important about the structure of ASARCo’s labor force.  A smaller family 

size can be indicative of a relatively younger pool of people than the generally lower-class 

population of the city, as represented in the Red Cross relief rolls.  The housing offered by the 

company also reduced the average household size; more housing meant less density in 

households as young families were able to find suitable residences for themselves, instead of 

crowding under the roofs of their extended family members.  Seventy of the 373 households 

listed lived in rooms provided by ASARCo.   

                                                 
556 Sanger to Hanna, June 12, 1915.  NARA, Monterrey, Mexico, RG 84, volume 165, file 814.  See appendix E. 
557 The Red Cross average household was 5.2.  I calculated the family size by taking representative samples of pages 
in the Red Cross relief rolls. NARA, Monterrey, Mexico, RG 84, volume 314. 
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Another contrast was employment.  In the Red Cross rolls, about 70% of those helped 

were unemployed, and the remaining people were employed in low-wage occupations like 

cleaning.  The people in the ASARCo rolls were unoccupied because their places of work were 

not functioning, but ASARCo only took care of people associated with their operation.  At least 

one widow and one retiree from the company are listed in the ASARCo roll, but anyone asking 

for help that did not labor with the company before the plants lost their supplies of fuel were 

referred to the Red Cross relief station.  When Cipriana González de López, a poor but 

“industrious woman of good character,” asked to purchase some food from ASARCo in order to 

provide for her family, one of the smelting company’s managers denied her supplies.  Instead, 

Superintendent Sanger referred her to the relief operations of the Chamber of Commerce and 

even gave her a letter of introduction directly addressed to Consul General Hanna.558  Evidently, 

the managers of the company were not indifferent to the suffering of the general population of 

Monterrey, but the food that they had managed to take into the starving city was reserved for 

their workers. 

Corporations and Consuls, acting on behalf of foreign and national capitalists, organized 

the most effective relief effort of the Mexican Revolution.  They did so in order to protect the 

investment they had made when organizing a skilled labor force in Monterrey and, in doing so, 

averted what could have become a much worse crisis.  That being said, it is important to 

remember that relief operations were not meant to help everyone in Monterrey.  The carefully 

controlled and coordinated efforts ensured that certain segments of Monterrey’s pre-

Revolutionary society survived the conflict.  Specifically, international corporations like 

                                                 
558 Sanger to Hanna, June 1, 1915.  NARA, Monterrey, Mexico, RG 84, volume 165, file 814.  See Appendix E. 
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ASARCo focused on preserving the patriarchal labor force that the transnational corporations 

had invested so much time and money in building. 

The relief operation organized in Monterrey was the most effective distribution center of 

food brought from the United States by the American Red Cross in the country.  Other efforts at 

distributing relief supplies from the United States were not as successful during the Mexican 

Revolution.  On an ideological level, a mix of nationalist pride and mistrust based on the United 

States’ past interventionist actions meant that most Constitutionalist and Conventionist leaders 

opposed relief operations that involved the United States in the territories they controlled.559  On 

a deeper, more insidious level, many revolutionary leaders, especially on the Constitutionalist 

side, relied on the destitution caused by scarcity to undermine the power of their adversaries and 

to push unemployed workers living in insecure conditions into joining the revolution.  

Conventionists were also guilty of trying to exploit the suffering of the Mexican people with 

economic and military aims. 

 

Conclusion 

The Maderista wing of the Conventionist army gambled on winning the war by 

controlling the industry of Monterrey.  Unfortunately for them, they were not able to maintain 

reliable links between the city and the international networks of commerce that Monterrey 

needed in order to function as an effective machine of capitalist production and profit.  Despite 

their victories in the coal-mining region of northern Coahuila, by the beginning of April of 1915 

                                                 
559 In his analysis of U.S. Red Cross efforts during the Mexican Revolution, Paulson concludes: “Tragically, 
Mexican nationalism and pride, American business support for U.S. intervention, and Mexican fear for such 
intervention required the Mexican people to suffer through their revolution without the helping hand from the 
American Red Cross.”  See Paulson, “Helping hand, or intervention?” 325. 
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the tide of war had clearly turned against them.  After their failure to capture the port and the oil 

of Tampico and the border cities of northern Tamaulipas, and after their inability to recover from 

military defeats in León and Celaya, it became clear that the war would not be won by reigniting 

the economy and industrial capacity of Monterrey.560 

The Mexican civil war which began in late 1914 was at its heart a struggle for economic 

supremacy.  Most revolutionary forces during this period of the Mexican Revolution attempted 

to win the upper hand by dominating the production of commodities that could be traded in 

international markets, often disregarding internal supplies needed to sustain the lives and the 

economy of the region.  In order to supply themselves, revolutionary factions sold as many 

commodities in the United States as possible (or in other international markets, when they 

controlled ports).  This strategy worked especially well for Constitutionalists, who also used the 

revenues from the sale of food and relief supplies to purchase the armament they needed to win 

the war.  At the same time, hunger in cities also fomented an environment of discontent, which 

served as a useful recruiting mechanism.  Conventionists attempted to stimulate the northeastern 

industrial economy, but failed in large part because the Constitutionalists focused their efforts on 

sabotaging urban industrial areas.  The urban industrial economy of Monterrey proved to be 

more vulnerable to disruption than the commodity-export enclaves.   

As I have shown in this chapter, commerce did not shut down during the revolution. 

Merchants and some factions used commerce to profit and to further their politico-economic 

goals.  At the same time, other capitalists and revolutionaries went through great efforts to bring 

                                                 
560 The battles for control of the coal mining region of northern Coahuila and the oil-rich areas around Tampico, as 
well as the ultimate defeat of Villa and the Convention in Celaya and León, are studied in detail in chapter 5 of this 
dissertation. 
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relief into the city.  The same networks of trade and commerce that had made northeastern 

Mexico an engine of capitalist growth during peacetime facilitated the distribution of violence 

and relief during a time of extreme crisis. 
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Conclusion 

 

For almost three centuries, Spanish America was an indispensible part of a global system of 

political economy.  Silver originating in Spanish North America flowed towards Europe, where 

it stimulated economic development and trade with Africa, Asia, and virtually every other 

territory.  Great amounts of silver also flowed from New Spain to Ming and Qing China and 

Mughal India through Acapulco and Manila.  The Spanish Empire connected Monterrey to the 

multipolar and truly globalized economy that emerged after the sixteenth century.  This global 

political economy shaped Monterrey’s early history, as its diverse population and its reliance on 

networks of trade demonstrates.  In the 1820s, when it became an independent nation after more 

than a decade of war and political conflict, Mexico’s position in the global economy had 

diminished along with most of Latin America’s.  Violence and conflict continued in Mexico 

throughout the century, culminating in the French Intervention, which ended in 1867.  When 

Mexico finally achieved a degree of peace and stability in the 1870s, the world economy was 

beginning a new period of globalization characterized by urbanization, expansion into previously 

open frontiers, and unprecedented industrial growth powered by fossil fuels. 

Students of global industrialization ask why the Industrial Revolution began in England.  

A more pertinent question is why did industry persisted and concentrated in England, while other 

places deindustrialized?  During the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, pockets of 

industry existed in many economically dynamic regions like India, the Netherlands, New 
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England and in New Spain (and, later, Mexico) the Bajío.561  Although usually associated with 

the emblematic case of England, pockets of mechanized, concentrated, and energy-intensive 

manufacturing began to appear in Europe, Asia, and North America in the eighteenth century.  

The slow process of industrialization continued for about a century, intensifying in some places 

and losing strength in others.  The real impact of the Industrial Revolution (“the second 

Industrial Revolution,” as it has been called) was felt after the 1870s, when fossil fuel technology 

opened the door to urbanization, plummeting transportation costs, a final expansion of the global 

economy into the remaining frontiers, and specialization on a global scale.562   

Early industrialization was not an urban phenomenon.  Before the railroad, factories 

operated more smoothly if they were built close to the power sources—usually rivers, forests, 

and coal mines.563  Workers also needed a steady supply of food, which was expensive as long as 

transportation costs were high.  The introduction of the railroad, the steamship, and improved 

methods of road and canal building in the mid-nineteenth century brought food, raw materials, 

and energy resources into urban areas.  Industries relocated to cities, where labor, capital, and 

markets were pleantyful.  Urbanization was not the only consequence of the industrial and 

transportation revolution.  As cities grew, the demand for primary commodities exploded.  

Transportation networks expanded into territory that had previously been peripheral to the world 

economic system.  The 1870s mark the beginning of the end of the last frontiers in Eurasia, 

                                                 
561 I am basing this global view of late nineteenth century economic history on Findlay and O’Rourke, War and 
Plenty Power and plenty: trade, war, and the world economy in the second millennium (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2007), and C. A. Bayly, The Birth of the Modern World, 1780-1914: Global Connections and 
Comparisons (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 2004). 
562 On the real impact of the Industrial Revolution at the end of the nineteenth century, see, C. A. Bayly, The Birth of 
the Modern World, 170-198.  On the “second Industrial Revolution,” see Walter LaFeber, The Cambridge history of 
American foreign relation:  The American search for opportunity, 1865-1913 vol. 2 (Cambridge: University of 
Cambridge Press), especially chapter 2. 
563 Bayly, The Birth of the Modern World, 170-172. 
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Australia, Africa, and America.  The process of final colonization of the frontier accelerated with 

the increased demand to open new land for cultivation and to explore for minerals.  Besides the 

transportation technologies (locomotives and steamships, and later airplanes and automobiles), 

new hardware like repeating rifles and barbed wire made it practically impossible for 

independent groups to survive, adapt, resist, and sometimes even prosper as they had for 

centuries. 

Finally, more efficient transportation, urbanization, industrialization and demand for 

primary commodities resulted in economic specialization.  In the world that early Porfirian 

Mexico was facing as it was finally achieving political and economic stability, rich economies 

were focusing on industrial production while poorer countries in Africa, Latin America, and 

large parts of Asia specialized in production of primary goods for the export markets.  

