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    Part 1: Maya History for Kids 
 
    A Captivating Guide to the Maya Civilization, from the Olmecs through the Founding of Teotihuacan in Ancient Mesoamerica to the Spanish Conquest 
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    Introduction 
 
    Get your Indiana Jones gear ready for this adventure! We are going on a journey to the jungles of Mesoamerica (that is the term used for Central America, or the bit that connects the continents of North and South America) to visit the splendid sights and sounds of the ancient society of the Maya people. Although many of their once splendid cities lie buried deep beneath the jungles of Central America, explorers have rediscovered and excavated (to dig out) several of these. With the help of modern technology and equipment, we now know that the Maya’s ancient cities with their rural suburbs were much larger than the cities of many other civilizations (societies) across the world at that time. 
 
    Oh, and don’t forget your whip and your sturdy ankle boots to tuck your explorer pants into because we may meet the spirits of snakes and jaguars in the jungle! Just kidding, of course, but the ancient Maya honored these animals as some of their many gods, so maybe we should be on the lookout for them.  
 
    Today’s trip must rather be undertaken with the help of this book,  
 
    its wonderful pictures, and your imagination of a lost city or two! 
 
    Ever since discovering the first huge structures built by the Mayans, historians, and researchers have been trying to figure out why and how this mighty empire came to its end. When the Spanish invaders met the Maya people around five hundred years ago, they were living in small tribal villages scattered across Central America. Their cities were just simply left deserted, and the reason is still a mystery to us.  
 
    In this book, we are going to discover how these ancient Native Americans built massive stone structures like palaces, temples, tombs, ball courts, earthen pyramids, and more, all linked by paved highways - and they did all that without ever inventing the wheel. They also did not use beasts of burden! It must have been awfully hard work indeed. 
 
    The Mayas are seen as one of the five founding civilizations in the world. This means that they are one of the very few civilizations that fully developed their own writing system. Can you imagine how clever that is – figuring out how to write symbols so that another person can understand your message?  
 
    Unfortunately, only four of their written books (which we call codices) survive today. Hmm, don’t you wonder why that is? This book will tell you about that.  
 
    We will also find out where the Maya came from, where they are today, how clever they were with mathematics and astronomy (the study of the stars and planets), what accurate calendars they were able to make, and much more.  
 
    Got your hats? Got your imagination? Come on, let’s get on with it! 
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    Chapter 1 - The Olmecs – The People before the Maya 
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    Map of the Olmec heartland 
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    Olmec Stele with Numbers, Veracruz, 600-100 BC 
 
    The humid climate, enough water, and fertile (full of minerals) soil of the lowlands in the south and central areas of the Gulf of Mexico were ideal for hunter-gatherers to start growing their food from the seeds of wild plants. This domestication (making it suitable for home use) of wild plants allowed them to settle in one place all year round. By around 1300 BCE (Before Common Era – or before Christ was born) groups of hunter-gatherers had already developed small permanent societies in this region. Although traces of the Maya people predate many of the groups that settled in this area, the Olmec people developed into a booming society before them, between 1400 and 300 BCE, with the first Mesoamerican city built by the Olmecs around 1150 BCE. They even started a writing system, as we can see from an example of their numbers on a stele in a museum in Veracruz, Mexico. 
 
    The Olmecs influenced every society after them in Mesoamerica and parts of South America, including the Maya. Scholars are not exactly sure where they came from or when they developed into a complex or high-level civilization, but their main village had grown into a city by around 1150 BCE. Today, archaeologists call this rediscovered city San Lorenzo. As you probably already know, archaeologists are the scientists who investigate and dig up old places to discover their history and secrets. 
 
    Just like the real name of the Olmec people, the locations and names of their cities and cultural centers were forgotten over time. Scholars have given their rediscovered cities new names. Most of what we know about the Olmecs comes from later cultures and some well-reasoned guesswork and ideas based on archaeological excavations and comparisons of stories from later cultures. Their cultural and material legacy spread everywhere because the Olmecs traded all over with all sorts of goods, but especially with rubber, which they made from rubber trees and vine juice. The later Aztecs even named them Olmec, which means “rubber people” in the Aztec language. 
 
    Talk about guessing! This is one of the exciting things about the study of ancient history. There are always many clever and well-thought-out ideas involved in this guessing game when you are ready to discover something new or explore a better idea about how or why something happened in the past. In the case of the Olmecs, we have a little help, though. Archaeologists and historians can understand and figure out a lot about their history and influence because they left behind well-made sculptures, reliefs (wall carvings), murals (wall paintings), and some writing on stone surfaces.  
 
    We are learning a lot of new words today, aren’t we? 
 
    San Lorenzo did not have a large population living inside the city. People lived in the surrounding areas where they made things like pottery. And they planted crops such as cotton, beans, squash, and corn – which again tells us that there was a class structure. The elite, like rulers and priests and important people, probably dwelt in the city. Peasants, manufacturers, and farmers lived around the city. The city was the cultural and religious center. This pattern is repeated in their other cities that have been discovered so far.  
 
    By the way, did you know that some lost Olmec and Maya cities in the jungles of Mesoamerica were discovered during this century because scholars asked the public – people like you and me – to investigate satellite images from Google Earth on their computers at home? A fifteen-year-old schoolboy from Canada made one of those discoveries!  
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    Olmec Colossal Heads 
 
    The Olmecs are best known for the huge stone head sculptures of basalt stone (lava). The exact stone used for the heads found in San Lorenzo was quarried more than fifty miles away from the city. Imagine moving those stones that weighed more than twenty tons each all that distance! The workforce needed to drag these huge rocks by hand without mechanical tools or beasts of burden must have been enormous. It shows us the great power which the rulers had over their people. 
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    Olmec obsidian tools 
 
    In addition, the heads with their helmet-like hats were created by carefully chipping and pounding the hard basalt stone into shape with rocks and primitive obsidian (a hard rock) and chert (another tough rock!) or flint stone tools! The current idea is that the heads were likenesses of the Olmec rulers. This once more confirms the theory (idea) that there must have been a class system in Olmec society, where some people could order others to do the hard labor. 
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    Olmec Colossal Heads 
 
    The facial features of the stone heads (which all look different) have caused much debate among scholars because they display some African likeness. Some researchers have asked if it was perhaps possible that the Olmecs and Africans had contact across the vast Atlantic Ocean at a time when other more advanced civilizations on other continents had not yet considered such an ocean journey. That is all we can say at least for now! As you can see, there is so much more to be explored with recent technology at our command. 
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    Olmec Green Stone Mask 
 
    The Olmec artists sculpted super works of art, from the enormous stone heads to small figures and masks, from stone, clay, and jade. A fine example of a beautifully polished greenstone mask is displayed at the National Museum of Anthropology in Mexico City.  
 
    They often created partly human baby and partly jaguar figures called were-jaguars, somewhat like comic book werewolves. This unique art form helped scholars to identify some ancient sites as Olmec sites. Typically, the human faces on their artwork had open or down-turned mouths, round faces, full lips, heavy eyelids, and wide noses.  
 
