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Part 1

By Larry Nelson

INTRODUCTION:

The focus of this article 1s on the Mexican Punitive Ex-
pedition of 1916 as a segment of the stationing of American
troops on the U.S. - Mexico border between March 1916
and April 1917, necessitated by the border raids of those
years associated with the factional warfare in the Mexican
civil war. A little background on General Pershing’s incur-
sion into Mexico can shed some light on the subject.

In the early morning of March 9, 1916, the reknowned
Mexican revolutionary leader Pancho Villa and about 485
of his men raided the small border town of Columbus, New
Mexico. In addition to killing 18 soldiers and civilians and
burning a number of buildings, they stole guns, ammuni-
tion, horses and merchandise. Almost 70 of Villa’s raiders
were killed and several were captured. Following the raid,
Brigadier General Pershing was appointed to lead the force
into Mexico to capture Villa. General Pershing did just that
on March 15, 1916, with 4,800 men, eventually growing to
a force of about 10,000 men, mostly U.S. Army regulars.

Villa’s capture, however, proved futile as he eluded Per-
shing’s forces in the barren, mountainous and desert terrain
of the northern reaches of Mexico.

For 11 months, General Pershing’s troops were unsuc-
cessful in their attempts to find and capture Villa. There
were, however, numerous encounters with Villa’s men,
resulting in 298 Mexicans killed in action and 19 taken
prisoner. American casualties were fairly light. But, in
reality, Pershing’s pursuit amounted to an invasion of the
sovereign territory of Mexico, an objective that may have
been Villa’s real goal. In consequence, there were also
several encounters with Mexican government forces, result-
ing in casualties on both sides. By the end of April 1916,
much of the fighting was over - with Pershing withdraw-
ing his forces to several Mexican towns about 100 miles
south of the U.S-Mexico border.

- The Mexican civil war continued to rage on (with the
dead ultimately estimated to have totaled 1,000,000), and 1n
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Figure 1: The U.S. - Mexico Border, circa 1917 with smaller town and military camps noted 1n this article. The Texas and New

Mexico portions account for 1000+ miles of the border.

early January 1917, Mexican government troops soundly
defeated Villa’s men in the third year of fighting. Villa’s
defeat effectively removed him as a force to be reckoned
with in the Mexican civil war, and, coincidentally, as a
threat to the U.S. border. This, combined with the prospect
of America’s entry into World War I on the side of the Al-
lies, resulted in the January 12, 1917 order for Pershing to
withdraw from Mexico. That withdrawal began on Febru-
ary 5, 1917 with Pershing leading 10,000 of his troops
over the border back into Columbus, New Mexico.

U.S. TROOPS ON THE BORDER

After Villa’s raid on Columbus, the American people
became indignant over border security. The Columbus
raid had marked the culmination of a number of border
incidents that had totaled about 30 such raids into the U.S.
between 1915 and 1916. Those had led to the death of 21
Americans. On June 16, 1916, President Wilson mobilized
state National Guard forces for border duty. By July, 1917
110,000 National Guard troops were situated in the eastern
part of Texas from the town of Brownsville to the town of
Rio Grande, Texas—a distance of roughly 100 miles. An-
other 65,000 National Guard and Army reservists were pa-
trolling the border in Western Texas, New Mexico, Arizo-
na and California. Furthermore, U.S. Army regulars were
stationed on the border. "’ All in all, over 200,000 troops
became engaged in the Mexican Incursion, almost all of
whom were stationed on or near the border.

Regular Army, Army Reserve and National Guard troops
were assigned to the border from about May 9, 1916 until
March 24, 1917. But action proved elusive in the so-called
“hot”-pursuits launched by American forces. Their pres-

ence as a show of force became their ultimate accomplish-
ment. Most of their time was spent training, setting up and
maintaining their military camps. Life on the border
proved to be boring, with few attractions or diversions for
American northerners who found the climate extraordinari-
ly hot, or alternatively, much too cold with either too much
rain or scorching, dry conditions. A listing of the Texas
and New Mexico border camps and stations 1s set forth in

Schedule A.

i
.

lfnnt delivered in Ten days

above shows a cover from one of those
1916, written upon

Figure 2
American troopers, dated August 3,
YMCA stationery. Edward Chase, a National Guard soldier
of Company A (formed in Troy, New York) of the 2nd
New York Infantry was stationed in Mission, Texas.

Despite these shortcomings, the mobilization proved to be
of great help in preparing the U.S. military for the far larger
demands of America’s entry into World War | and the crea-
tion of the A.E.F..