Specialization led to a more efficient allocation of labor, raw materials, capital, and energy 

resources.  This reallocation allowed a prolonged and, by many measures, unprecedented period 

of economic growth that raised global living standards (or at least per capita incomes, which is 

not the same as living standards.  Rising incomes in an economy in the early stages of 

industrialization could easily indicate the abandonment of modest, but secure, rural lifestyles and 

the adoption of dependent and insecure wage labor.  On a broader level, specialization meant that 

the poorer economies did not industrialize, and in some cases even deindustrialized, thereby 

losing the opportunity to enjoy the positive externalities of mechanized manufacturing, 

technological development, and the unparalleled capital accumulation capacity of urban 

industrial capitalism.   
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Mexico quickly adapted to the new international political economy of the late 1870s.  As 

I showed in chapter 2, railroad construction took off early in the Porfiriato.  The old frontier 

regions that would play such an important role in the revolution were opened to exploitation at 

this time.  The Yaqui Valley in Sonora where Obregón began his career as a small agrarian 

capitalist was frontier territory before 1870, as was the Laguna region between Coahuila and 

Torreón where Orozco and his Colorados battled Villa and his Dorados.  After 1870 small 

communities of warrior-farmers settled the interior of Chihuahua and opened the area for 

ranching, only to have the haciendas of the Terrazas-Creel clan take their land; during the 

revolution, these communities would form a crucial piece of the backbone of the Conventionist 

army.  This was also the period when northeastern Mexican, foreign, and immigrant capitalists 

found and exploited the most important coal mines in the country.  These mines, along with 

ranches and commercial farms, were located in the frontier territory that lay between Lampazos, 

Nuevo León and Cuatro Ciénegas, Múzquiz and Monclova in Coahuila.  These towns were the 

home territories of Santiago Vidaurri, Juan Zuazua, Venustiano Carranza, Pablo González, Lucio 

Blanco, Antonio I. Villareal, and the Madero and Ferrara families, among others. 

Hard work—and good luck—in the harsh environment of the northern Mexican 

borderlands yielded profitable enterprises, which sometimes resulted in huge fortunes.  But 

before we idealize the rugged individualism of the population of the borderlands, we must also 

remember the global forces that pushed settlement into the region.  Capital, technology, war, and 

countless other factors—facilitated partly by government policies and the financial backing of 

transnational capitalists—created the under which these individuals could prosper.  The 

combination of the liberal frontier culture and the global capitalist system of production that 
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demanded the products of the borderlands created the most powerful political economy in the 

Mexico, which served as an engine of growth in the long government of Porfirio Díaz until it 

outgrew its Porfirian restraints.  In a long revolutionary process, which was partly set in motion 

by the events surrounding the great flood of 1909, northern Mexico became one of the driving 

forces that overthrew the dictator.   Monterrey was the richest and most productive city in 

northern Mexico in 1910; it provided textiles for regional markets, steel for expanding Mexican 

railroads, beer and the glass to contain it for Mexican consumers, and refined silver for export to 

the United States.  As the leading urban area of the north, the capital of Nuevo León was the 

political, strategic, and economic center of the revolution in the north.   

The leaders that pushed the Porfirio Díaz regime into crisis—Francisco Madero, 

Bernardo Reyes, and Gerónimo Treviño—had deep ties to Monterrey’s social, political and 

economic base.  All died in the early stages of the revolution, but the importance of Monterrey 

did not dissipate; the city was the center of an alternative revolutionary project in 1915 

composed of three elements: Villa and his popular base, and the Maderistas with their national 

developmental vision.  As my analysis details, these generals mounted a serious challenge to the 

Constitutionalists, suffering a close defeat when failure to take coastal oil fields led to an 

inability to maintain transport networks.  But it is important to remember that Carrancistas did 

not win the war against the Conventionist alliance because of their popular support.  As the last 

chapters of this study showed, the Constitutionalist victory was largely due to the fact that they 

were able to isolate Monterrey and other urban areas.  Monterrey played a defining role in the 

conflicts that re-made Mexico in the 1910s and, though failing to determine the outcome of the 
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revolution, the city survived, thanks in large part to the help of foreign consuls who were able to 

save the city’s infrastructure, as well as its most precious resource: its skilled labor force. 

 

Epilogue: political economies of the revolution and post-revolutionary Mexico, 1915-1940 

Revolutionaries from the former frontier commercial enclaves of the northern borderlands—

Carranza, González, Obregón, Calles—won the wars and became the driving forces behind the 

new regime, but they were not solely responsible for the demise of Porfirismo.  As this study has 

shown, other movements grounded in different systems of organization and production also 

played important roles in the reconstitution of Mexico in the 1910s.  The Zapatista social 

revolution of the south played a crucial role in the revolution.  The persistence of Zapatista 

fighters in Morelos, located just south of Mexico City, meant that Porfiristas, and later 

Huertistas, were not able to pit the full force of the Federal army against northern 

revolutionaries.   

 The Zapatista political economy gave the movement unparalleled defensive capabilities, 

but it also gave the movement limited capacity to project its power outside the mountains of 

Morelos.  Still, even if Zapatistas never took the power of Mexico for themselves, their social 

revolution had a lasting influence on Mexican politics.  The powerful message of Zapatista 

agrarianism—a mixture of socialism, populism, and traditional communalism—outlived the 

movement and transcended the mountains of Morelos.  In a country with a population still 

overwhelmingly rural, agrarismo had to be adopted, reluctantly and sometimes only rhetorically, 

by the borderland victors, who were naturally more inclined towards economic and political 

liberalism and the protection of private property over anything else.  Because of the Zapatista 
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struggle, agrarismo would become a necessary component of any twentieth-century regime, 

although its power would progressively wane in a rapidly urbanizing society. 

One more system of political economy played an important role in the development of 

the Mexican Revolution.  While the borderlands boomed due to the global demand for primary 

commodities, technologically advanced, energy-intensive industry emerged in certain urban 

centers of Mexico.  A notable example of this industrialization was Monterrey.  Monterrey’s 

industrialization stands out because it developed earlier than in most regions of Latin America.564  

The economic development of the city was linked closely to the economic evolution of the 

southwestern United States, but Monterrey’s history, culture, identity, and economy were, and 

are, part of the north Mexican borderlands.  Since the sixteenth century, the internationally 

linked and productive cities of the northeast have maintained an opposing and complimentary 

relationship with the rugged but commercially dynamic countryside.  This dialectic (outlined in 

the opening chapters of this study) played itself out through generations, and in the last years of 

the revolution, assumed a pivotal, although sometimes unrecognized, role in the developments of 

the Revolution.   

The urban and the rural political economies of the north came together to transform 

Mexico twice during the Revolution.  In the first occurrence, a coalition was formed with the 

help of Gerónimo Treviño and was headed by Francisco I. Madero—two leaders with economic 

interests and family roots in both the haciendas of the borderlands and the industries of 

Monterrey.  In the second occurrence, after the deaths of Madero and Treviño, the remaining 

Maderistas and liberal progressive collaborators like Felipe Ángeles forged an alliance with 

                                                 
564 Beato and Sindico, "The Beginning of Industrialization in Northeast Mexico." 
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borderland vaquero and ranchero revolutionaries headed by Pancho Villa, populist agrarian 

Zapatistas of Morelos, and even hacendados like Governor Maytorena of Sonora.  This 

revolutionary convention attempted to construct a diverse government that would unite different 

economic interests and political organizations.  However, building this coalition of conflicting 

interests in the middle of a war proved to be a difficult task.565  While the coalition struggled to 

restart the industry of Monterrey, the commercial, monetary, and financial system of the 

borderlands, and the autonomy of Morelos, the Constitutionalist faction—whose top leadership 

was predominantly comprised of borderlands revolutionaries—won the war by focusing on 

sabotage, disruption, and keeping their links to the commodity export market open. 

The balance of forces between Conventionists and Constitutionalists in late 1914 and 

early 1915 was roughly equal.566  The battles of León and Celaya in the late spring of 1915 are 

generally thought to have dealt the critical blow that ended the Conventionist coalition’s military 

might and their chances of forming a regime that could govern Mexico.  Still, although the losses  

devastated the morale and the material support of the Conventionist army, the war was not 

simply lost on the battlefield.  As has been pointed out by Friedrich Katz, Francisco Villa had 

been defeated before and had always been able to recover.567  The real crushing defeat that 

followed the debacles on the battlefields of the Bajío was the inability of Villa and other leaders 

to rebuild the forces of the Convention.  The beginning of the end of the Convention’s military 

might was the failure of a series of attacks launched from Monterrey in March of 1915.  In this 

                                                 
565 On the contradictions and conflicting interests of the Conventionists see Tutino, "Revolutionary Confrontation, 
1913-1917.” 
566 For a great analysis of historiography of the factional struggle see Salmerón Sanginés, “Los historiadores y la 
guerra civil de 1915.” 
567 For Katz’ analysis of Villa’s defeat in Celaya and León see Life and Times of Pancho Villa, 497-500. 



 

305 
 

northeastern offensive (described in chapter 5), Conventionists attempted to take the cities of the 

northeastern border and Gulf coast that were not under their control.  Had this strategy been 

effective, the Conventionists would have been able to lift the virtual siege that the Carrancista 

forces had on the city of Monterrey and assure control of the U.S-Mexico border.  That in turn 

would have helped activate Monterrey’s heavy industry, giving the faction a huge advantage 

over the Constitutionalists.  A victory in this offensive would have allowed the Conventionists to 

attack Tampico from the North, breaking the stalemate in El Ébano, and in turn taking Mexico’s 

oil production from the grasp of the Constitutionalists, and perhaps opening a line of attack on 

the port of Veracruz.  Tampico would give Conventionists a monopoly over Mexican fossil 

energy supplies.  With the energy monopoly, the oil revenues, and the industrial silver 

production of Monterrey back on line, and the geopolitical leverage offered by controlling two 

major ports in the Gulf (Matamoros and Tampico), the Conventionists would have been able to 

maintain the strategic advantages that they had over the Constitutionalists in early 1915.568  Even 

if they had lost the battles of Celaya and León—Obregón’s army was already marching towards 

the Bajío in mid March—Villa would have had the possibility of rebuilding his diminished army, 

as he had done before.  The frontal attacks he ordered against the entrenched Constitutionalist 

lines in Celaya proved disastrous to his forces, but Villa learned to adapt to the new reality of 

war quickly, just as generals Chao and Urbina learned to adapt in El Ébano.  After two 

successive defeats in Celaya on April 10 and 13, Villa followed the advice of Ángeles and dug in 

his army outside of the city of León.  The Conventionist army was able to hold the advance of 

the Constitutionalists for forty days, making the battle of León second only to that of El Ébano in 

                                                 
568 See Katz, Life and Times of Pancho Villa, especially Chapter 13. 
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terms of duration.  Demoralization and, especially, lack of supplies, made it impossible for Villa 

to maintain the cohesiveness of what just a few weeks before had been the most formidable 

fighting force in Mexico.  

