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President Vincente Guerrero  (1782- 1831)-   Mexico 
Vicente Ramón Guerrero Saldaña was the second president of Mexico and the first to come from las clases populares (the "popular" classes), which in Spanish is a euphemism for an individual of peasant or working class background. This circumstance of birth is important because it would have a decisive effect on both Guerrero's life and death. Born in Tixtla, a village in the sierra that furnishes a backdrop to Acapulco, he was of obscure origins and racially mixed background. His birth date was August 10, 1782.

In late 1815, following the capture and execution of Morelos, Guerrero was the only major rebel leader still at large. This was the independence movement's darkest period, similar to Washington's ordeal at Valley Forge. But Guerrero persevered, keeping the rebellion alive through a protracted campaign of guerrilla warfare. As the movement began to revive, Guerrero won victories at Ajuchitán, Santa Fe, Tetela del Río, Huetamo, Tlalchapa and Cuautlotitlán, all communities in that southern region he knew so well.

Apodaca, the Spanish viceroy, had persuaded Guerrero's aged father to try and talk his son into surrender. Tearfully, the old man wrapped his arms around his son's legs and begged him to accept the Viceroy's terms. Turning to his men, Guerrero spoke these words: "Compañeros, this old man is my father. He has come to offer me rewards in the name of the Spaniards. I have always respected my father but my country comes first." Today there is a plaque on the wall of Guerrero's house in Tixtla containing this misquotation of his actual words: "Independence and liberty -- or death! My country comes before my father.

Though Bustamante's (Vice President) forces suffered initial defeats, Guerrero was captured through a ruse. Bustamante's minister of war and marine, José Antonio Facio, paid a Genoese captain fifty thousand pesos to invite Guerrero aboard his vessel, then anchored in Acapulco. Boarding the ship, Guerrero was seized and taken to the city of Oaxaca. There, after a farcical court-martial, he was executed on February 14, 1831. 

Why was Guerrero treated so cruelly? Other dissidents, notably Nicolás Bravo on the right and Leonardo Zavala on the left, were either sent into exile or allowed to resign their posts. An explanation is furnished by Jan Bazant, professor of history at the Colegio de Mexico, one that paints an unpleasant picture of racism and class prejudice. Writes Bazant: "The clue is provided by Zavala who ... noted that Guerrero was of mixed blood and that the opposition to his presidency came from (elites) ... These people (feared) racial and social subversion. Despite his revolutionary past, the wealthy creole Bravo belonged to this 'gentleman's club" as did ... Zavala, even with his radicalism...Guerrero's execution was perhaps a warning to men considered as socially and ethnically inferior not to dare to dream of becoming president."
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