    We also know a bit about their religion and belief systems because they influenced later cultures, and in addition, their stone artwork has survived. We know that they worshipped their ancestors. We can see from their artwork that bloodletting (making a person bleed on purpose) may have been a part of their cultic practices. Scholars have named eight to ten different gods, but there are probably more. The corn god, the rain god, a plumed serpent, a jaguar, and hero twins are just some deities (gods) passed on through other cultures after the Olmecs disappeared. The jaguar, an animal still present in large numbers, is linked to healing rituals performed by shamans (think: Indian Healer) in Mesoamerica. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 – The Early Mayans 
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    Map of the Southern Maya area next to the Olmec territory in the Preclassical era 
 
    Credit: Madman2001 https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Larger_Southern_Maya_area_v3.svg 
 
    Archaeologists, anthropologists (they study how human groups lived through the ages), and other researchers and scholars discovered that the development from hunter-gatherer groups to people living in societies in the same place (sedentary societies) was a very long process in the Americas. Scholars divide the Maya’s history into different eras with several sub-categories under each era (time period) to better understand the process and link the steps to a timeline. 
 
    Hunter-gatherers in Mesoamerica were – like across most of the world – usually the first people to enter new areas in their quest for food. They lived on wild plants, fish, and game. They simply moved on to fresh territory when resources became scarce in an area. They often found shelter in caves or under overhanging rocks and sometimes built basic temporary shelters. They had very few personal possessions. They really knew the concept of “traveling light”! They were nomads (people who traveled from place to place, never settling forever in one place.) They only took the tools they needed and clothes for daily living, which could be carried easily.  
 
    Hunter-gatherers first moved around in families and extended family groups. Over time the groups became small tribes or clans. They adapted their stone tools and lifestyles to what was needed in new areas as they moved along. They would sometimes settle for a short while and learned how to plant and harvest wild seeds during this time. They eventually settled permanently – and in larger groups – in places with lots of year-round food and water. Later, these settlements developed into villages. That is when they started building more permanent shelters. When diverse (from different cultures) groups live together like that, they start helping each other out and sharing food like foraged fruit, nuts, and other edible plants. They also exchange tools and can hunt larger animals as a group.  
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    Preclassic Maya Pottery Urn 
 
    The earliest nomads (people who move around) in the area belonged to several different ethnic groups. This included Maya-speaking people. They often used similar (nearly the same) tools and similar containers. After they discovered how to make pottery from clay, they even made similar pottery containers.  
 
    Luckily, scholars managed to identify certain pottery styles as specific to certain groups. With this knowledge, the earliest Maya villages we currently know of were identified and dated back to settlements around 1200 BCE. Recent finds push this date back to 1800 BCE. Some settlements, which grew into villages later, grew into well-organized cities with marvels of architecture (building styles) and water systems.  
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    In Belize, scholars found the oldest settlement of Maya people at the ancient site of Colha, dating back to the early pre-classic period. Archaeologists and other researchers found many workshops for making tools from flint and obsidian. Waste chips and materials were left after making these tools. Scientific investigation of the waste materials showed that the obsidian tools were made from material imported from Cuello, and the chert tools were manufactured from flint found locally. 
 
    The left-over stone edges helped scientists decide that tools were adapted for use on different kinds of vegetation in this new area. Some of the chert tools (quarried and manufactured in the area after this time) helped scholars trace Colha’s wide trade throughout the Maya civilization.  
 
    Who doesn’t like chocolate? Guess what! We have the early Mayans to thank for this treat! They were the first people to make chocolate, and it was right here at Colha where they discovered how to make it from cacao beans.  
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    Preclassic Maya Pottery Bowl 
 
    At Corozal and Cuello, two other ancient Mayan sites in modern-day Belize, archaeologists found what they believe is the first Maya pottery style. This helped to date the sites back to settlements of around 1200 BCE! Using pottery to figure out when civilizations existed also helps solve other difficult puzzles; who lived here – and when? What different types of people lived together – and why? While many may disagree, we do know for sure that Maya groups were settling in these areas way back in 1200 BCE – that’s around 3300 years ago!  
 
    We also know that domestication of plants and animals (learning to grow the plants and taming animals) was taking place.  
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    The Maya people became farmers. They cultivated maize (corn), fruits, cacao, chili peppers, beans, and some root vegetables. We know that Mesoamerican hunter-gatherers had already figured out how to grow maize from a type of grass – thousands of years before settling! Later, this food became the staple food (the basic, most often used) of the Mayas and many other people worldwide.  
 
    The Mayas even had a corn god! 
 
    Their diet included meat – from dogs, ducks, deer, armadillos, fish, turtles, and later turkeys. Yes, you read that right! They ate the meat of their domesticated (tamed) dogs – dogs that used to go hunting with them. They still hunted and foraged for other meat, though, to add to their food sources.  
 
    During this early pre-classic phase between around 2000 BCE and 1000 BCE, the Maya speaking people developed their own ideas, habits, and social styles. Meanwhile, the Olmecs had settled in nearby areas. They were developing faster than the Mayas and other groups and became the first complex Mesoamerican civilization. The Olmecs influenced the culture and belief systems of the Maya. The Maya based their structures, pyramids, religious practices, myths, and some of their gods on the habits and stories developed by the Olmecs. They traded extensively with the Olmecs. We think that a lot of the Olmec culture spread to the Maya through trading!  
 
    Now that we know how the Mayas settled and became farmers, it is time to move on …. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 – The Expansion: From Villages to City-States 
 
    The Maya civilization developed at different speeds in different regions where they settled. Archaeologists and other scientists are discovering new evidence about this all the time, and there is still so much to find out! 
 
    The next phase, where the people in and around the farming villages changed to a different kind of society, started as early as 1800 BCE. Other groups didn’t change until 1200 BCE – 1000 BCE. The Maya made great progress during this period, and by the end of that time, they were on the edge of becoming a great civilization.  
 
    In some places, that progress was already on display; cities with plazas and huge buildings, excellent irrigation (watering systems) networks, armies, pottery, and the use of luxury goods like mirrors and jewelry. 
 
    The earliest changes began in the villages around the coast of the Pacific Ocean in today’s Guatemala.  
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    Southern Maya area sites 
 
    It looks like the Maya people who settled in this area were pioneers – getting there before others. It is yet another mystery to be solved! The exciting thing is that new excavations and modern methods of analyzing the information are changing what we used to think about the timelines. For example, researchers working at other sites during this century – like in the El Mirador basin, believe that the Maya Civilization may have started there. 
 
    Fast forward a few hundred years (starting around 800 BCE when changes began to be obvious), and we find that many of the Maya villages had grown into their own little countries, called city-states. There were towns and cities, and to be a city, you had to have somebody running everything that the group depended on. Where everybody just does everything however and whenever they wanted to? Imagine if you wanted to get some clean drinking water in a stream, and another person before you just had washed in it? Yuck! Can you imagine what a mess it would be to live with bigger and bigger groups of people with no rules?  
 