The regime created by the victory of the Conventionist coalition would have looked very 

different from the one created by the Constitutionalists.  First, the Conventionist coalition was 

more diverse that the Constitutionalist.  As I pointed out before; their government would have 

replicated the democratically inclined coalition that brought Francisco Madero to the presidency 

in 1911 by uniting the commercial borderland hacendados, vaqueros, and rancheros with the 

urban industrial capitalists who were trying to build a revolution from Monterrey.  The coalition 

might have also retained its alliance with the Zapatistas—who continued their struggle after the 

defeat of the rest of the Convention—if land reform was immediately enacted in the communities 

of Morelos, and parts of Puebla and Guerrero as well.  Broader land reform might have come 

sooner in a theoretical Conventionist regime.  Their more moderate anticlericalism means that 

they would not have provoked the cristero revolt that served as a convenient excuse to delay the 

satisfaction of agrarian demands and other social reforms.  In the 1920s, the new regime formed 

by the Constitutionalists could not afford to risk disrupting the hacienda export economy of 

northern Mexico with land redistribution—in all honesty few of them were fully committed on 

doing so anyway.569  Post-revolutionary political leaders, the former military commanders of the 

revolution, were becoming mayor players in the hacienda economy of the northern 

borderlands.570  It is more likely that social revolution would have continued in a Conventionist 

                                                 
569 Lucio Blanco stands out as a Constitutionalists leader willing to enact limited agrarian reforms. 
570 “‘Relived’, irregular, and active-duty general and their armed coiteries received a stream of rent from 
landowners.  No government could afford to risk rebellion by these generals brought about by a frontal attack on the 
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regime.  Instead, social reforms were mostly delayed until the 1930s—if not permanently 

suspended. 

In short, it is not hard to imagine that the broader coalition represented in the Convention 

might have created a more democratic, or at least more inclusive, political regime than the one 

formed by a faction dominated by leaders from the commodity export enclaves of the 

borderlands.  This idea is more than pure speculation; the debates of the Convention of 

Aguascalientes clearly pointed towards the formation of a state with more municipal autonomy 

and with the balance of power leaning towards the legislature.  Some in the Convention even 

advocated for a parliamentary or semi-parliamentary system, in direct contrast with the 

presidentialism preferred by Carranza and Obregón and ultimately enacted.  Almost a century 

later, Mexican politics are still struggling with the legacies of presidentialism.  Socially, the 

Conventionist regime might have accelerated the social reforms enacted in the Cárdenas era of 

the 1930s that gave Mexico political stability for the rest of the century.  Finally, coalition of 

economic interests might have helped wean the Mexican economy away from a reliance on the 

primary commodity export model that was becoming less dynamic in the 1920s. 

 

Mexico in the world after the revolution 

After winning the war, the revolutionary regime in Mexico fought to keep the economy under its 

control.  The Constitutionalist strategy to win the war against the Conventionists depended on 

gaining financial supremacy over their adversaries.  The quickest way to raise funds for the war 

effort was to tax at high rates any commerce that moved through the ports and border crossings 

                                                                                                                                                             
property rights of the country’s large landowners.” Haber, Mauro, and Razo, The politics of property rights, 348.  
See also Gauss, Made in Mexico, 7-9. 
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controlled by Carrancistas.  The consequences of tariffs in a time of extreme scarcity were 

hunger, disease, and internal economic turmoil.  It was not until 1916, when the most serious 

existential threats to his regime were under his control, that Carranza alleviated the conditions of 

scarcity in the country and decided to lower tariffs on food and raw materials.571  Even with 

lower taxes, scarcity remained a problem in the country since international markets were 

severely affected by the war in Europe.  

The global economic system based on specialization and liberalized trade that had fueled 

the Porfirian economic boom and the victory of the Constitutionalists over the Conventionists 

changed rapidly after the end of World War I, just as Mexico was emerging from the revolution.  

Greater government intervention in the economy, and the increased power of labor in 

industrialized countries after the Great War, opened the way to an unwinding of the unbridled 

liberalism of the previous five decades.  The protectionist turn that global economic policy 

makers followed after the war and that continued into the Depression facilitated industrialization 

in many Latin American cities; Monterrey—already industrialized and with a skilled labor force 

that had been protected during the most brutal years of the revolution—had a head start in the 

new economy.  This shift in global economic forces redirected the power back to the industrial 

city and away from the commercial borderlands, which were the economic base of support of the 

new regime. 

Despite the changing economic conditions that called for moving towards pro-industry 

policies, Carranza did not act.  The administration put in place some measures to protect 

industry, but neither he nor Obregón—who overthrew him in 1919—devoted much effort to the 

                                                 
571 Gauss, Made in Mexico, 36 
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endeavor.  A tariff commission was set up in 1919 to study the issue of protectionist policies, but 

it did nothing more than offer some recommendations.  Leaders in certain industrial sectors 

criticized the Sonoran-led governments of the 1920s for focusing too much on exports and not 

enough on industrial production.  The industrialists were not the only ones demanding more 

protection.  The increasingly powerful labor organizations often supported protectionist policies 

as well. The economic focus of the Mexican government between 1916 and 1925 was to 

develop, regulate, and tax the still booming export commodity market, which included oil, 

foodstuffs, henequen, cotton, and minerals.572 

Obregón and Plutarco Elías Calles, who succeeded him in the presidency in 1924, took 

extreme measures to restore the reputation of Mexico as an exporter of primary commodities.  

They imposed austerity measures by reducing the government’s payroll and delaying or reducing 

the size of revolutionary social programs like land reform.  Another priority of the “Sonoran 

dynasty” was to use the savings to resume payment of the large debts that the country had 

incurred during the revolution as a way to protect the country’s access to international 

markets.573  The new regime’s interest in protecting the commodity export market was more than 

ideological.  Already a medium-sized farmer before the revolution, Obregón became one of the 

largest exporters of chickpeas in Mexico in the 1920s.574  Likewise, Calles had extensive 

interests in sugar cultivation.575 

                                                 
572 Gauss, Made in Mexico, 37 
573 Anderson, “Bankers as Revolutionaries: Politics and Development Banking in Mexico,” in Political Economy of 
Mexico (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press), 117 
574 Obregón controlled 90% of chickpea production in Sonora.  See Sergio de la Peña, Teresa Aguirre, and Enrique 
Semo, De la Revolución a la industrialización (México D.F: UNAM, 2006), 215.  See also Jürgen Buchenau, The 
Last Caudillo Alvaro Obregón and the Mexican Revolution (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, 2011) 
575 Krauze, Enrique, Mexico: biography of power: a history of modern Mexico, 1810-1996 (New York, NY: 
HarperCollinsPublishers, 1997) chapter 17. 
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The commodity boom associated with World War I, which came at the end of a decades-

long period of strong demand for food and raw material, helped the Constitutionalists win the 

war and sustained the first years of their regime.  The international economic boom meant a 

boom in the total value of goods exported—and taxed—from Mexico in the 1916-1925 period, 

despite a fall in production.  Since the late 1970s, historians and economists have pointed out that 

the Mexican economy proved surprisingly resilient through the violent 1910s and 1920s.576  

More recent data-driven analysis by Sandra Kuntz-Ficker shows that the economic resilience was 

driven mostly by international commodity prices, not by sustained productivity in Mexico’s 

industrial and commercial enterprises.577  The strength of the Mexican export economy closely 

followed global commodity prices, but the premise that the Mexican Revolution did not affect 

the export economy of the country is an overstatement.  Mexico experienced a serious decline in 

the value of its exports during the 1910s.  This dip took place during the end of the Huerta 

regime and, especially, during the civil war between Constitutionalists and Conventionists.  In 

other words, the Mexican economy gives the impression of continuity, even of impressive 

growth in some sectors, only when one looks at the value of the goods exported (before, of 

course, that prices plummeted in the late 1920s).  Still, the increase in global prices—not 

growing production—was enough to sustain the consolidating post-revolutionary regime.   

                                                 
576 John Womack was the first to point out the resilience in the Mexican economy during the revolution in John 
Womack, “The Mexican economy during the Revolution, 1910-1920:  Historiography and analysis” in Marxist 
Perspectives (1(4): 80-123, 1978).  From a different (institutional economy, instead of Marxist) perspective, but with 
surprisingly similar conclusions, see Stephen Haber, Industry and underdevelopment: the Industrialization of 
Mexico, 1890-1940 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1989); Stephen Haber, Noel Maurer, and Armando 
Razo, The Politics of property rights. 
577 Sandra Kuntz Ficker, "The export boom of the Mexican Revolution: characteristics and contributing factors" 
Journal of Latin American Studies (Vol. 36, No. 2 (May 2004), pp 267-296). 
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Exports reported in the U.S. Consulate General in Monterrey support Kuntz-Ficker’s 

analysis; although the war disrupted the productive capacity of the city, a boom in the price of 

Monterrey’s main export (refined silver) helped the average yearly value of exports remain close 

to pre-crisis 1907 levels.  The following charts show how the export economy of Monterrey 

closely followed the price of silver—the city’s main export—in the United States.578   

 
Figure 12. Value of goods exported to the United States reported in the U.S. Consulate General of Monterrey, 
1906-1925, and the average value of the goods exported ($14,097,298.45).579 

                                                 
578 See appendix D for more specific data.  Records of fees and declared imports. U.S. National Archives (NARA) 
RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volumes 128-134. 
579  See appendix D.  Records of fees and declared imports. U.S. National Archives (NARA) RG 84, Monterrey, 
Mexico, volumes 128-134. 
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Figure 13. Average yearly price of silver in the United States (in cents per fine ounce of U.S. dollars).  See 
appendix F for more detailed data.580 

The dips caused by revolutionary disruptions are severe, and the social consequences of falls in 

economic activity were analyzed in chapter 6. 

The post-revolutionary economic bonanza fueled by high commodity prices did not last 

long.  After Calles took office in 1924, the overheated commodity market was already cooling 

down—a situation that worsened even before the effects of the Great Depression began to be felt 

in 1926.581  The dip in the global market undermined the economic base of the regime and even 

hurt the personal finances of Mexico’s political leaders.  In 1928, the drop in commodity prices 

almost put Obregón’s hacienda out of business; his agricultural estate was only saved by a timely 

loan from the owners of the Agua Caliente Casino of Tijuana.582  With the profitability of the 

hacienda, mining, and oil export sectors decreasing, President Calles slowly began to turn the 

                                                 
580 Data from Sam H. Schurr, Historical statistics of minerals in the United States (Washington, DC: Resources for 
the Future, 1960).  See appendix F. 
581  Food prices began falling dramatically in 1925.  On the effects of the Depression, see Gauss 45, Made in 
Mexico, and Findlay and O’Rourke, Power and Plenty, chapter 8. 
582 Buchenau, The Last Caudillo. 
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attention of the state toward industry.  Calles’ change in industrial policy in 1925 and 1926 

marks a transition from an export-led economic model to a more balanced system of political 

economy that protected industry and exploited the growing consumption offered by the rapidly 

urbanizing internal market.  The Calles administration reenacted some protectionist measures 

that dated back to the Porfiriato.  The turn to import substitution industrialization was a global 

trend, but there were also uniquely Mexican conditions that determined the embrace of import 

substitution in Mexico.583 

The Calles administration, as well as the three brief presidencies that followed his (1928-

1934), had another problem that weakened its ability to respond to the Great Depression: the 

weak grip that the state had on fiscal and monetary affairs.  A handful of bankers held 

disproportionate power over fiscal and economic matters during the Porfiriato and the Madero 

and Huerta administrations.  Constitutionalist antipathy towards urban capitalist elites further 

strained the relationship between bankers and the state.584  The Banco de México (BdeM), the 

national central bank, was founded in 1925 to try to give the Mexican government more control 

over the economy, a crucial task for a Calles regime that depended on revenues from taxation of 

exports whose values were plummeting in global markets.  Along the same lines, the following 

year (1926) saw the introduction of a progressive income tax.585 

The BdeM could not be very effective during its first years in operation.  The experiences 

of the 1910s made the Mexican public distrust paper money, and foreign and national creditors 

                                                 
583  On the political and economic conditions that led to the adption of ISI in Mexico, see Gauss, Made in Mexico, 
especially chapter 1.  See Findlay and O’Rourke, Power and Plenty, chapter 9 for the global perspective.  
584 See Gauss, Made in Mexico, 25-30, and Sarah Babb, Managing Mexico: economists from nationalism to 
neoliberalism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001). 
585 Babb, Managing Mexico, 30-34. 