The 2nd New York arrived in Mission on July 15, 1916
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Figure 3: In his August 6, 1916 posted letter, Chase notes that the pajamas sent by his mother were of little use.
Arrow added to highlight “Somewhere on the Border™ caption

with 1720 troops, and was spread among Mission, Pharr
and McAllen, Texas. The Figure 2 cover bears the partial-
ly obscured cancellation of the Brownsville and Sam
Fordyce railroad post office, which travelled a distance of
about 100 miles west from Brownsville. It served an area
where many National Guard troops were stationed. Mis-
sion, Texas was about 15 miles from the train’s terminus.

The cover is franked with stamps from booklet panes
(Scott # 405 and 406a) in the amount of 6 cents for a 3
ounce letter. The enclosed letter stated that he had en-
closed several Mexican coins which explains the additional
postage. The letter 1s written on colorful YMCA stationery  Figure 4: R.A. Raym ond’s letter to his sister describes
which was specifically prepared for use by the troops
“Somewhere on the Border.”

1

a daytime patrol between Mission and La Gloria, Texas.

In his letter (see Figure 3), Edward Chase told his mother Mail for the troops on the border was handled by local
that they were 3 miles from the border and he was ooing to post offices. Unlike the Vera Cruz intervention of 1914
g0 there when he got paid. He described the routine as “the along Mexico’s eastern shore, "no formal military postal
same old thing over and over again.” He also noted “This stations or postal agency was established.”® The U.S. Post
stationery is furnished at the new YMCA building it cer- Oftice Department belatedly took the step of issuing flag
tainly is dandy to come over here and read or write, there is type cancelling machines to a number of border towns (see.-

a vic (trola) here and attendants to keep it ooing all the Figures 6, 8, 9, 11-13, 14 and 25) to help with the In\y
while until 9: 45.....7 creased mail volume.

POSTAL HISTORY OF THE BORDER TROOPS Figure 4 was also posted in Mission on October 24,
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Figure 5: Figure 4 reverse, illustrating sender’s name.

1916 from another member of the 2nd New York. Unlike
Figure 2, the cover was supplied by the YMCA (as was
the stationery - see also Figure 6).

In his letter, R.A. Raymond explains that he and 15 oth-
er troops recently left Pharr and hiked to La Gloria—
which had nothing but a windmill. They got fresh pork and
mutton from a nearby ranch. They had to look out for the
many rattle snakes and tarantulas. He met the local sheriff
who had killed 13 Mexicans during previous border inci-

dents and had a price on his head of $50,000 offered by

Figure’s 6 and 7: A second R.A. Raymond letter
and its reverse, from Pharr, Texas.

A e

ARMY AND NAVY DEPARTMENT -
THE INTERNATIONAL COMMITTEE OF

YOUNG MEN’'S CHRISTIAN ASSOCIATIONS
(N THE FIELD)

GENCAAL OFFICE
124 CAST 287TW STREET, NEW YORK, U. S. A

-

Mexican authorities, He closed by writing that a truck was
leaving for town in 5 minutes and they would take his letter
to the post office. Eventually, the Army built an advanced
rifle range at La Gloria.

Spring 2015

The YMCA cover, dated December 2, 1916, shown in Fig-
ures 6 and 7, also from R.A. Raymond, but unlike Fig-
ure 4 was mailed from Pharr, Texas cancelled with
one of the aforementioned Border Series Flag cancels.
Raymond’s enclosed letter indicates that he should be
heading “North” in a week or so.

Figure 8: A Pharr, Texas Mexican Incursion cover
used by a member of the 3rd Tennessee Infantry.

Figure 8 shows a cover dated December 28, 1916 from
Corporal Joe Dereberry of the 3rd Tennessee Infantry, Ma-
chine Gun Company. The 3rd Tennessee Intantry was mo-
bilized on July 3, 1916 and was stationed in Pharr, Texas
until March 14, 1917. The stamp is also cancelled with the
Pharr Border Series Flag cancel. The new unit indicated in
the enclosure as the 3rd Tennessee Infantry suggests that
Raymond’s 2nd New York Infantry had been relocated
“north,”

Figure 9: A Mercedes, Texas Mexican Incursion
postcard darkened to show the faint Llano Grande flag
“branch”cancel.

Shown in Figure 9 is a postcard dated November 16,
1916 from a Minnesota National Guard soldier at Camp
Llano Grande, Texas. It has a faint American flag type
cancel with “Mercedes, Texas” in the dial and “Llano
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Grande Military Branch” in the flag part of the cancel. The ' .
sender discusses the cold weather and the hope that they /f% ﬁd""‘“‘?

will be returning to Minnesota soon. Figure 10 shows the = #f @bl Losae £ ;  _,* ;
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Figure 10: The Mercedes, Texas Llano Grande flag (accal M

“branch”cancel decolorized and cleaned up to bring out

' low): F ing th
the image of the cancel. Figures 12 (above) and 13 (below) ollowing the

Mexican Incursion, the Ist Louisiana Field Artillery was
absorbed into World War I’s 39th Infantry Division.
Below: The Y supplied the cover, and the soldier
paid the postage. As one of 4 ambulance companies in
the Missouri National Guard, the 1st Ambulance Com-
pany became part of WW I’s 35th Infantry Division .