    There must also be a leader to organize people when a big job needs to be done. Jobs like digging a trench to separate the drinking water from the washing water or building a room where everyone can come together. At first, such a leader may be the strongest or cleverest, or most popular person in the group. This person must think about all the best ways for all the people, rather than being selfish.  
 
    Then, the people must decide for themselves whether they want to follow this person’s suggestions. The Maya leaders may have started like that, but as the groups changed and became more tricky to lead, they became rulers. Each city that developed was called a city-state because they were independent of other cities – and each city-state had its own ruler, temples, palaces, and ball courts. 
 
    The ruler was the big boss. He (and very seldom, she) appointed the other people to make decisions in different government areas. Priests were extremely high up in the class structure because the Maya believed that their gods had all the power over their lives. They were a part of the city’s elite (important or privileged people), together with the rulers and all the other influential people. Scholars have found evidence that the elite lived inside the cities in some city-states, and the common people (farmers and workers) lived outside the cities.  
 
    Even though the Maya civilization was spread across a large area (and they ruled their cities like small countries), they shared the same culture. That means that they had the same beliefs, values, attitudes, tools, weapons, and lifestyle. Scholars guess that some of their religious beliefs and their group of gods may have developed from stories told by their ancestors. Some were based on real events that happened to those ancestors a long time before spreading out in separate groups.  
 
    The cities also had their own armies, and the military leaders and many of the soldiers were part of the city’s elite. The Maya needed armies because they sometimes had to defend their possessions against others who wanted them for themselves. More often, though, they were the ones who wanted something – in other words, they were the aggressors. We know from their artwork that the Maya sometimes sacrificed humans, and we think they sometimes went to war just to catch soldiers of the enemy’s army – to sacrifice them.  
 
    La Blanca 
 
    There are thousands of known ancient Maya sites in Guatemala and thousands more to be discovered! La Blanca is one of the sites where archaeologists have made many interesting discoveries this century. The buildings on the acropolis (highest point) already excavated by archaeologists are – like many other archaeological sites – covered with modern roofs today. This protects them from the weather. 
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    The acropolis at La Blanca Maya ruins 
 
    Credit: Simon Burchell https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:La_Blanca,_Pet%C3%A9n_5.jpg#/media/File:La_Blanca,_Pet%C3%A9n_5.jpg 
 
    At times, La Blanca was the ruling city over a few smaller cities. It was on the trade route connecting the Lowland Maya to the Highland Maya. It developed from around 900 BCE – 600 BCE and lasted right through until about 900 CE.  
 
    The Maya built huge palaces here, with one of the widest vaults (a roof in the form of an arch) in the Maya world. Like many other palaces and grand buildings of the Maya, they added to these buildings from time to time.  
 
    Archaeologists call the structures beneath other structures sub-structures. Because people built over and around the older structures, many important discoveries found there are in good condition. Modern research in La Blanca (and other ancient cities in Guatemala) is making archaeologists rethink the timeline of the Pre-Classic Maya. It looks like the people were much more advanced sooner than scientists previously thought! 
 
    Kaminaljuyu 
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    Maya Stele 
 
    Another important city-state at this time was Kaminaljuyu. This city grew rich and busy from the Middle Pre-Classic period and lasted until the final phase of the Maya civilization, although there were times when they did not do so well. Much of this ancient city today lies beneath the capital city of Guatemala, including carved stelae (a standing stone slab), sculptures, and monuments. 
 
    They traded a lot with local obsidian from a nearby village. They also traded with jade and cacao, which they got from other sources. They had trade connections with other Maya city-states, as well as other communities outside Maya areas. Most of what we know today was discovered through tunneling beneath modern Guatemala City! 
 
    We probably will never know how big the ancient Maya city of Kaminaljuyu really was. The city has the largest number of broken pottery pieces in the world – hundreds of thousands! Scholars have also identified at least twelve ball courts, some palaces, temples, and other monuments, but sadly much of the ruins have been destroyed with modern building developments.  
 
    What we DO know for sure is that the city was an important trading center - connecting the coastal areas with their salt, seafood, and shells and the Mayan Lowlands with their highly regarded bird feathers and jaguar skins. These – and many other goods from different areas –were traded in Kaminaljuyu. 
 
    The City of Nakbe 
 
    The city of Nakbe in the Mirador basin reached its best stage during the Middle Pre-classic period, and then it started to decline around 300 BCE. It must have been a beautiful city with many large buildings, monuments, temples, pyramids, and carved stone works. Can you imagine beautiful limestone buildings and monuments built around open spaces called plazas? Some stairways even had a row of masks made from stucco (a kind of clay plaster), probably painted in bright colors.  
 
    In Nakbe, archaeologists excavated the oldest ball court that we know of! Some carved scenes at this early Maya site were repeated in one of the few Maya codices (books) that we still have left. This helped scholars to know that, although Nakbe was deserted by 900 CE, the Mayas must have kept the same religious beliefs for more than a thousand years. 
 
    At first, scholars thought that the Mayas were peaceful people involved with their own pursuits, such as astronomy and mathematics. Then they discovered mass graves with chopped-off heads and stone carvings of battles on buildings . . . and they began to see a different picture. We now know that the Maya were a warrior nation, often at war with each other or neighboring areas. Together with later writings of their hieroglyphs on stone, the carvings and paintings tell stories of bloody battles. These battles were often followed by ritual ball games in which the ruler and other elite of the winning side played against their captured enemies. After the game, the losers were either killed in honor of the gods or made into slaves. On the monuments, the rulers or priests who made the sacrifices are dressed in fancy costumes to look like the gods of the underworld.  
 
    It looks like the rulers led their armies in battle. They are pictured on carvings and murals with feathered headdresses, and a kind of body armor (protective clothing) made from thick cotton dipped in saltwater to make it stronger. The Mayans had quite an arsenal (group of weapons) to fight with. It included spears, bows and arrows, lances, blowguns, slingshots, clubs, axes, knives, and later, throwing spears. The clubs sometimes had sharp pieces of obsidian implanted in them, which could cut into their enemies. If these obsidian pieces were long enough, they could even chop off a head! Maya armies sometimes cleverly used captured hornets (wasps) in breakable containers they threw at their enemies. You can imagine how the angry hornets would immediately attack, distracting the enemy from the battle!  
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    Maya Stele 
 
    Warfare was a matter of honor in the Maya culture and closely tied to their religion. In fact, we believe that almost everything they did was tied to their spiritual beliefs. They believed that spilling blood honored their gods, especially the blood of their enemies, but also their own. Warriors were praised and admired. The kings, called “ahau” in Maya, often appear as warriors on the stelae and other stone carvings and murals at many excavated Maya cities. They are shown with their feet standing on a victim's body and a weapon in one hand. 
 
    In May of 2013, archaeologists announced the discovery of the oldest tomb of a Maya ruler in Tak’alik Ab’aj. This made some scholars think that this ruler marked the change from Olmec culture to Maya culture. The beginning of the Maya tribes is dated hundreds of years earlier, though. It dated to between 400 and 700 BCE when the growing city showed a deep Olmec influence. 
 