 

314 
 

and capitalists were equally skeptical of the government’s ability to honor its debts.  

Furthermore, Mexican banks were not required to affiliate with the central bank, so the BdeM 

had no effective way of affecting the interest rates through reserve requirements.586  During the 

1920s, at a time when aggressive action needed to be taken to minimize the impact of the 

collapsing global economy, the Mexican central bank was reduced to being a depository of the 

government’s metallic reserves. 

By the time the depression hit in full force in the early 1930s, the BdeM was more 

effective since more than a decade of relative peace and macroeconomic stability had restored 

some faith in the government’s handling of the economy.  The gold standard was abandoned in 

1931-1932, giving the BdeM a more important role in managing the economy.  In 1932, Alberto 

Pani, the head of the central bank, was able to impact monetary and fiscal policy more 

successfully than his predecessors.  He allowed some devaluation of the peso, a measure that 

helped the economy by making Mexican products cheaper abroad and imported merchandise 

more expensive for Mexican consumers.  Pani also tried to rekindle faith in Mexican currency by 

paying public employees with paper money and minting silver coins again.587 

More than a decade and a half after economic disruption helped the Contitutionalists to 

power, Mexicans slowly renewed teir faith in the economic system.  Ultimately, the beneficiary 

of the rebuilt Mexican economy was not Calles or his successors, whose reputations as economic 

managers were not restored along with the economy, but Lázaro Cárdenas, who was able to 

sideline the persistently powerful Sonoran and fulfill many of the social promises of the 

revolution.  Government control of the economy continued to grow during the Cárdenas 

                                                 
586 Babb, Managing Mexico, 37. 
587 Babb, Managing Mexico, 38. 
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administration (1934-1940), as silver was demonetized in 1935, and all private banks were 

obligated to affiliate with the BdeM the following year.  Thanks in large part to the restored 

monetary power and fiscal health of the regime, the Cárdenas government weathered the 

Depression and embarked on a frontal assault on the most powerful sectors of the borderland 

export economy—particularly the cotton haciendas of the Laguna and the Oil of Tampico. 

 

Monterrey after the revolution 

The growth of the internal market and the shift away from the export economy—the two 

defining characteristics of the Mexican economy during the two decades that followed the 

revolution—benefited Monterrey.  A global shift to protectionism meant that the post-

revolutionary regime could not depend on the former frontier enclaves to support itself as it had 

during the revolution and the early 1920s.  In the new world economy, industrialization became a 

priority.  Industry also saw new opportunities open up as Mexico’s population grew and 

urbanized, and Monterrey was in a perfect position to take advantage of the expanding internal 

market.  The 1920s saw  new industrial sectors expand the city’s capitalism.  The Zambrano 

family consolidated many of the construction material manufacturers that had profited from 

Monterrey’s turn of the century construction boom into CEMEX (Cementos Mexicanos).588  The 

consolidation came at a perfect time, as the country was in need of rebuilding after years of 

internal war.  CEMEX has grown to be one of the largest cement manufacturers in the world. 

Links between the economies of Monterrey and the United States continued to expand 

after the revolution, despite growing nationalist rhetoric.  A gasoduct bringing natural gas from 

                                                 
588 Rojas Sandoval, Fábricas Pioneras, 229-247. 
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south Texas to the city was completed in 1929; the energy influx helped several corporations.589  

The Vidriera, perhaps the main beneficiary, was able to expand its production into consumer 

goods instead of mostly producing glass products for other industries, like bottles for Cervecería 

Cuauhtémoc.  Beer production in Cervecería rebounded as well.  Between 1914 and 1916, the 

worst years for industrial production in the northeast, the brewery produced only seven million 

liters of beer, less than half of the 16.5 million liters produced in the bumper year of 1912.  A 

decade after the disruptions, production had recovered and expanded; 21.5 million liters were 

produced in 1926 (perhaps helped by the premium price beer could command across the border 

because of prohibition in the United States).  In the next decade, it continued to grow, reaching 

55 million liters a year by 1940.590  A year later, in 1926, another corporation that produced 

goods for the urban working class opened its doors: Cigarrera La Moderna, a cigarette 

manufacturer.  In 1925 a food company, La industrial, Fábrica de Galletas y Pastas, began 

producing baked goods industrially.  Later, it rebranded itself as GAMESA (Galletas Mexicana 

S.A.) and became a household name in Mexico.591  This new generation of corporations that 

catered to the needs of a rapidly urbanizing and industrializing society helped Monterrey recover 

from the economic setbacks of the revolution, and even expand its influence. 

Because it retained its economic importance, Monterrey continued to struggle for national 

power.  Since the mid-nineteenth century, Monterrey’s leaders had experimented with different 

strategies to translate their economic power During the Vidaurri era, the city’s leaders used the 

                                                 
589 Mario Cerutti, “Revolución, reconstrucción económica y empresariado en Monterrey,” in Nuevo León en el siglo 
XX: la Transición al mundo moderno, tomo I, ed. César Morado Macías (Monterrey, Mexico: Fondo Editorial 
Nuevo León, 2007), 203. 
590 Rojas Sandoval, Fábricas Pioneras de la Industria en Nuevo León. 
591 Today, GAMESA is a part of PEPSICO, a transnational food conglomerate.  See Rojas Sandoval, Fábricas 
Pioneras de la Industria en Nuevo León. 
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economic power achieved through commerce to support their radically independent and 

militaristic strategy.  During the 1910s, the city experimented with urban industrial revolution.  

In the post-revolutionary era, and especially its their struggle against Cardenismo, the Monterrey 

élite defined itself as conservative and nationalist, in opposition to the socialist regime tinted 

with foreign (soviet) influences.592  We know that Monterrey had not been a bastion of 

conservatism.  A couple of decades before Cardenismo consolidated the Mexican revolution 

Monterrey had been a multicultural revolutionary city.  

Relations between industrialists and the new regime were not good.  The owners of 

Monterrey’s smelters resented that the new regime refused to keep taxes on the export of refined 

metals as low as they had been during the Porfiriato and the Madero and Huerta 

administrations.593  Although never as friendly to their interests as Bernardo Reyes, the 

governorships of Jerónimo Siller (1925-27) and Aarón Saenz (1927, 1929-31) were open to the 

input of the state’s economic elite.  Around the same time, the government assigned a business-

friendly general, Juan Andreu Almazán, as the head of the military region.  Almazán, who had 

been an Orozquista and had cooperated closely with the Zapatistas, became a political outsider 

himself when he was overlooked as a presidential candidate in 1929.  His politics shifted further 

to the right in the following decade.  In 1939, he ran for president as a right-wing candidate with 

the full support of the Monterrey elite, who hoped he would become a post-revolutionary 

incarnation of Bernardo Reyes.594  Monterrey’s elite also found a place in the right wing of 

                                                 
592 On the confrontations between the Monterrey elite and the Cárdenas administration see Saragoza, La Élite de 
Monterrey, especially chapter 8. 
593 On the disputes among the owners of Monterrey’s smelters and the Carranza administration, see Flores Torres, 
Monterrey en la Revolución, 161-163. 
594 Saragoza, La Élite de Monterrey, 195. 
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Mexican politics—especially after the government of Lázaro Cárdenas (1934-1940) moved the 

center of Mexican politics further to the left.  Monterrey’s elites came to identify themselves as 

conservatives and as a product of the rugged individualism of the borderlands as a reaction to 

Cárdenas.  By the 1930s Monterrey was both a stronghold of labor activism and the center of 

paternalistic capitalism.595  During and after the Cárdenas era, this paternalistic capitalism found 

an ally in the Catholic conservatives of Michoacán, Jalisco, and the Bajío, and formed the 

modern big business-religious right conservative alliance represented by the Partido Acción 

Nacional and the chambers of commerce and industry. 

 

Monterrey’s geographic location made it an ideal location for commerce, be it with independent 

indigenous groups, frontier settlers, or the United States.  Being at a crossroads also made it a 

target during times of war, especially when that war was caused by international struggles over 

control of trade.  Its position at the foot of the Sierra Madre also brought with it periodic 

flooding.  History is made with the interaction of geographic and environmental factors, political 

and economic processes, and social and cultural expressions. 

I have witnessed two major floods of the Santa Catarina River in my lifetime.  Hurricane 

Gilbert killed hundreds of people in 1988.  That was the same year that Carlos Salinas de 

Gortari, whose family was rooted in the former frontier town of Agualeguas in northern Nuevo 

León, became president of Mexico and moved to open its economy.  The neoliberal reforms that 

followed remade Monterrey and impacted the lives of millions of workers on both sides of the 

                                                 
595 The best analysis of the paternalistic capitalism, and the elite conservative identity is Snodgrass, Deference and 
defiance.  Snodgrass shows that Monterrey’s paternalist corporate culture was built by capitalist resitance to the 
post-revolutionary regime and working class activism.  See also Saragoza, La Élite de Monterrey, 195. 
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U.S.-Mexico border.  The second major flood happened as I was writing this dissertation. When 

Huricane Alex filled the banks of the Santa Cantarina in 2010, the lessons learned after centuries 

of dealing with the temperamental river minimized the death toll caused by the waters, but 

Monterrey was struggling with another disaster.  The 2010 flood came as the city was living 

through a drug war, its worst period of violence since the event of 1915. 
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Appendix A.  Kilograms of gold and silver smelted and refined in Mexico 1889-1899596  
 
The following data shows the kilograms of gold and silver delivered to Mexican federal assay 
offices and mints from different smelters and refiners.  It shows how by the end of the decade, 
the traditional patio refining technique had fallen from under 500 thousand kilograms to less than 
300 thousand.  At the same time smelting, a new fossil fuel energy-intensive industry went from 
less than 100 thousand to 344 million.  
 
