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PREFACE

Mariano Azuela, the first of the "novelists of the Revolution,"

was born in Lagos de Moreno, Jalisco, Mexico, in 1873. He

studied medicine in Guadalajara and returned to Lagos in 1909,

where he began the practice of his profession. He began his

writing career early; in 1896 he published Impressions of a Stu-

dent in a weekly of Mexico City. This was followed by numer-

ous sketches and short stories, and in 1911 by his first novel,

Andres Perez, maderista.

Like most of the young Liberals, he supported Francisco I.

Madero's uprising, which overthrew the dictatorship of Porfirio

Diaz, and in 1911 was made Director of Education of the State

of Jalisco. After Madero's assassination, he joined the army of

Pancho Villa as doctor, and his knowledge of the Revolution

was acquired at firsthand. When the counterrevolutionary

forces of Victoriano Huerta were temporarily triumphant, he

emigrated to El Paso, Texas, where in 1915 he wrote The Un-

derdogs (Los de abajo), which did not receive general recogni-

tion until 1924, when it was hailed as the novel of the Revolution.

But Azuela was fundamentally a moralist, and his disappoint-

ment with the Revolution soon began to manifest itself. He had

fought for a better Mexico; but he saw that while the Revolution

had corrected certain injustices, it had given rise to others

equally deplorable. When he saw the self-servers and the un-

principled turning his hopes for the redemption of the under-

privileged of his country into a ladder to serve their own ends,

his disillusionment was deep and often bitter. His later novels

are marred at times by a savage sarcasm.

During his later years, and until his death in 1952, he lived in

Mexico City writing and practicing his profession among the

poor.

[excerpt #1]

PART ONE
Chapter XX

"Villa is coming!"

The news spread like lightning. Villa--the magic word!

The Great Man, the salient profile, the unconquerable

warrior who, even at a distance, exerts the fascination of

a reptile, a boa constrictor.

"Our Mexican Napoleon!" exclaimed Luis Cervantes.

"Yes! The Aztec Eagle! He buried his beak of steel

in the head of Huerta the serpent!" Solis, Natera's chief

of staff, remarked somewhat ironically, adding: "At least,

that's how I expressed it in a speech I made at Ciudad

Juarez!"

The two sat at the bar of the saloon, drinking beer. 

The "high hats," wearing mufflers around their necks and

thick rough leather shoes on their feet, ate and drank

endlessly. Their gnarled hands loomed across table,

across bar. All their talk was of Villa and his men. The

tales Natera's followers related won gasps of astonish-

ment from Demetrio's men. Villa! Villa's battles! Ciu-

dad Juarez . . . Tierra Blanca . . . Chihuahua . . . Tor-

reon. . . .

The bare facts, the mere citing of observation and ex-

perience meant nothing. But the real story, with its ex-

traordinary contrasts of high exploits and abysmal cruel-

ties was quite different. Villa, indomitable lord of the

sierra, the eternal victim of all governments . . . Villa

tracked, hunted down like a wild beast . . . Villa the rein-

carnation of the old legend; Villa as Providence, the ban-

dit, that passes through the world armed with the blazing

torch of an ideal: to rob the rich and give to the poor. It

was the poor who built up and imposed a legend about

him which Time itself was to increase and embellish as a

shining example from generation to generation.

"Look here, friend," one of Natera's men told Anas-

tasio, "if General Villa takes a fancy to you, he'll give you

a ranch on the spot. But if he doesn't, he'll shoot

you down like a dog! God! You ought to see Villa's

troops! They're all northerners and dressed like lords!

You ought to see their wide-brimmed Texas hats and their

brand-new outfits and their four-dollar shoes, imported

from the U. S. A."

As they retailed the wonders of Villa and his men,

Natera's men gazed at one another ruefully, aware that

their own hats were rotten from sunlight and moisture,

that their own shirts and trousers were tattered and

barely fit to cover their grimy, lousy bodies.

"There's no such a thing as hunger up there. They

carry boxcars full of oxen, sheep, cows! They've got cars

full of clothing, trains full of guns, ammunition, food

enough to make a man burst!"

Then they spoke of Villa's airplanes.

"Christ, those planes! You know when they're close

to you, be damned if you know what the hell they are!