    Some of the relics in and near the tomb are the same as items usually found in the burials of rulers in the Olmec city of La Venta. A pendant found on a buried person’s neck was very similar to pendants found in La Venta. Maybe this city was even a mixed Olmec and Maya city before it became a truly Mayan city? Another few pieces of the puzzle are yet to be discovered before we can know for sure.  
 
    Another guessing game: new evidence was found by archaeologists who excavated the early Maya site, Ceibal, in Guatemala. Up to recent times, it was accepted that the Maya built pyramids linked to plazas (following the example of the Olmecs – especially from their capital city La Venta). But at Ceibal, there are clear examples of pyramids before pyramids were being built in La Venta.  
 
    A perfect example is a huge platform that is more than 180-feet long and higher than three feet tall. It dates to 1000 BCE, and is next to a small pyramid structure dated to 850 BCE – again - before the plaza-with-pyramid style at La Venta. The archaeologists tell us there is other similar, older structures southwest of Ceibal – built by people other than the Maya or the Olmecs.  
 
    Some more ruler’s tombs have been discovered since that tomb, known as the “Tomb of the Vulture Lord.” There will probably be many more such discoveries!  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 – Amazing Mathematicians and Writers 
 
    During the following period, known as the Late Pre-classic, the Maya cities grew into ever stronger and more developed city-states, each with their rulers, priests, elite, armies, farmers, and manufacturers. The city-states at times ruled over a few other states, but the Maya people were never one country with a central government. Their trade networks grew between each other and with outside nations. Just like their wars! As their tastes and needs changed, they imported what they wanted and exported what they had plenty of. They learned how to change how they built their temples and monuments – especially around central plazas.  
 
    As far as we know, the Mayas were the first people in the world to work out the concept (meaning and existence) of zero. They were very clever mathematicians – and that helped them figure out many difficult building problems such as palaces, pyramids, irrigation (watering systems), and channels. It also helped with calendars – or, more correctly, the measurement of time. Many of their inventions were based on things started by the Olmecs before them, but they figured it all out and used it.  
 
    Do you know that most of what we do and much of what we know can be figured out with the help of mathematics? Did you know that math (the science of numbers) affects all time and space around us? We use numbers and calculations without even thinking about it. Knowing our age – or even the number of groceries our parents buy for each week –involves numbers and sums.  
 
    The Mayas were so good at mathematics that they built huge buildings and causeways (roads) that were worked out perfectly as to size and length – they even lined them up with stars at certain times! 
 
    They developed time measurements and calendars that still surprise us today. They used their observations of astronomy (the movements of the sun, moon, planets, and stars) to predict eclipses – like when the moon passes between the sun and the earth, blocking the sunlight even during the day. They used mathematics to calculate the paths of the planets, especially Venus. They had separate calendars for religious ceremonies (260 days per cycle) and normal worldly things (365 days per cycle). They had a calendar known as the Long Count, which worked out time for thousands of years into the future.  
 
    [image: A picture containing building, building material, stone  Description automatically generated] 
 
    Stelae with Mayan writing 
 
    The Maya civilization is the only nation in the Americas that worked out its own writing system. We must learn twenty-six letters to be able to write and read today. Imagine how it must have been for the Maya who used eight hundred different glyphs (symbols)! And yet, we believe that many of the Maya elite were literate – that means that they could read or write or do both! The Maya hieroglyphs were still used almost two hundred years after their conquest by Spain. 
 
    The Maya made paper from the bark of fig trees. As you know, we also use wood today to make our paper – but this kind of material does not last very long. It deteriorates (breaks down) as time passes, especially in wet climates.  
 
    Maya writers wrote down the stories of their people that previous generations had told their children, and those children told their children – and so on – until they invented writing. Luckily, future generations copied from older writings and kept copying them through the years. We still do that today, making sure that we preserve the oldest writings we have. Many ancient texts are copied onto the internet today, and we can look them up on our computers or smartphones! 
 
    The Maya books did not have pages. Instead, they were long pieces of paper that were folded up like an accordion. 
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    Maya Hieroglyphs 
 
    When the Spanish invaded their areas, they brought their Christian priests with them. They were horrified (shocked) by the beliefs of the Mayas and tried to teach them about Christianity. They burned all the Maya books that they could find. Today we only have four of their books left! We call these books codices (or codex for one.) Luckily, the Maya wrote many glyphs on the stone of their monuments, stelae, and statues, as we inscribe on metal plates at the foot of our statues. Some of their writing has been deciphered (decoded and understood) by clever scholars. However, they are still struggling, mainly with the older forms of writing like that discovered in this century at a place called San Bartolo, where the writing seems to date back to the third century BCE. Other places where scholars found writing include doorposts and pottery.  
 
    I wonder what scientists in the future will learn about us if they must figure it out from the things that remain after hundreds or thousands of years? 
 
    This is an interesting topic to discuss. Remember, no paper or working electronic devices would be left. Can you think what else would be gone? And what will remain for them to use to figure out how we lived and what we did? I 
 
    What scientists have found from Maya texts (at least, the ones they’ve decoded) has changed what they thought of the ancient Maya.  
 
    Artwork 
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    Maya Ceramic Serpent 
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    Maya Ceramic Sabre-tooth Cat 
 
    Their artwork became finer, and they made beautiful jewelry, pottery, and figurines from jade, clay, stone, and shells. From the Maya art of this time, it is clear that they were often busy with wars or small battles and religious ceremonies. They fought with other Maya cities and with neighboring countries. Their art shows warriors fighting and rulers winning battles, followed by ball games and religious ceremonies. Beautiful and bright colors are still visible on their paintings and monuments because a lot of this artwork was on buildings that became sub-structures (becoming covered by soil through the years). 
 
    The Maya used a special blue color that is even called Maya Blue because it is so outstanding! They believed that blue was the gods' color and used it on pottery, murals, textiles, monuments, and temples. Later, Mayas painted their victims with this blue to honor the gods before sacrificing them. 
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    Maya Necklace 
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    Kaminaljuyu and El Mirador on the map of Maya 
 
    During this time in Maya history, their big cities flourished (grew well). Two of those cities became very strong and, at times, ruled over neighboring cities. In the Maya Highlands, it was Kaminaljuyu, today’s Guatemala City. As mentioned before, we may never know how big this city was at its best time because so much of modern-day Guatemala City is built over it. Researchers are constantly excavating new finds under the city and in surrounding areas.  
 
    The city was originally built on the side of Miraflores Lake, which dried up centuries ago. The Snake Mound is what’s left of a complex water system built by Mayans above the ground to supply the city with water. It is the largest Mayan water system we know of, with its raised canals running three miles over the city!  
 
    At its peak, Kaminaljuyu ruled over several lesser city-states nearby and on the coastal plain near the Pacific Ocean. This gave them control over many of their needed goods, such as obsidian, seafood, cacao fields, jade, and more. At the end of the Pre-Classic period, the city declined and was abandoned for a few hundred years until resettled after 400 CE.  
 