Fiscal years Patio Barrel Pans Lixiviation Smelters 
1889-1890 477,221  15,888  20,777  39,494  81,256  
1890-1891 455,895  26,400  39,371  28,472  93,003  
1891-1892 415,663  40,096  90,071  149,639  135,811  
1892-1893 679,981  29,946  105,131  203,623  193,309  
1893-1894 738,054  28,930  165,375  88,510  4,537,330  
1894-1895 654,949  30,301  166,868  69,357  19,070,359  
1895-1896 358,789  96,498  176,079  55,212  93,313,535  
1896-1897 433,139  16,285  138,348  36,995  139,662,100  
1897-1898 333,008  23,367  136,455  38,521  216,800,733  
1898-1899 293,885  25,645  468,290  872,254  344,341,947  

 
  

                                                 
596 Table taken from Sellerier, Data referring to Mexican mining, 69, “Introduction of metallic auro-argentiferous 
bullion to the mints and federal assay offices.” 



 

321 
 

 
Appendix B.  Population of Monterrey and Nuevo León597 
 
The population of Monterrey includes those of the municipio of Monterrey, as well as 
neighboring municipios that are traditionally considered part of the metropolitan area: San 
Nicolás, Guadalupe, San Pedro Garza García, Santa Catarina, Apodaca, Cadereyta Jiménez, 
García, General Escobedo, and Santiago.  The graph shows the late nineteenth century 
population boom.  Nineteenth-century numbers on Nuevo León’s population are not very 
reliable, but they do show a clear trend; the late nineteenth century population boom is very 
clear. 
 

Year 
Population of metropolitan 
Monterrey Population of Nuevo León 

1851 14,621 n/a 
1861 26,000 n/a 
1871 33,811 n/a 
1881 39,456 n/a 
1891 41,154 n/a 
1900 78,581 327,937 
1910 96,306 365,150 
1921 102,130  336,412 
1930 147,610  417,491 
1940 204,198  541,147 
1950 367,038  740,191 
1960 666,908  1,078,848 
1970 1,007,640  1,694,689 
1980 1,964,728  2,513,044 
1990 2,587,667  3,098,736 
1995 2,999,951  3,550,114 
2000 3,244,346  3,834,141 
2005 3,498,495  4,199,292 

 

                                                 
597 Data compiled from: INEGI, Archivo Histórico de Localidades. 
http://mapserver.inegi.org.mx/dsist/ahl2003/?s=geo&c=952&e=19, accessed September 29, 2010; and, George 
Robert Graham Conway, “The Water-Works and Sewerage of Monterrey, N.L., Mexico,” Proceedings of the 
American Society of Civil Engineers (Volume 37. December, 475-581, 1911) 
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Appendix C. Weekly reports of deaths recorded in Monterrey, 1908-1915 
 
The data I used for the calculation of the total number of deaths is based on data compiled by the 
Secretaría de Gobierno of Nuevo León, and archived in the Archivo General del Estado de 
Nuevo León (AGENL, Estadísticas municipios), as well as in the papers of the U.S. Consulate 
General of Monterrey in the National Archives (NARA, Record group 84, Monterrey, Mexico 
consular post).  Both sets of papers are incomplete or disorganized, but thanks to the fact that 
they are available in both archives, I was able to piece together an almost complete series of 
eight years. 

It is unlikely that this data compiled by the Secretaría de Gobierno recorded every single 
death in the city accurately.  I believe that most of this information was taken from hospitals and 
physicians at a time when only a small percentage of the population had access to professional 
health care.  Some events, like the flood of 1909, the battles of 1913, and the near-famine 
conditions of 1915, happened at a time when the government was not functioning efficiently, so 
the deaths reported are clearly lower than the actual number – the death toll of the flood of 1909 
was probably ten times higher than the number of deaths recorded by the government of the 
Nuevo León.  

Nevertheless, the information compiled by the Secretaría de Gobierno is the most 
accurate way to measure mortality in Monterrey.  This is the same data that the government of 
Nuevo León reported to the national census, so most national data used in any demographic 
study is compiled from these types of sources.  Furthermore, although absolute number of deaths 
might not be precise, the data reported to the State government gives us an invaluable way to 
visualize trends in the health and mortality of the population. 
 

Year Week Total deaths Smallpox Gastrointestinal 
aflictions 

Accidents and 
violence 

1908 1 52 0 15 1 
 2 62 1 13 1 
 3 68 1 14 2 
 4 50 0 14 0 
 5 65 0 19 1 
 6 63 0 17 0 
 7 54 1 14 1 
 8 73 2 23 0 
 9 65 0 16 1 
 10 57 1 15 2 
 11 72 1 20 2 
 12 65 0 10 0 
 13 73 0 24 3 
 14 65 1 22 0 
 15 66 0 25 0 
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 16 74 0 30 1 
 17 66 0 22 1 
 18 79 0 25 1 
 19 81 0 41 2 
 20 89 0 41 2 
 21 82 0 32 4 
 22 82 0 28 1 
 23 81 1 39 2 
 24 75 0 29 2 
 25 67 0 26 2 
 26 52 0 23 1 
 27 56 0 21 1 
 28 56 0 18 2 
 29 62 0 27 3 
 30 60 0 25 1 
 31 44 0 18 2 
 32 50 0 17 2 
 33 48 0 20 1 
 34 59 0 24 6 
 35 54 0 13 1 
 36 44 0 12 3 
 37 53 0 19 1 
 38 45 0 14 4 
 39 53 0 23 2 
 40 57 0 22 3 
 41 57 0 15 1 
 42 72 0 24 2 
 43 64 0 23 2 
 44 50 0 20 1 
 45 46 0 17 4 
 46 48 0 11 0 
 47 58 0 16 2 
 48 48 0 18 2 
 49 50 0 12 1 
 50 59 0 21 5 
 51 46 0 11 3 
 52 55 0 14 3 

1909 1 68 1 22 5 
 2 64 1 13 2 
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 3 46 0 7 2 
 4 42 3 9 1 
 5 68 1 24 1 
 6 60 1 15 4 
 7 65 2 17 4 
 8 49 0 11 3 
 9 66 1 20 5 
 10 52 0 13 1 
 11 66 3 20 1 
 12 64 4 19 2 
 13 63 3 13 5 
 14 89 7 23 5 
 15 85 7 28 4 
 16 77 8 22 3 
 17 79 16 23 6 
 18 90 8 29 4 
 19 82 10 23 5 
 20 78 3 29 1 
 21 110 5 39 4 
 22 103 3 39 1 
 23 89 2 45 6 
 24 101 6 39 1 
 25 103 4 46 2 
 26 90 7 30 3 
 27 79 2 34 4 
 28 85 3 38 7 
 29 83 0 41 3 
 30 92 1 44 0 
 31 82 1 39 3 
 32 88 0 39 11 
 33 88 0 50 2 
 34 57 0 29 1 
 35 106 1 28 49 
 36 55 0 24 0 
 37 51 2 23 3 
 38 57 1 20 2 
 39 53 0 25 2 
 40 47 0 22 3 
 41 57 0 23 5 
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 42 56 1 18 0 
 43 56 1 20 2 
 44 49 0 19 0 
 45 42 0 13 4 
 46 47 1 14 1 
 47 41 1 17 1 
 48 51 0 23 0 
 49 58 2 5 1 
 50 n/a n/a n/a n/a 
 51 n/a n/a n/a n/a 
 52 52 1 18 2 

1910 1 54 0 20 3 
 2 47 0 8 2 
 3 56 0 11 0 
 4 46 0 14 3 
 5 55 0   
 6 38 0 5 3 
 7 50 0 5 4 
 8 43 0 9 1 
 9 49 1 4 3 
 10 51 0 6 1 
 11 59 0 11 2 
 12 56 0 12 1 
 13 53 0 11 1 
 14 56 0 10 5 
 15 53 0 19 0 
 16 61 2 17 2 
 17 68 0 22 9 
 18 89 0 29 4 
 19 75 0 31 2 
 20 76 0 39 2 
 21 93 0 39 4 
 22 81 0 31 5 
 23 63 0 21 2 
 24 86 0 26 4 
 25 103 0 43 2 
 26 77 0 31 2 
 27 86 0 41 2 
 28 85 0 41 3 
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 29 72 0 24 1 
 30 67 0 22 2 
 31 65 0 19 0 
 32 62 0 16 2 
 33 57 0 18 3 
 34 43 0 23 0 
 35 38 0 13 0 
 36 45 0 12 3 
 37 47 0 13 2 
 38 33 0 7 1 
 39 49 0 16 0 
 40 50 0 18 1 
 41 52 0 16 3 
 42 50 0 21 0 
 43 67 0 17 2 
 44 40 0 16 0 
 45 37 0 6 3 
 46 39 0 10 1 
 47 41 0 11 0 
 48 42 0 16 1 
 49 38 1 12 3 
 50 47 0 15 3 
 51 43 0 11 3 
 52 43 1 10 1 

1911 1 44 0 10 2 
 2 n/a n/a n/a n/a 
 3 45 0 13 1 
 4 47 0 10 2 
 5 36 0 10 0 
 6 48 0 11 4 
 7 42 0 10 3 
 8 43 0 7 0 
 9 49 0 13 4 
 10 40 0 7 1 
 11 43 0 11 2 
 12 47 0 6 0 
 13 34 0 9 5 
 14 60 0 14 3 
 15 46 0 15 1 
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 16 53 0 13 3 
 17 61 0 15 2 
 18 52 0 16 2 
 19 58 0 15 2 
 20 54 0 15 4 
 21 66 0 20 2 
 22 59 0 21 4 
 23 56 0 15 1 
 24 80 0 20 6 
 25 63 0 19 4 
 26 84 0 29 3 
 27 64 1 17 5 
 28 59 0 14 4 
 29 70 0 30 1 
 30 65 0 23 0 
 31 56 0 12 2 
 32 71 0 26 1 
 33 57 0 14 2 
 34 53 0 14 2 
 35 34 0 8 1 
 36 52 0 14 0 
 37 73 0 20 4 
 38 40 0 12 0 
 39 47 0 20 3 
 40 60 0 24 4 
 41 52 0 20 1 
 42 61 0 22 3 
 43 64 0 25 4 
 44 51 0 20 2 
 45 63 0 22 1 
 46 70 0 31 5 
 47 62 0 25 3 
 48 83 0 46 0 
 49 68 0 26 2 
 50 57 1 18 5 
 51 64 1 19 2 
 52 n/a n/a n/a n/a 