Actually, there were two camps just outside of Mer-
cedes: Camp Mercedes and Camp Llano Grande. They
had a combined population of about 15,000 soldiers. Fig-
ure 11 shows another cover from a Minnesota National
Guard soldier, dated August 14, 1916 with a Border Series
flag cancel from Llano Grande. The Llano Grande post
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Figure 11: Llano Grande, Texas August 14, 1916 Surviving mail sent to the troops on the border seems to be
flag cancel on Minnesota National Guardsman’s cover to €SS common than mail sent from the border troops. Figure
Blue Earth, Minnesota. 14 shows a cover, dated September 18, 1916 sent to Lt.

Paul Marsh of the 1st Maryland Infantry at Eagle Pass,

office was closed ten (10) days later, on August 24, and its
mail was then handled by the Mercedes post office.

A somewhat out-of-the-way destination for Mexican
Expedition covers, dated February 5, 1917, is shown in
Figure 12. Sent by a soldier in the Ist Louisiana Field
Artillery, in addition to its Border Series Flag cancel, it was
sent to Balboa Heights, Panama, Canal Zone. It paid the
domestic letter rate for correspondence with this U.S. pos-
sess1on.

Figure 13 shows a YMCA border cover, dated Sep-
tember 15, 1916 sent from Laredo, Texas by a member of
the Ist Ambulance Company of the Missouri National
Guard. The 1st Ambulance Co. departed for Laredo on
July 10, 1916; returning to Fort Riley, Kansas on Decem-
ber 26, 1916. There they were mustered out of Federal

Figure 14: Mail addressed to a 1st Maryland officer,
who also served in the A.E.F. in World War [.
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l'exas. They were in Eagle Pass from the end of June 1916 unsettled down here and a call to go to Mexico at any time

until February 1917. The Ist Maryland saw no action, but would not be a surprise.....Mexicans are still raiding the
did lots of training. Within a half year of mustering out of Border more than is heard of in the papers, and our men are
Federal service from the Mexican Incursion, the regiment being killed which is not given to the newspapers.” If cen-

became the 115th Infantry of the 29th Infantry Division."

The Leon Springs cancel of Figure 15 was applied to a
YMCA cover. The flag motif was a feature of Y supplied
stationery well into WW 1. Leon Springs was then located

P R R e - F— k " e 2 T S i i T L T S

Figure 15 shows a patriotic flag cover, dated Septem-
ber 12, 1916. He used similar flag bedecked stationery.
The writer was in the 3rd Tennessee Infantry.

just northwest of San Antonio. Significant numbers of
troops were assigned there in 1916 for training and

- acclimatization following the Villa raid. The cover con-
"\ tained no contents or return address when received by the
author. Following the Mexican Border Incursion, a Signal

: :
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.

A

Figure 16 shows another patriotic YMCA cover, dat-

ed September 12, 1916, with the message written on
YMCA supplied stationery.

Officers Training camp was established there in 1916.

The sender of Figure 16 did not give a return address,
but we know that the 7th Division, Pennsylvania Infantry
was stationed at Camp Stewart, El Paso, Texas. Camp
Stewart was established just for border security and was
abandoned in 1917. Since he talks about life in Philadelph-
1a, it 1s likely that he was a member of the 7th Division.

Furthermore, in his letter he states that “Things are very

sorship had been in place, which does not appear to have
been the case, it is likely that that last sentence would have
been deleted.

The Figure 17 postcard below, dated August 18, 1916,
1s from Camp Stewart and was sent to Pennsylvania. It is
likely that the sender was also part of the 7th Division.
The reverse of the card (Figure 19) bears a photograph of
so-called “Mexican Raiders.”

POST CARD
Cony TAASL (2

W / 7; ! 978 -
“ORRESPONDENCE HERE

Figure 17: Roy describes a terrific thunderstorm
and downpour that overtook the Camp on August 17.

Figure 18: “Mexican Raiders” conveniently photo-
graphed by Kavanaugh’s War Postals

Part II of Larry Nelson’s THE MEXICAN INCUR-
SION OF 1916 continues in the Summer issue of
the Military Postal History Society Bulletin

The U.S. Army’s battle streamer for the Mexico
Punitive Expedition below concludes Part I
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