    The other important city-state at this time was El Mirador in the lowlands of Guatemala. Discoveries at this site have pushed the date of advanced Maya developments back by hundreds of years. Some of the large complexes of plazas, platforms, and pyramids date back to 600 BCE. The famous La Dante pyramid is 232 feet high. Scientists know that this building has the most materials ever used on one building in the ancient world!  
 
    El Mirador ruled over all the cities in the Mirador valley for many years during the Late Pre-Classic period. Some scholars call the area the “Cradle of the Maya” because they are convinced that the Maya became a civilization here. Over 50 sites have been excavated and examined in the Mirador basin, and there are new ones discovered every year. The city had magnificent causeways (raised roads) linking important places and connecting it to other cities. Researchers believe El Mirador’s layout was based on star patterns like Orion's constellation (group of stars).  
 
    This city and other great Mayan cities were abandoned around 200 CE. El Mirador was, however, resettled and grew important again from around 600 CE to around 900 CE. Finally, it was swallowed up by the jungle. Researchers have no explanation – yet - for the collapse of the Maya civilization at the end of the Pre-Classic period. Like the later collapse (around 900 CE), they guess it could be climate change, war with each other or outsiders, diseases, or food shortages. A team of archaeologists and other scholars working there are discovering new possibilities all the time.  
 
    An archaeologist working at El Mirador for decades believes that the food shortage was to blame. He thinks they overused the soil and destroyed too many natural resources – like trees. The Maya people used lime to plaster buildings, floors, and roads. Manufacturing this powdered limestone takes enormous heat, and so the Maya chopped down large numbers of trees to keep up with the demand for plaster, which was a status symbol even in houses. In addition, the swamps (where they got fertile soil to grow their food on terraces and gardens) changed over the years. A lot of clay was washed into that swamp, so the mud was no longer good for growing plants.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 – The Founding of Teotihuacan 
 
    Do you know what a World Heritage Site is? UNESCO is part of the United Nations – an organization made up of countries worldwide. They choose World Heritage Sites from places nominated by countries. These sites must have an international (worldwide) value because of their importance to all the world's people. If chosen, the site is protected by international laws. Such places can be natural or man-made. Teotihuacan is such an amazing ancient place, and scholars believe it was one of the first great cities on the western side of the world.  
 
    We do not know who built this city, but it was founded between 150 BCE (some researchers say as early as 400 BCE) and 200 CE, reaching its peak around 400 CE. It lies in a side valley of The Valley of Mexico – 30 miles northeast of modern-day Mexico City.  
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    Location of Teotihuacán on the map 
 
    This city became one of the most powerful at its peak, dominating the entire region! Teotihuacan had more than 200,000 inhabitants. The Aztecs discovered the abandoned city more than a thousand years later. They were so impressed by the magnificent beauty that they named it Teotihuacan, which means “the place where the gods were created” or “the city of the gods.” We do not know what its people called it – and we don’t know who they were, where they came from, or which deities (gods) they worshiped. 
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    Teotihuacan: Model of Citadel 
 
    This city (Teotihuacan) looks as if trained town planners created it; it is neatly laid out along a grid (block) pattern. The architecture and building styles were much like other cities from the Early Classic Maya period, but researchers have discovered styles of other Mesoamerican groups all over the city.  
 
    Did they influence these other cultures, or did they influence them?  
 
    Was this perhaps a cosmopolitan (mixed cultures and people) city? Goods like ceramics (baked clay) objects and green obsidian from this area have been found in Maya cities. Did they get there from trading with others or from Teotihuacan people invading Maya cities? There are many traces of the Maya people in the city. Archeologists have uncovered decorated pottery and colorful murals of Maya people. At one place, they found that more than a third of the pottery shards (broken pieces) were of Maya style.  
 
    A curious fact about the city: no army quarters have been found to date! Maybe that means they lived a peaceful lifestyle … but, no. Archeologists discovered evidence of cruel torture and human sacrifice. There are also items of warfare from Teotihuacan found in Maya cities, including a monument of a king (from Maya city, Copan) dressed in full Teotihuacan ruler costume, including their war eye-protection (goggles) made of shells, and carrying a Teotihuacan shield. 
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    Archaeologists have found evidence that the people of Teotihuacan sacrificed animals and humans. Bones of headless humans were found at the magnificent Temple of the Moon. At one end of this temple is a very wide, straight main road running for more than one and a half miles. The road is lined with temples and pyramids. When the Aztecs found these later (covered up by jungle), they thought the mounds looked like tombs, so they named it The Avenue of the Dead. Later, they found another road –crossing the wide north-south Avenue of the Dead – dividing the central city into four quarters. If the Avenue of the Dead went further, it would lead directly to the sacred peak of the extinct volcano Cerro Gordo! Hmmm… this makes researchers think that the city may have been built by groups of people fleeing from erupting volcanoes! They might have fled the lava, ending up in Teotihuacan.  
 
    Teotihuacan covered an area of eight square miles. The city had many advanced features, like a river that was diverted (its natural course was changed) to channel clean water to the inhabitants. Archaeologists have so far found thousands of main buildings, including residential compounds, pyramid temples, palaces for the elite and priests, and plazas. 
 
    Pyramid of the Sun 
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    Teotihuacan: Pyramid of the Sun 
 
    The Pyramid of the Sun is the largest pyramid in the city and the third-largest pyramid in the world as far as we know to date. It is on the east side of The Avenue of the Dead. The inside is filled with rubble and older buildings. The outside was plastered with lime stucco and then covered with colorful wall paintings.  
 
    Pyramid of the Moon and Moon Plaza 
 
    We do not know which god was worshipped here because the temple on top of the pyramid has been destroyed, and the murals on the side have faded away. 
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    Pyramid of The Moon 
 
    The Pyramid of the Moon is at the northern end of The Avenue of the Dead. It stands in a complex called the Moon Plaza, together with fifteen smaller pyramids and other buildings. During excavations from 1998 to 2004, archaeologists discovered that there were seven sub-structures beneath the pyramid. They also discovered funeral and ceremonial objects; this helped them learn about some of the religious practices of the Teotihuacan’s. 
 
    The smallest of the three main pyramids of Teotihuacan is the most fascinating! The Aztecs were so impressed when they discovered it that they named it after their chief god, Quetzalcoatl. The temple was built in phases, and many victims were sacrificed at each phase. It is decorated with stone heads, probably of the snake god, believed to weigh around four tons each. That is 8,000 pounds each! 
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    Temple of Quetzalcoatl 
 
    These heavy heads were somehow fixed to the steep sides, where they remain to this day! It is one of the most famous Mesoamerican pyramids because of its decorations. Two of the sculpted faces of the heads face outwards.  
 
    One is that of the Feathered Serpent, but the other one keeps scholars guessing. Some believe it may be an image of the old Fire Serpent from Mesoamerican myths linked to warfare, fire, and time.  
 
