UNTOLD VERSIONS OF THE EIGHTH BATTALION


Written by Gloria Tripp de Mancillas and Eduardo Mancillas Pérez
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For many of us this photograph of the 8TH. Battalion is very well known.  We know that these soldiers disembarked in Ensenada on March 8th. 1911.  However, the official history hasn’t mentioned that on that day behind the camera there were the families of those soldiers’ women, sons and daughters who traveled with them on land and waters. 

This part of history narrates the vision of this event seen from the eyes of Agapito Gaytán, a child that on that on that 8th.  of March was barely 10 years old and today is a man 95 years old, who lives respected by those people who know him and loved by his family.  His memories are still clear and well defined and together with his story we have reconstructed a passage of this part of history unknown to many people. 

The 8th Battalion, sent originally by the Federal Government of Porfirio Diaz, was ordered to go to Sonora because there was an armed confict there with the Yaquis.   

However, a new order changed its course and also the destiny of Agapito, the battalion navigated to Ensenada with instructions to go to the Mexicali Valley to protect the irrigation system of the “El Alamo” canal and the Colorado River. 

The Battalion was made up of 500 armed men with a machine-gun section.  They arrived in the national ship “Guerrero” commanded by Colonel Miguel Mayol.  After disembarking in Ensenada, the started their trip Mexicali.  Behind, Luis Gaytán, one of those armed men, were his wife and child Agapito. All of them helped with the cargo (load).  They carried with them not only the pots and pans, but also the munitions, part of the war equipment. The children walked along with the adults. The families walked in front and sometimes behind the lines. Battles and suffering of each day were part of the childhood of this and many other children, but what is it that makes this character different? Without doubt, is the fact of having the physical and moral strength to survive this childhood among battles, childhood diseases, and the epidemics of that epoch. 

Throughout history we have known the courage and daring of the “Adelitas” wives of revolutionaries who following their men took their children and their home on their backs.  Mexican women, some of them our grandmothers, and great-grandmothers starting following their men before the revolutionary movement.  The “Soldaderas” soldier women followed the official army while fighting, before 1910. 
Don Agapito Gaytán… 
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Agapito’s mother, Felipa Rodríguez, was one of those “soldaderas” soldier women.  Agapito was born on August 18, 1900 in San Juan Ixtaltepec, Oaxaca from the same town where his parents were from. He told us: “I couldn’t go to school because we were not established in one place” My parents did send me to study because all the time we were going from one place to the other with the troops, I learned by myself, I am self taught person. 

He tells us how after arriving to Ensenada they went to Mexicali; women and children walked also, they went via Tecate through the Rumorosa , carrying the munition and part of the equipment for the battles. They would stop not to far from the firing line, they set up camp at one or two days of walking distance, making the dessert, the road, and the open country, their house.  They were part of the official army logistics. 

Midway to Mexicali, the date for the retirement of his father arrived, the Corporal Luis Gaytán, but the presence of every man was important, so in order to convince him to continue in the army they promoted him to sergeant. 

When we asked him why did the Battalion come; He answered: “I don’t think it was to protect the Colorado, I think it was to evacuate the (filibusteros) filibusters? because they were committing all kinds of abuses in all of this place” Most of them were in Mexicali, and there were from many races but there were more Mexicans and Blacks than Gringos. 

“How many battles were there against them” we asked him and he told us that he knew about two of them, although he was told that in the battle where Liutenant Miguel Guerroro was killend in Tijuana, was the first one, where the Liutenant acted bravely and that is the reason there is his statue in his memory.  (The official History registered that Liutenant Guerrero was extraordinarily brave, and a park was dedicated in his memory  in Tijuana on May 1911. 

He continued saying that the first battle he can testify to was in Mexicali, where his father was wounded, who was already sergeant and was sent with a group of soldiers to Calexico to bring provisions. They did not know if there were “filibusters” hidden.  They went and on while returning they encountered a combat and the group had to pass through the middle of firing, a bullet hit his father, the mouser’s butt was blown off and he was disabled. 

The other battle was in Tijuana.  “There was a battle there, I am sure about that ” he insisted.  

He was asked if there were people who supported Flores Magón. He told us that there wasn’t anybody supporting him, that that was the reason he lost.  Although he cannot explain himself why The United States did not take Baja California, because that region was not protected, there were very few the ones that protected it.  He tells us that the Battalion referred to as La Compñaía Fija arrived after the 8th Battalion had those combats and later on arrived the 25th Battalion, a body of volunteers and two machine-guns. All of those people became incorporated to the 8th. Battalion, they were the ones who fought in combat in Tijuana to evacuate the invaders. 

He concludes by saying that thanks to a very Mexican lady, Blasa Rodríguez, who, without any attributions or orders, only because she was a patriot went to San Diego, to the square called “of the Mexicans” to call all the ones that felt Mexicans to come and evacuate the “filibusters”. “Many came but, weapons were needed.  Blasa was not an Indian, she looked Russian, a white woman, O met her… few patriots, a lot of traitors.”

Don Agapito tells us that he started working at age 15 in Buenavista Ranch in Maneadero, with a Mexican lady.  He cut fruit and milked three cows, took care of hourses and every three days he would carry those products to sell them in Ensenada. His train was a carriage pulled by horses.” 

When he was 18 hears old an English women, who lived in Ensenada, taught him to read.  With pride he remembers having rough, clumsy, from work and she taught him with patience. He also learned some English words. 

Today, Don Agapito, that child, lives in his house, in Rancho Alegre in the Valley of Maneadero, B.C. with his second wife (the mother or his children died already)  One of his daughters, son-in-law and grandchildren live in the ranch.  It is surrounded by olive trees and he grows alfalfa and corn and in his modest house he has many magazines, some dated 1940.  He reads them over and over again. At 95 his vision is good although his hearing is not as good. His health is delicate but he maintains an admirable frame of mind and interest in continuing learning.  
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