1912 1 41 0 11 0 
 2 59 0 9 3 
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 3 69 0 12 1 
 4 45 0 7 2 
 5 49 0 7 3 
 6 48 0 8 4 
 7 62 1 11 1 
 8 57 0 11 3 
 9 44 0 9 1 
 10 52 0 10 2 
 11 51 0 6 1 
 12 45 0 9 2 
 13 56 0 11 1 
 14 50 0 11 1 
 15 59 0 14 2 
 16 55 0 18 1 
 17 73 0 25 2 
 18 82 1 35 1 
 19 93 0 39 1 
 20 67 0 34 1 
 21 72 0 38 0 
 22 62 0 36 0 
 23 56 0 27 2 
 24 82 0 38 2 
 25 75 0 30 0 
 26 59 0 23 5 
 27 58 0 17 0 
 28 58 0 25 4 
 29 62 0 28 4 
 30 58 0 28 0 
 31 66 0 37 0 
 32 62 0 26 2 
 33 58 0 24 5 
 34 n/a n/a n/a n/a 
 35 n/a n/a n/a n/a 
 36 39 0 16 2 
 37 49 0 20 1 
 38 34 0 8 4 
 39 41 0 11 3 
 40 n/a n/a n/a n/a 
 41 56 0 25 0 



 

330 
 

 42 43 0 13 0 
 43 35 0 12 1 
 44 20 0 8 0 
 45 62 1 30 2 
 46 61 0 22 5 
 47 83 0 27 2 
 48 49 0 11 2 
 49 44 0 17 1 
 50 64 0 16 1 
 51 48 0 21 1 
 52 59 0 19 2 

1913 1 51 0 11 2 
 2 n/a n/a n/a n/a 
 3 56 0 14 3 
 4 53 0 11 1 
 5 56 0 5 3 
 6 42 0 10 2 
 7 41 0 8 0 
 8 46 0 7 2 
 9 43 0 11 1 
 10 51 0 11 3 
 11 44 1 13 1 
 12 39 0 11 0 
 13 41 2 11 2 
 14 50 0 9 3 
 15 64 2 17 1 
 16 69 1 29 1 
 17 72 0 26 3 
 18 63 2 23 2 
 19 53 0 21 1 
 20 56 2 21 1 
 21 n/a n/a n/a n/a 
 22 63 0 23 2 
 23 54 0 22 1 
 24 57 1 26 2 
 25 39 0 16 3 
 26 56 2 19 0 
 27 n/a n/a n/a n/a 
 28 63 1 21 0 
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 29 53 0 27 1 
 30 80 1 38 3 
 31 65 1 27 0 
 32 60 0 22 2 
 33 69 0 29 4 
 34 63 0 20 4 
 35 51 2 17 2 
 36 39 0 18 1 
 37 33 0 11 2 
 38 63 0 22 4 
 39 46 0 13 0 
 40 55 0 13 0 
 41 38 0 8 4 
 42 56 0 19 4 
 43 22 1 8 0 
 44 62 0 13 22 
 45 67 0 24 3 
 46 68 0 25 4 
 47 60 3 21 7 
 48 68 0 27 2 
 49 75 0 29 0 
 50 66 0 25 2 
 51 51 0 20 5 
 52 62 0 8 1 

1914 1 53 1 13 2 
 2 35 0 7 0 
 3 67 0 21 3 
 4 45 0 12 0 
 5 53 1 6 0 
 6 23 0 7 0 
 7 34 1 9 0 
 8 38 0 8 0 
 9 62 1 10 1 
 10 46 2 8 0 
 11 62 1 17 3 
 12 70 4 10 1 
 13 48 3 7 2 
 14 36 0 12 2 
 15 38 2 10 0 
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 16 54.5 1 13 5 
 17 54.5 1 13 5 
 18 48 2 16 4 
 19 82 0 23 9 
 20 61 2 19 4 
 21 69 2 23 0 
 22 54 0 22 1 
 23 47 2 21 1 
 24 62 0 29 2 
 25 82 1 40 3 
 26 78 0 44 0 
 27 88 2 45 2 
 28 103 0 59 0 
 29 89 1 48 2 
 30 72 1 36 0 
 31 70 0 30 0 
 32 43 0 18 0 
 33 45 1 17 1 
 34 28 0 13 0 
 35 64 0 24 1 
 36 53 0 14 1 
 37 50 0 21 1 
 38 59 1 15 2 
 39 58 0 19 0 
 40 58 0 23 0 
 41 57 0 15 0 
 42 59 0 16 0 
 43 73 0 26 1 
 44 52 0 17 2 
 45 64 0 22 0 
 46 57 0 23 0 
 47 70 1 33 1 
 48 55 0 26 0 
 49 61 1 17 0 
 50 54 1 13 0 
 51 44 2 10 0 
 52 46 0 9 1 

1915 1 52 0 13 1 
 2     
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 3 48 1 11 3 
 4     
 5     
 6 56 4 11 10 
 7     
 8 61 6 11 8 
 9 84 6 17 6 
 10 61 12 14 6 
 11 57 5 13 5 
 12 57 2 11 7 
 13 62 7 18 7 
 14 66 3 15 1 
 15 41 5 4 1 
 16 60 6 16 2 
 17 57 6 20 4 
 18 61 5 25 3 
 19 92 3 31 8 
 20 n/a n/a n/a n/a 
 21 92 3 41 7 
 22 72 2 31 1 
 23 56 2 31 1 
 24 111 1 57 4 
 25 119 3 67 4 
 26 97 1 57 2 
 27 93 1 49 4 
 28 89 0 52 6 
 29 93 1 46 4 
 30 60 1 36 0 
 31 81 2 48 1 
 32 88 0 48 2 
 33 62 0 35 0 
 34 87 0 38 3 
 35 81 0 48 2 
 36 75 1 46 5 
 37 71 1 42 0 
 38 61 0 27 2 
 39 74 0 39 1 
 40 67 0 33 2 
 41 51 0 29 1 
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 42 72 0 41 4 
 43 68 0 36 1 
 44 86 1 50 0 
 45 67 2 37 2 
 46 74 1 42 0 
 47 68 4 40 0 
 48 72 0 37 0 
 49 73 1 40 1 
 50 95 5 44 1 
 51 61 6 25 1 
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Appendix D.  Value of goods exported to the United States reported in the U.S. Consulate 
General of Monterrey, 1906-1925598   
Data for the following tables are taken from invoice records kept in the U.S. consulate general.  
Consul General Hanna calculated the value of the goods exported by comparing the value 
reported by the exporters to prices of different shippers.599 
 
Quarter Value of reported exports Total yearly reported exports  

1906  - Q1  $2,169,304.97   
1906 - Q2  $1,901,600.00   
1906 - Q3  $3,682,384.11   
1906 - Q4  $3,678,429.04   $11,431,718.12  
1907 - Q1  $2,894,950.63   
1907 - Q2  $4,048,049.14   
1907 - Q3  $3,761,241.56   
1907 - Q4  $3,943,769.58   $14,648,010.91  
1908-  Q1  $3,105,166.99   
1908 - Q2  $2,916,750.31   
1908 - Q3  $2,338,921.86   
1908 - Q4  $2,493,500.44   $10,854,339.60  
1909 - Q1  $2,343,214.16   
1909 - Q2  $2,537,374.67   

1909-Q3  $2,366,706.79   
1909 - Q4  $2,716,329.67   $9,963,625.29  
1910 - Q1 $2,688,714.46   
1910 - Q2 $2,781,175.11   
1910 - Q3 $2,336,654.11   
1910 - Q4  $2,748,545.84   $10,555,089.52  
1911 - Q1  $2,382,972.85   
1911- Q2  $2,433,295.76   

1911 - Q3  $3,140,702.48   
1911 - Q4  $3,224,055.21   $11,181,026.30  

1912-Q1  $3,000,036.56   
1912-Q2  $2,796,582.09   
1912-Q3  $2,707,172.44   
1912-Q4  $3,307,368.00   $11,811,159.09  

                                                 
598  Records of fees and declared imports. U.S. National Archives (NARA) RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volumes 
128-134. 
599  “Monterrey Inspection Report, 1907.”  U.S. National Archives and Records Administration, Washington, DC 
(NARA). Record Group 59, Inspection Reports. 
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1913-Q1  $2,037,357.97   
1913-Q2  $2,479,154.50   
1913-Q3  $990,829.05   
1913-Q4  $1,085,842.11   $6,593,183.63  
1914-Q1  $344,397.06   
1914-Q2  $34,560.49   
1914-Q3  $530,158.93   
1914-Q4  $2,518,362.51   $3,427,478.99  
1915-Q1  $84,791.58   
1915-Q2  $739,183.03   
1915-Q3  $1,010,901.63   
1915-Q4  $168,456.64   $2,003,332.88  
1916-Q1  $1,183,217.33   
1916-Q2  0600    
1916-Q3  0601    
1916-Q4  0602    $1,183,217.33  
1917-Q1  0603    
1917-Q2  $6,011,559.26   
1917-Q3  $13,035,789.13   
1917-Q4  $15,700,503.49   $34,747,851.88  
1918-Q1  $7,399,603.65   
1918-Q2  $7,952,916.67                           
1918-Q3  $5,074,887.66    
1918-Q4  $10,860,281.72   $31,287,689.70  
1919-Q1  $4,418,941.50   
1919-Q2  $6,661,890.46    
1919-Q3  $1,816,544.46    
1919-Q4  $4,843,359.31   $17,740,735.73  
1920-Q1  $5,924,161.60   
1920-Q2  n/a604   
1920-Q3  n/a605   
1920-Q4  n/a606   $22,184,112.00  
1921-Q1  $2,473,585.32   

                                                 
600 Consulate was closed between June 1916 and April 1917 because of the Pershing expedition. 
601 Consulate was closed between June 1916 and April 1917 because of the Pershing expedition. 
602 Consulate was closed between June 1916 and April 1917 because of the Pershing expedition. 
603 Consulate was closed between June 1916 and April 1917 because of the Pershing expedition. 
604 Quarterly figures for April to December 1920 are unavailable, but the yearly. 
605 Quarterly figures for April to December 1920 are unavailable, but the yearly. 
606 Quarterly figures for April to December 1920 are unavailable, but the yearly. 
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1921-Q2  $1,926,411.22   
1921-Q3  $2,349,007.02   
1921-Q4  $2,418,939.44   $9,167,943.00  
1922-Q1  $2,610,819.00   
1922-Q2  $2,890,159.00   
1922-Q3  $3,797,555.00   
1922-Q4  $4,586,229.00   $13,884,762.00  
1923-Q1  $5,093,830.00   
1923-Q2  $5,895,237.00   
1923-Q3  $4,091,433.00   
1923-Q4  $4,949,123.00   $20,029,623.00  
1924-Q1  $4,560,731.00   
1924-Q2  $4,725,921.00   
1924-Q3  $5,165,806.05   
1924-Q4  $5,207,469.97   $19,659,928.02  
1925-Q1  $3,111,463.00   
1925-Q2  $3,708,527.00   
1925-Q3  $5,861,558.00   
1925-Q4  $6,909,594.00   $19,591,142.00  
1926-Q1  $6,090,199.00   
1926-Q2  $5,443,347.00   
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Value of goods exported to the United States reported in the U.S. Consulate General of 
Monterrey, 1906-1925, and the average value of the goods exported ($14,097,298.45) 