    The Pyramid of the Serpent had a stadium; people could watch the ceremonies and rituals from there. This plaza was called a citadel (or Cuidadela) by the Spaniards. It is an enormous enclosure that could hold as many as 100,000 people. Kings or rulers would call the inhabitants to the citadel for social, political, and ritual gatherings. This plaza was around 45,000 square feet and is close to where The Avenue of the Dead crosses the east-west main road. It is in front of the Pyramid of the Serpent. Scholars think the people used this plaza for parades.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 - The Mayan Golden Age 
 
    The Maya civilization reached its peak around 250 CE to 600 CE. Scholars call this the Golden Age of the Maya. During this time, the Maya were spread across parts of the modern areas of Belize, Honduras, Guatemala, Mexico, and San Salvador. The city-states grew larger and larger as the people grew more. That meant that they needed more land for more food to feed all the people. More buildings were needed to house the people. More temples and other public buildings were needed for gatherings. And, of course, more (and bigger) ball courts!  
 
    The cities became rich from the loot gained during wars. Whenever they needed something, a city-state would just go to war with another state that had what they wanted - food, land, tools, and gems – even human captives to enslave or sacrifice.  
 
    These city-states each had their rulers, and each came from the same family for generation after generation because the Maya believed that the kings were direct descendants of the gods. When the same family rules this way, it’s called a dynasty. The Maya called the rulers “Kuhul Ajaw” or holy lords. They believed that the rulers were the mediators (someone who settled disagreements) between them and their gods. In this role, the kings performed serious religious ceremonies and rituals while dressed as a god. They wore magnificent feather headdresses and held beautifully crafted ceremonial weapons. 
 
    Archaeologists can see that most Maya cities were not built according to a plan. It looks like the cities just grew outwards in all directions from a central point. Maybe an important building, a pyramid, or plaza served as the starting point. New plazas with new pyramids and administrative buildings (like office headquarters) were added a little further away, and people would settle around these. Several plaza-pyramid centers and ball courts (for the ulama game) were built in the larger city-states. 
 
    The Classic Period of the Maya civilization was when the people perfected their distinctive form of writing. They also completed their complex calendars. During this time, the Maya recorded events about history, politics, religion, and social activities; they recorded these events on paper, altars, stelae, and buildings, showing the dates that those things happened. Because of their great recordkeeping, we have the names, dates, and stories of many of their wars, rulers, and dynasties. The rulers of the city-states gave great importance to their scholars who did the math and read the information from the stars (astrology), resulting in magnificent temples that lined up to the stars, planets, and equinoxes.  
 
    The architecture of the Classic Period was elaborate (fancy and complex). They built huge stone buildings and corbel-vaulted roofs (four-sided roofs with two sides joining up to form a covered tunnel). Architecture during this Classic Period is seen today in the stone pyramids, palaces, and ball courts of the Maya.  
 
    Pottery and ceramics (baked clay items) were refined, and the Maya developed polychrome ceramics – meaning they were painted in many colors. Polychrome pottery has been dug up at many different sites, showing religious rituals, battles, and trading between neighboring city-states. Apart from showing us the progress in art styles and clay types, this colorful artwork also helps us understand Maya culture and events recorded on their pottery. 
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    Map describing the Tikal and Calakmul wars 
 
    City-states were constantly at war with each other during this period. One such series of wars was fought between the two most powerful city-states in the Maya lowlands: Tikal and Calakmul. These two city-states were the strongest in this region for centuries! Their constant battle to gain more power led to one war after another. This was only made worse by the smaller city-states always switching loyalty. Three major wars resulted from this. They were called the First War (537 CE – 572 CE), the Second War (650CE – 690 CE), and the Third War (720 CE – 744 CE). Both city-states were powerful, and each had wide trade networks that brought wealth and prosperity to their kingdoms. They were fighting for control of trade with other regions.  
 
    Tikal and Calakmul 
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    Calakmul 
 
    Before the wars, a ruler named Chak Tok Ich’aac I, or Great Jaguar Paw of Tikal, was killed by foreign invaders. The new dynasty that took over the Tikal kingship started the constant wars between Tikal and Calakmul, drug smaller city-states into the battle. Once, Dos Pilas and Calakmul defeated Tikal in a savage battle. Records of this are found on stelae with inscriptions that tell of “piles of heads” and “pools of blood.”  
 
    In another battle afterward, Tikal defeated Calakmul; this fight is described in inscriptions that refer to “bringing down the flint and shield.” Tikal won the third great battle, but the constant wars caused a decline in the whole area. Tikal later regained some of its former glory under a new ruler. 
 
    There was a great revival in the late classic period after centuries of fighting and unrest among the Maya city-states. They entered a new era of outstanding growth and development. This new era was wealthy, high in social and cultural activities, and had bold political goals. The larger and more complexly built ancient buildings we see today are mostly from this period. Often, the original building lies beneath the newer one.  
 
    Cancue 
 
    At Cancué, a 200-room palace covers 247,570 square feet; that’s over five football fields! This majestic limestone palace was built for King Taj Chan Ahk in 770 CE. The high outside walls were covered with beautiful works of art showing the deities and the dynasty of kings in the Mayan world. Eleven interior plazas and three ball courts have been discovered in the palace so far. There was even a royal bathing pool! 
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    Remains of Cancue’s limestone palace 
 
    Cancué was a capital city over an area of smaller cities during the late Mayan era. Archaeologists have found that while the rest of the Maya civilization was declining and at war, the Passion River Kingdom in Guatemala thrived. Beautiful art found there shows this was an important trade center that became rich by controlling the shipping routes. It is located on the River de la Pasiόn, between the northern lowlands and the southern highlands. They traded in jade, obsidian, and exotic feathers and made money without warring with neighboring city-states.  
 
    This site does not have any pyramids like the sites built during the golden age of the Maya. Still, archaeologists have found altars in the palace and surrounding areas, leading them to question how these people worshipped. They wonder why there are no pyramids or elaborate (fancy) courtyards with statues. Where are the huge-stepped pyramids found in other places? One theory (guess) is that Cancué’s people were less religious and more interested in being a trading center. The city had a paved plaza 1-1/2 miles long, which could have been used as a marketplace. This idea leaves many questions, though! Close by, the Candelaria Caves were used for ceremonies, and the Maya had holy respect for these caves and natural underground tunnels; they saw them as places of the gods and creation and believed the passages led to the underworld.  
 
    Yaxchilan 
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    Temple remains in Yaxchilan 
 
    Yaxchilan is another important ancient city of the Maya. It is in modern Mexico (in the state of Chiapas) on the banks of the river Usumacinta. Little is known about this city in the early Maya era, but it became a flourishing and powerful city in the Late Classic period. Its rival city was Piedras Negras, and the two cities were often in conflict. The architectural designs show the clear difference between these two rival kingdoms. Yaxchilan engaged in other wars with Tikal and Palenque. They controlled smaller cities in this region and reached their peak around 742 CE. Scientists found well-preserved hieroglyphs that explain the ruling dynasties and the history of this kingdom. When it was strongest in power, the Yaxchilan kingdom included the regional city-states that traded along the river routes.  
 