They look like small boats, you know, or tiny rafts . . .

and then pretty soon they begin to rise, making a hell of

a row. Something like an automobile going sixty miles an

hour. Then they're like great big birds that don't even

seem to move sometimes. But there's a joker! The God-

damn things have got some American fellow inside with

hand grenades by the thousand. Now you try and figure

what that means! The fight is on, see? You know how

a farmer feeds corn to his chickens, huh? Well, the Amer-

ican throws his lead bombs at the enemy just like that. 

Pretty soon the whole damn field is nothing but a grave-

yard . . . dead men all over the dump . . . dead men here

. . . dead men there . . . dead men everywhere!"

Anastasio Montanez questioned the speaker more par-

ticularly. It was not long before he realized that all this

high praise was hearsay and that not a single man in

Natera's army had ever laid eyes on Villa.

"Well, when you get down to it, I guess it doesn't mean

so much! No man's got much more guts than any other

man, if you ask me. All you need to be a good fighter is

pride, that's all. I'm not a professional soldier even though

I'm dressed like hell, but let me tell you. I'm not forced

to do this kind of bloody job, because I own . . ."

"Because I own over twenty oxen, whether you believe

it or not!" Quail said, mocking Anastasio.

[…]
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PART 3
Chapter II

"WHY do you hide?" Demetrio asked the prisoners.

"We're not hiding, Chief, we're hitting the trail."

"Where to?"

"To our own homes, in God's name, to Durango."

"Is this the road to Durango?"

"Peaceful people can't travel over the main road

nowadays, you know that, Chief."

"You're not peaceful people, you're deserters. Where

do you come from?" Demetrio said, eyeing them with

keen scrutiny.

The prisoners grew confused; they looked at each

other hesitatingly, unable to give a prompt answer.

"They're Carranzistas," one of the soldiers said.

"Carranzistas hell!" one of them said proudly. "I'd

rather be a pig."

"The truth is we're deserters," another said. "After the

defeat we deserted from General Villa's troops this side

of Celaya."

"General Villa defeated? Ha! Ha! That's a good joke."

The soldiers laughed. But Demetrio's brow was

wrinkled as though a black shadow had passed over his

eyes.

"There ain't a son of a bitch on earth who can beat

General Villa!" said a bronzed veteran with a scar clear

across the face.

Without a change of expression, one of the deserters

stared persistently at him and said:

"I know who you are. When we took Torreon you

were with General Urbina. In Zacatecas you were with

General Natera and then you shifted to the Jalisco

troops. Am I lying?"

 These words met with a sudden and definite effect.

The prisoners gave a detailed account of the tremendous

defeat of Villa at Celaya. Demetrio's men listened in

silence, stupefied.

Before resuming their march, they built a fire on which

to roast some bull meat. Anastasio Montanez, searching

for food among the huizache trees, descried the close-

cropped neck of Valderrama's horse in the distance

among the rocks.

"Hey! Come here, you fool, after all there ain't been

no gravy!" he shouted.

Whenever anything was said about shooting someone,

Valderrama, the romantic poet, would disappear for a

whole day.

Hearing Anastasio's voice, Valderrama was convinced

that the prisoners had been set at liberty. A few mo-

ments later, he was joined by Venancio and Demetrio.

"Heard the news?" Venancio asked gravely.

"No."

"It's very serious. A terrible mess! Villa was beaten

at Celaya by Obregon and Carranza is winning all

along the line! We're done for!"

Valderrama's gesture was disdainful and solemn as

an emperor's. "Villa? Obregon? Carranza? What's the

difference? I love the revolution like a volcano in erup-

tion; I love the volcano because it's a volcano, the revolu-

tion because it's the revolution! What do I care about

the stones left above or below after the cataclysm? What

are they to me?"

In the glare of the midday sun the reflection of a

white tequila bottle glittered on his forehead; and, jubi-

lant, he ran toward the bearer of such a marvelous gift.

"I like this crazy fool," Demetrio said with a smile.

"He says things sometimes that make you think."

They resumed their march; their uncertainty translated

into a lugubrious silence. Slowly, inevitably, the catastro-

phe must come; it was even now being realized. Villa

defeated was a fallen god; when gods cease to be

omnipotent, they are nothing.

Quail spoke. His words faithfully interpreted the gen-

eral opinion:

"What the hell, boys! Every spider's got to spin his

own web now!"

[…]