 
 
Quarterly value of goods exported from Monterrey, 1906-1926 
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Quarterly exports reported in the U.S. Consulate General in Monterrey 1906-1916.607 

 Argentifer-
ous lead 

Bars of 
Lead 

Bars fine 
silver 

Zinc ore Ixtle Hides Skins everything 
else 

total 

1906 
- Q1 

2,169,160 - - 145  - - -      -   2,169,305 

1906 
- Q2 

1,901,600 - - 94,480  - - -      -   1,996,080 

1906 
- Q3 

1,862,846 216,120  838,996 39,686  40,778 70,303 600,029 13,625 3,682,384 

1906 
- Q4 

2,048,865 19,966  831,113 69,495  - - - 708,991 3,678,429 

1907 
- Q1 

1,163,469  
283,630  

 776,369  80,309  37,765  47,471 493,383 12,555 2,894,951 

1907 
- Q2 

1,729,024  435,175  1,166,926 165,672  57,866  37,149 442,454 13,782 4,048,049 

1907 
- Q3 

1,482,931  352,774  967,327  153,021 49,793  34,348 206,621 514,428 3,761,242 

1907 
- Q4 

1,749,698  304,873  1,015,470  43,142  82,933  53,652 296,139  397,864 3,943,770 

1908
- Q1 

1,797,991 314,835  624,714 118,198 20,532 34,192 117,993  76,713  3,105,167 

1908 
- Q2 

2,025,817 161,995  422,212  32,591  22,373 49,712 125,946 6,104 2,916,750 

1908 
- Q3 

1,406,829 215,240  411,083  13,993 17,037  62,074 93,999 118,667 2,338,922 

1908 
- Q4 

1,609,542  66,085 402,947 34,507  16,090 62,074 136,502 165,752 2,493,500 

1909 
- Q1 

1,386,087 464,291 29,800  77,052  9,154 95,516 142,731 138,582 2,343,214 

1909 
- Q2 

1,186,397 58,960 804,275 122,043  10,185 106,666 129,332 119,516 2,537,375 

1909
-Q3 

1,278,677 63,360  664,396 41,062  - 74,194 30,895  214,122 2,366,707 

1909 
- Q4 

1,319,126  66,260 812,399  30,496  6,873 85,052 169,464 226,659 2,716,330 

1910 
- Q1 

1,213,592  128,520  901,232  17,839 2,006 83,734 141,951  199,841 2,688,714 

1910 
- Q2 

1,188,998 226,071  996,678  3,485  5,203 88,348 83,255 189,145 2,781,175 

1910 
- Q3 

1,073,860  44,555 920,227  44,041 - 69,240 98,502 86,229 2,336,654 

1910 
- Q4 

1,140,443 87,720 1,155,621  68,467  1,778 70,525 87,987 136,005 2,748,546 

1911 
- Q1 

1,004,643 24,185  948,095  67,706  14,789 72,703 88,526 162,326 2,382,973 

1911
- Q2 

1,002,157 115,595  905,598  83,899  12,328 44,849 125,835  143,035 2,433,296  

1911 1,239,427 40,445  1,510,257  39,435  11,348 66,233 56,786 176,772 3,140,702 

                                                 
607 Invoice book, NARA RG 84, Monterrey, Mexico, volume 129. 
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- Q3 

1911 
- Q4 

1,608,229  117,310  1,087,932  82,430  14,665 91,299 36,947 185,243 3,224,055 

1912
-Q1 

1,806,655  14,592  950,054  35,166  10,337 73,786 77,641 31,805 3,000,037 

1912
-Q2 

1,748,0755  - 645,885 41,189  18,773 77,494 94,016 171,152 2,796,582 

1912
-Q3 

1,442,633  - 878,930  71,329  36,832 82,371 50,576 144,501 2,707,172 

1912
-Q4 

1,861,276  - 957,591 44,232  72,391 74,682 57,956 239,239 3,307,368 

1913
-Q1 

1,269,952 - 364,549  49,877  40,201 68,027 126,530 118,221 2,037,358 

1913
-Q2 

1,057,360 11,387  826,306  - 19,964 135,312  112,211 316,615 2,479,154 

1913
-Q3 

48,359  11,343 357,091  52,902 31,780  77,925 52,695 358,734 990,829 

1913
-Q4 

342,021  11,343  391,167  8,840  39,727 50,024 28,111 214,609 1,085,842 

1914
-Q1 

223,365  - 22,663  - 2,730 23,153 13,161  59,326 344,397 

1914
-Q2 

- - - - 31,973 - - 2,588 34,560 

1914
-Q3 

315,845  9,925  - 3,433  59,703 30,727 25,693 84,832 530,159  

1914
-Q4 

1,931,265 - 1,517  8,703  138,289  68,555 25,110.
1 

344,922 2,518,363 

1915
-Q1 

- 51,345  - 8,079  15,984 3,948 276  5,160  84,792 

1915
-Q2 

- 570,094  - 36,871  43,455 44,172 20,257 24,333  739,183 

1915
-Q3 

- 836,970  - 1,082  56,969  7,617 2,319 105,944 1,010,902 

1915
-Q4 

- 4,024  5,680  85,027 31,234 16,939  7,630  17,922  168,457 

1916
-Q1 

52,802 67,455  - 165,270  18,569 - - 279,120  1,183,217 
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Appendix E.  List of ASARCo workers given food assistance in 1915608 
 
This list was forwarded to the U.S. Cosulate General in Monterrey by managers in ASARCo, in 
order to coordinate relief efforts.  The names of the workers, not included in this chart were also 
included in the list. 
 
 Gender Household size 

1 male 3 
2 male 1 
3 male 5 
4 male 4 
5 male 3 
6 male 3 
7 male 4 
8 male 8 
9 male 6 

10 male 6 
11 male 3 
12 male 5 
13 male 10 
14 male 4 
15 male 5 
16 male 4 
17 male 4 
18 male 4 
19 n/a 6 
20 male 6 
21 male 3 
22 male 6 
23 male 6 
24 male 4 
25 male 3 
26 male 4 
27 male 3 
28 male 4 
29 male 4 
30 male 8 

                                                 
608 Sanger to Hanna, June 12, 1915.  NARA, Monterrey, Mexico, RG 84, volume 165, file 814. 
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31 male 7 
32 male 5 
33 male 4 
34 n/a 4 
35 male  
36 male 5 
37 male 7 
38 male 1 
39 male 6 
40 male 2 
41 male 2 
42 male 3 
43 male 8 
44 male 6 
45 male 3 
46 male  
47 male 8 
48 male 5 
49 male 5 
50 male 3 
51 male 4 
52 male 2 
53 male 4 
54 male 4 
55 male 4 
56 male 3 
57 male 5 
58 male 3 
59 male 4 
60 male 3 
61 male 9 
62 n/a 6 
63 male 3 
64 male  
65 male  
66 male 4 
67 male 2 
68 male 2 
69 male 2 
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70 male 4 
71 male 3 
72 male 5 
73 male 7 
74 male 5 
75 male 8 
76 male 4 
77 male 2 
78 male 2 
79 n/a 3 
80 male 7 
81 male 6 
82 male 5 
83 male 4 
84 male 2 
85 male 5 
86 male 2 
87 male 3 
88 male 4 
89 male 3 
90 male 3 
91 male 5 
92 male 3 
93 male 10 
94 male 3 
95 male 5 
96 male 7 
97 male 5 
98 male 5 
99 male 4 

100 male 2 
101 male 4 
102 male 2 
103 male 2 
104 male 4 
105 male 4 
106 male 3 
107 male 3 
108 male 5 
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109 male 4 
110 male 6 
111 male 4 
112 male 4 
113 male 6 
114 male 3 
115 male 5 
116 male 3 
117 male 4 
118 male 2 
119 male 4 
120 male 4 
121 male 11 
122 male 4 
123 male 2 
124 male 10 
125 male 7 
126 male 5 
127 male 4 
128 male 5 
129 male 4 
130 male 4 
131 male 4 
132 male 3 
133 male 4 
134 male 5 
135 male 5 
136 male 2 
137 male 2 
138 male 6 
139 male 4 
140 male 5 
141 male 6 
142 male 3 
143 male 6 
144 male 5 
145 male 3 
146 male 3 
147 male 6 
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148 male  
149 male 2 
150 male 5 
151 male 4 
152 male 4 
153 male 2 
154 male 3 
155 male 7 
156 male 5 
157 male 3 
158 male 5 
159 male 3 
160 male 4 
161 male 4 
162 male 6 
163 male 6 
164 male 0 
165 male 3 
166 male 5 
167 male 3 
168 female 7 
169 male 4 
170 male 4 
171 male 5 
172 male 6 
173 male 3 
174 male 5 
175 male 2 
176 male 3 
177 male 4 
178 male 4 
179 male 3 
180 male 2 
181 male 3 
182 male 5 
183 male 4 
184 male 2 
185 male 5 
186 female 4 
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187 male 5 
188 male 4 
189 male 6 
190 male 4 
191 male 4 
192 male 3 
193 male 6 
194 male 5 
195 male 4 
196 male 4 
197 male 2 
198 male 2 
199 male 4 
200 male 3 
201 male 4 
202 male 4 
203 male 3 
204 male 2 
205 male 5 
206 n/a 8 
207 male 4 
208 male 4 
209 female 1 
210 male 5 
211 male 2 
212 male 5 
213 male 4 
214 male 3 
215 male 4 
216 male 3 
217 male 3 
218 male 4 
219 male 4 
220 male 4 
221 male 3 
222 male 3 
223 male 8 
224 male 5 
225 male 4 
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226 male 4 
227 male 3 
228 male 8 
229 male 4 
230 male 6 
231 male 4 
232 male 5 
233 male 4 
234 male 3 
235 male 2 
236 male 5 
237 male 4 
238 male 4 
239 male 4 
240 male 3 
241 male 3 
242 male 2 
243 male 4 
244 male 2 
245 male 4 
246 male 4 
247 male 2 
248 male 5 
249 male 6 
250 male 3 
251 male 4 
252 male 3 
253 male 3 
254 male 2 
255 male 4 
256 male 3 
257 male 3 
258 male 3 
259 male 2 
260 male 4 
261 male 4 
262 male 3 
263 male 4 
264 male 3 
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265 male 3 
266 male 3 
267 male 4 
268 male 3 
269 male 4 
270 male 3 
271 male 4 
272 male 3 
273 male 4 
274 male 3 
275 male 4 
276 male 3 
277 male 3 
278 male 4 
279 male 4 
280 male 3 
281 male 4 
282 male 3 
283 male 3 
284 male 5 
285 male 4 
286 male 3 
287 male 4 
288 male 4 
289 male 3 
290 male 3 
291 male 3 
292 male 3 
293 male 3 
294 male 3 
295 male 3 
296 male 3 
297 male 3 
298 male 4 
299 male 3 
300 male 2 
301 male 3 
302 male 3 
303 male 3 
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304 male 3 
305 male 3 
306 male 3 
307 male 2 
308 male 4 
309 male 3 
310 male 4 
311 male 3 
312 male 3 
313 male 3 
314 male 3 
315 male 4 
316 male 2 
317 male 4 
318 male 4 
319 male 4 
320 male 3 
321 male 4 
322 male 3 
323 male 3 
324 male 3 
325 male 3 
326 male 3 
327 male 4 
328 male 3 
329 male 3 
330 male 3 
331 male 4 
332 male 4 
333 male 4 
334 male 4 
335 male 4 
336 male 3 
337 male 3 
338 male 2 
339 male 3 
340 male 3 
341 male 3 
342 male 3 
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343 male 3 
344 male 6 
345 male 4 
346 male 4 
347 male 2 
348 male 3 
349 male 33 
350 male 2 
351 male 3 
352 male 3 
353 male 3 
354 male 4 
355 male 2 
356 male 3 
357 male 4 
358 male 3 
359 male 3 
360 male 3 
361 male 3 
362 male 3 
363 male 2 
364 n/a 3 
365 male 3 
366 male 3 
367 male 3 
368 male 2 
369 male 3 
370 male 3 
371 male 2 
372 male 2 
373 male 3 