    The war between Yaxchilan and Piedras Negras is recorded on the Piedras Negras Stela, and it shows that Yaxchilan lost to Piedras Negras. A new ruler in Piedras Negras gained control over many other city-states – and he liked to build! He created many large structures, increased control over the river trade routes, and made this a wealthy kingdom.  
 
    But in the end, Yaxchilan declared war on Piedras Negras again, capturing the ruler in 790 CE and ending his dynasty. They also destroyed the city.  
 
    Tikal 
 
    Tikal was the mightiest Maya city-state of them all, located in the northern region of Petén. More than 10,000 people lived in the middle of this independent city-state, and over 3,000 buildings have been dug up! These structures ranged from large temples to small mounds, all in an area of six square miles; that’s over 2,900 football fields!  
 
    It doesn’t look like anyone planned the town very well. There is no sign of central streets connecting homes or other buildings, and archaeologists discovered that ordinary people lived in small settlements (or hamlets) outside the center. These hamlets had between 50 -100 dwellings often grouped around smaller ceremonial centers. The archaeologists and scholars named these zones, and they were like small communities (suburbs) with churches, shopping centers, and farmland. These zones developed around areas with fertile soil and a water source for the Maya to cultivate their crops.  
 
    Tikal had six large pyramids that we know about; the biggest one was over 230 feet high! There were probably around 60,000 to 70,000 people living in and around the city-state at its very best. This made Tikal one of the most powerful city-states in the history of the Maya Empire. The rulers of Tikal could draw on the resources and efforts of more than 60,000 people for wars, construction works, and manufacturing, and they traded with other city-states for various goods. From the evidence found on this site, they developed many different kinds of art and led an intellectually (thinking) exciting life.  
 
    Copan 
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    Example of a plateau 
 
    The ancient city-state of Copán was built on a man-made plateau of twelve acres (516,000 sq. ft). Copán became a major city-state in the Early Classic Period (250 CE – 550 CE). Its rulers claimed Copán as their own in 331 CE, and the first one we know of was named K’inich Yax K’uk Mo’. Archaeologists think that he was not originally from Copán but maybe came from Tikal. He was first in the line of 16 recorded rulers over this major Maya city-state and given credit for conquering the surrounding city-states and increasing the trade with many other areas, making Copán a wealthy city in control of jade and obsidian trade.  
 
    Palenque 
 
    Another famous Maya city of this period was Palenque – one of the most beautiful Maya sites today! The overgrown abandoned city was discovered on the hills above the Usumacinta floodplain during the 1800s. It only became world-famous after the discovery of a spectacular tomb under one of its temples in 1952.  
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    Palenque temple 
 
    Palenque was once called the Red City because . . . you guessed it! All the buildings were painted red! The builders and architects of Palenque built palaces with mansard-type roofs. This means that the roof is four-sided with two slopes on every side.  
 
    Archaeologists have found interesting and beautiful stucco reliefs (a 3D picture that hangs on a wall) showing the rulers, the gods, and the ceremonies and rituals performed by the rulers or priests during ritual sacrifices. 
 
    Like you would imagine a palace today, the main palace has interior courtyards with rooms leading from the passages. It has a 4-story square tower at the top, which might have been used as a place to study the stars or as a lookout for enemies. A stream that flowed through the city was channeled underneath the palace through a corbel-vaulted tunnel. The city is known for its many pyramid-shaped temples, palaces, man-made fountains, and pools, and of course, the tomb of King Pacal the Great. The most famous temples were named by early archaeologists: Temple of the Cross, Temple of the Sun, and Temple of the Foliated Cross. They named the temples after the cross-like images that can be seen on two of the beautiful reliefs. Now, we know those to be pictures of the tree of creation, which is at the center of Maya mythology. The inner chamber of each of these temples has figures of two people presenting gifts to another person. Archaeologists believe these showed K’inich B’ahlam (Palenque’s ruler) when he was just six years old during a palace ceremony, and the other showed him at 48 years old – when he became king.  
 
    One of the most spectacular finds at Palenque was the crypt deep inside the Temple of Inscriptions of King Pacal the Great. His sarcophagus (stone coffin) had the remains of a very tall man and the richest treasure of jade that has ever been found! The remains had a facemask of jade, and jade pieces covered his body.  
 
    The most exciting thing about Palenque is that archaeologists think they have only uncovered about ten percent of the site. More knowledge and treasures are waiting ….  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 - The Decline of the Mayans 
 
    [image: Map  Description automatically generated] 
 
    Map of the Maya World 
 
    The Late Classic Period ranged from 600 CE to 1000 CE, and in some cases, to 1100 CE. When it comes to Mayan history, there is much disagreement about this era. Archaeological evidence was damaged and sometimes completely destroyed – often due to the humid climate of this area. Sometimes enemies ruined evidence back then, and in more modern times, looters may have stolen some. The wet climate destroyed murals, colors, and even building materials above the ground; only murals uncovered in underground sub-structures were preserved. The historical events recorded on weak materials have been lost to scholars forever. Looters found a busy market for stolen items across the world, especially for precious metals and gems. They tunneled into sub-structures and chopped out pieces with writing or carving on them, making the bits that were left impossible to read. 
 
    There is so little evidence of the Maya Classic Period, leading to many differences of opinion between archaeologists, scholars, and historians. These arguments actually have a name: the Maya Controversy. This controversy (different opinions) is fueled by the information found at archaeological sites from the Late Classic Period onward. Sites that the Lowland Maya built were thought to be cities, but other researchers think they were just ceremonial sites, lived in by rulers, their friends, and staff.  
 
    Common people of this era often lived on raised earthen mounds, which lifted their homes from the ground, keeping them and their possessions dry from running water. The Maya generally buried their dead underneath the floors of their houses, and then they abandoned the house! So, even though there are many house mounds at a site, archaeologists cannot be sure they are there because the city was growing or people were just moving from house to house. An example of this disagreement is at Tikal, where some researchers guess up to 200,000 people could have lived according to the large number of house mounds found on the site. Other researchers question this idea because of the burial habit; they wonder if there would have been enough food in the area for so many people. 
 
    Environmental factors such as temperature, water availability, and overworked soil limit how large a city-state could grow. In the urban lowlands, the clever Maya developed a raised and terraced farming land system, called chinampa in Maya, built from fertile soil dug out from the surrounding marshlands. New soil was constantly added on top leading to higher and higher crop fields. This way of farming was used all over the Maya settlements and would have allowed good population growth.  
 
    Scholars guess that population growth and agricultural production could be what caused the troubles between Tikal and Caracol. Caracol had to do more trading to get more food and other goods for their growing population. Due to limited resources, Tikal was in decline (going downhill), so Caracol took this chance to declare war on the once-mighty Tikal. They defeated Tikal and so increased their wealth and resources with slaves and looting of Tikal’s riches. 
 
    During the Late Classic and Terminal Classic eras of the Maya civilization, new and important city-states were created – and a few older city-states grew to new heights. These city-states grew in population, trading, businesses, and there was a big increase in religious organizations.  
 