 Total 1827 
 Average 4.898123 
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Appendix F. Average price of silver in the United States 
 

Average yearly price of silver in the United 
States (in cents per fine ounce of U.S. dollars)609 
Year Price 

1880 115 
1881 113 
1882 114 
1883 111 
1884 111.3 
1885 106.5 
1886 99.5 
1887 97.8 
1888 94 
1889 93 
1890 104.6 
1891 98.8 
1892 87.6 
1893 78.2 
1894 63 
1895 65.28 
1896 67.06 
1897 59.76 
1898 58.26 
1899 59.58 
1900 61.33 
1901 58.95 
1902 52.16 
1903 53.57 
1904 57.221 
1905 60.352 
1906 66.791 
1907 65.327 
1908 52.864 
1909 51.502 
1910 53.486 
1911 53.304 

                                                 
609 Schurr, Sam H. 1960. Historical statistics of minerals in the United States. [Washington]: Resources for the 
Future 
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1912 60.835 
1913 59.791 
1914 54.811 
1915 49.684 
1916 65.601 
1917 81.417 
1918 96.772 
1919 111.122 
1920 100.9 
1921 62.654 
1922 67.628 
1923 64.873 
1924 66.781 
1925 69.065 
1926 62.107 
1927 56.37 
1928 58.176 
1929 52.993 
1930 38.154 
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Appendix G.  Maps 
Current Map of northeastern Mexico. 610 
 

 
                                                 
610 Map data © 2013 Google, INEGI 
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Current map of Monterrey and the northern borderlands, including the coal region of 
Coahuila.611 

 
 
                                                 
611 Map data © 2013 Google, INEGI 
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Current Map of Mexico, including El Ébano and Tampico in the north, and Mexico city and 
Veracruz in the south. 612 
 

  

                                                 
612 Map data © 2013 Google, INEGI 
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Archives and primary sources 

Archives 

Archivo General del Estado de Nuevo León (AGENL), Monterey, Nuevo León, Mexico  
- Correspondencia de Gobernadores 
- Estadísticas municipios 
- Inundaciones 

 
Archivo Histórico, Gobierno Municipal de Monterrey (AHM), Monterrey, Nuevo León, Mexico 

- Fondo Monterrey, Nuevo León y Coahuila 
- Fondo Monterrey Contemporáneo, Actas de Cabildo 

 
Archivo Histórico Fundidora de Monterrey (AHFM), Monterrey, Nuevo León, Mexico. 
 
British National Archives (BNA) 

- Foreign Office (FO) 
 
British Documents on Foreign Affairs  

- Central America and Mexico 1914-1922 (BDFA) 

Georgetown University Special Collection.  Lauinger Library, Georgetown University, 
Washington, DC  

- Ord Family papers 
- Robert Chilton papers 

Instituto Nacional de Estadística, Geografía e Informática (INEGI) 
- Archivo Histórico de Localidades  

Library of Congress, Washington D.C. 
- Chronicling America, Historic American Newspapers 

(http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/) 

Nettie Lee Benson Latin American Collection, University of Texas at Austin, Austin Texas 
- De la Garza Archive (De la Garza) 

United States National Archives and Records Administration (NARA), Washington D.C. 
- Records of the Department of State Relating to the Internal Affairs of Mexico (Internal 

Affairs of Mexico) 
- Record group 89, Inspection reports 
- Record group 84, Monterrey, Mexico consular files 
- Record group 59, Records of the Department of State Relating to the Internal Affairs of 

Mexico, 1910-1929 
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United States Department of State. Papers relating to the foreign relations of the United States 
with the address of the president to Congress, December 7, 1915. Washington, D.C.: U.S. G.P.O 
(FRUS).  

- Mexico, Political Affairs  

Universidad Autónoma de Nuevo León, Capilla Alfonsina 
- Archivo Histórico 

 

Published primary sources 

Aguilar Belden de Garza, Sara. 1970. Una ciudad y dos familias. México D.F.: Editorial Jus. 

Buentello Chapa, Humberto. 1970 [1909]. La inundación de 1909: sus aspectos trágico y 
político. Monterey, México: Universidad Regiomontana 

Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers. 1915.  "Historic Monterrey, Mex., Devastated.”  
Locomotive engineers journal. Cleveland, Ohio: Brotherhood of Locomotive 
Engineers. Volume 43. 

Bustamante, Carlos María de. 1981 [1817]. El indio mexicano, o, Avisos al rey Fernando 
Séptimo para la pacificación de la América Septentrional: obra redactada en dos 
opúsculos durante la permanencia del autor en la prisión del Castillo de San Juan de 
Ulúa, en los años 1817-18; seguidos del discurso Motivos de mi afecto a la 
Constitución. México: Instituto Méxicano del Seguro Social.. 

Bustamante, Luis F.  1915. La defensa de "El Ebano;" Los libertarios. Tampico, Mexico: 
Imprenta "El Constitucional". 

Canavati, Ricardo (ed.).  2004.  Actas del Ayuntamiento de Monterrey, Vol 1. Monterrey, 
Mexico: Archivo del Estado de Nuevo León. 

Creelman, James. 1908. “President Diaz, Hero of the Americas.” Pearson's Magazine. Volume 
XIX, March 1908, 242 

Duclós Salinas, Adolfo. 1906. Héroe y caudillo (continuación de Mejico pacificado). St. Louis, 
Mo: Spanish-American Publishing Co. 

González, Pablo. 1971. El centinela fiel del constitucionalismo. Saltillo, México: Textos de 
Cultura Historiográfica. 
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González, José Eleuterio. 1887. Lecciones orales de historia de Nuevo León. Monterrey, N.L.: 
Imprenta del Gobierno de Nuevo León. 

Griffith, William Ridgely. 1899. 1631 to 1899. The record of Nicholas Meriwether of Wales, and 
descendants in Virginia and Maryland. St. Louis, MO: Nixon-Jones Print. Co. 

León, Alonso de, Juan Bautista Chapa, and Fernando Sánchez de Zamora. 1909. Historia de 
Nuevo León con noticias sobre Coahuila, Tejas, Nuevo México. México: Librería de la 
Vda. de C. Bouret. 

Leonard, John William. 1906. Who's who in America; a bibliographical dictionary of notable 
living men and women of the United States, 1906-1907. Chicago: A. N. Marquis & 
company 

Madero, Francisco I. 1908. La sucesión presidencial en 1910. El partido nacional democrático.  
San Pedro: Coahuila 

Meriwether, Minor. 1895. Lineage of the Meriwethers and the Minors from colonial times. S.l: 
s.n. 

Mier Noriega y Guerra, José Servando Teresa de. 1887. Cartas del doctor fray Servando Teresa 
de Mier al cronista de Indias, doctor d. Juan Bautista Muños, sobre la tradición de 
Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe de México, escritas desde Burgos, ciudad de Españo, año 
de 1797. Monterey: Impr. del Gobierno. 

Obregón, Álvaro. 1980 [1917]. Ocho mil kilómetros en campaña: relación de las acciones de 
armas, efectuadas en más de veinte Estados de la República durante un período de 
cuatro años. México: Edit. del Valle de México. 

Rivera de la Torre, Antonio. 1915. El Ébano, los 72 días de su heróica defensa: relación escrita 
en vista de testimonios personales y de documentos auténticos. México D.F.: Impr. del 
Departamento de estado mayor de la Secretaria de guerra y marina. 

Sánchez, Oswaldo, and Alfonso Zaragoza. 1989 [1909]. El río fiera, bramaba: 1909. Monterrey, 
N.L.: Gobernador del Estado de Neuvo Leon, Secretario de Administración, Archivo 
General del Estado 

Sellerier, Carlos. 1901. Data referring to Mexican mining, prepared in view of the participation 
of Mexico in the Universal exposition of Paris in 1900.  Mexico D.F., Mexico: F.P. 
Hoeck 
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Newpaper articles 

 
"Nobody is talking." The Guardian, Thursday 17 February 2005.  

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2005/feb/18/usa.afghanistan  
 
“Awful Suffering in Flood’s Wake.” Washington Times August 31, 1909, p1 
 
“Cuentos del General”, El Resumen.  Monterrey, Nuevo León, August 29, 1909 
 
“Hanna is Selected to Handle Relief”.  The Washington Times, September 2, 1909, Page 1. 
 
“Lessons of the Late Rio Grande Flood”, Brownsville Daily Herald, Sept 17, 1909, accessed 

January, 21, 2013, http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn86099906/1909-09-17/ed-
1/seq-4/ 

 
“Mexicans Need Our Aid”, Perrysburg Journal, September 17, 1909., page 2 
 
“The Emperor of Germany has made donation of 500 for the fund for the relief of…”  

Manchester Courier and Lancashire General Advertiser.  September 11, 1909 
 
“The Richest Man in Mexico”, Daily Astorian Vol. XVIII, No. 17.October 20, 1882, p1 

 
 Bright, Martin. 2009. "A Barack Obama for Britain." New Statesman 138, no. 4931: 24-  

25. Academic Search Premier, EBSCOhost (accessed October 19, 2013). 
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