    Chichén Itzá – A Large Pre-Columbian City 
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    Chichén Itzá temple 
 
    In the Yucatan (a part of the land in eastern Mexico), Chichén Itzá was settled around 450 to 550CE. This development grew around a cenote, an open underground freshwater pool, or sinkhole. Some researchers say it was used mainly as a ceremonial center until around 800 CE.  
 
    This cenote is sacred to the Maya, and archaeologists have recovered human bones and art objects offered to the gods. The old city’s main god was Chaac, the rain god. While Chichén Itzá was going through a decline (for about 100 years), a king came from the west and took over. He was named, Kukulkan, after the Mayan snake god.  
 
    A period of great development followed, and this king conquered and controlled many large areas around Chichén Itzá. During this time, the magnificent temple, El Castillo, and other monumental buildings were built to the southwest of the cenote. Today, this part is known as the “new city.” Newcomers brought many Toltec ideas and styles, and the newer buildings show parts of both cultures.  
 
    Chichén Itzá became the most important city-state of the era, ruling over the largest part of the northern Mayan lowlands from that point forward. It was a time of growth in city size and number of people. Chichén Itzá’s largest of its many ball courts is 551 feet long and 230 feet wide, with 26-foot walls on either side of the court! Several temples surround this huge ball court, such as the Temple of the Warriors and The Temple of the Jaguar. Speaking of big: The Temple of the Warriors is an impressive pyramid with four platforms and a temple right at the top of the platforms, and its roof covered more than 200 columns on two of its sides.  
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    Temple of the Warriors 
 
    www.theyucatantimes.com/2020/01/the-chichen-itza-series-the-temple-of-the-warriors-1/ 
 
    The city-state of Copan was one of the major urban centers of the Maya civilization during this era. It was located on the Copán tributary of the Motagua River in the west of Honduras, so it had rich and fertile soil for growing crops. The city was settled around 1000 BCE, but it had an important agricultural growth period in the Classic Period.  
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    Copán, Honduras 
 
    Copán reached its height as a powerful city of this period, with over 20,000 people around 800 CE. Its monumental courts and pyramids were built on the central plateau, while the houses for the elite and other rich people were built around the bottom. At its best time, the city-state probably covered 250 acres! We have the dates and names of at least sixteen rulers of Copan from the Pre-classic period to the Classic Period (250 CE to 900 CE) recorded on stelae in the city. Yax Pasaj Chan Yopaat reigned until 820 CE, and he was the last documented ruler of Copán.  
 
    There is some evidence that the elite rulers of Copán survived the general Mayan collapse around 900 CE, and scholars think that they continued to reign until at least 1000 CE. The evidence does not prove what happened, so we are left with many questions about the end of Copan. 
 
    The Maya civilization declined over about 100 years, and some archaeologists and researchers think this started around 800 CE and ended around 925 CE. This period is known as the Terminal Classic Period.  
 
    The surrounding jungles soon covered the abandoned Maya cities. Some of the ruins were only rediscovered from the 1800s onward, making it difficult for scholars to know the exact reasons for this widespread and total collapse of such a powerful and advanced civilization. 
 
    Some believe the collapse was because of drought (no rain for a long time), which brought famine. Others believe that natural disasters like hurricanes and earthquakes, or man-made disasters like overpopulation, trade route troubles, or foreign invasion and disease caused the fall. The Maya left almost no records or specific evidence connected to the decline or collapse; no inscriptions have been found showing any dramatic event. By making a timeline from what has been found recently, scholars and historians have figured out a few things. First, they discovered that trading between the city-states decreased while wars and rivalries increased. Also, from many of the archaeological sites, they found that the death rate increased starting in the middle of the 8th century. 
 
    Ruling dynasties and the elite people of city-states appear to have vanished without leaving any clues as to why! One thing is certain: the decline and collapse of this civilization was not sudden. That means that natural disasters like droughts, hurricanes, and earthquakes – or even a pandemic – were probably not the reason this civilization ended.  
 
    By piecing together all the information, archaeologists, scholars, and historians believe there was a long period of decline before the final collapse. They blame overpopulation and food shortages, which created social unrest and caused more war between the city-states, and climate change, affecting agriculture and causing more food shortages. 
 
    The style of living of this civilization may lie at the root of their demise. You’ve heard of climate change, right? But did you know that it’s not new? 
 
    In the case of the Maya, they contributed to climate change in several ways. As the population grew, they chopped and burned more forests to make space for their cities – and to have more wood for building. In later cities, plaster (a mix of lime with sand and water for spreading on walls, ceilings – making a hard surface) was used. Lime is a mineral (pounded into powder), and it requires very high heat to make. So, more trees were chopped down!  
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    Excavations show how floors and structures were regularly plastered over older plaster, with floors and walls becoming higher and thicker all the time. This “slash and burn” way of doing things disturbed the natural balance of the climate, and in time, caused prolonged droughts.  
 
    In other cases, rulers and the elite may have overworked the population with ambitious building projects, constantly trying to become more powerful. Together with food shortages, this may have caused uprisings of the commoners, which could explain the disappearance of the elite ruling classes.  
 
    The collapse of the Maya civilization opened the door for new civilizations to come in and grow. The Toltec civilization was a powerful nation that took the opportunity to control some of the Mayan territories.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 – The Fall of the Maya 
 
    The last part of the Maya Civilization lasted until the Spanish Conquest (when the people from Spain invaded and conquered lands in Mesoamerica), which started in 1521. This time frame (from around 900 to 1500) is called The Terminal Classic Period. “Terminal” usually means “the end.” So, was this the end of the Maya people?  
 
    Not yet!  
 
    “Terminal Classic Period” refers to the end of the Maya civilization as it was until that time. Looking back on this time, it seems that the Maya had come full circle in their development. If you remember, they started as groups settling in small farming villages, and by the time the Spaniards arrived, that’s how they found most of the Maya.  
 
    Religious and cultural centers – with majestic buildings in magnificent and well-organized city-states – had mostly been abandoned, and people lived in villages in the forests and jungles.  
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    Mayan woman today 
 
    The Maya still followed their ancient customs and gods and passed their rituals, history stories, and folk tales to their children. There are about six million Maya around today, and they inherited a mixture of traditional Maya habits and beliefs along with Spanish colonial religious beliefs and practices.  
 
    The Maya way of life continued and grew in the new and resettled cities until the arrival of the Spanish conquistadors, making these rich and powerful cities even more attractive to the greedy Spanish leaders. 
 
    These six centuries in the history of the Maya people were a time of continuous change in the way they lived, where they lived, how they worshipped, and how they built their buildings. They abandoned the cities of the lowlands and moved north early on in this period. In the Yucatan territory, the Itza tribe built new cities like Chichén Itzá and later Mayapan. Other Maya moved into already established cities, making them larger and combining their way of life with that of these cities. This move northward changed their way of thinking and style of living. They became less religious, and their focus turned more to power and growing the economy of these cities.  
 
    There are many mysteries still surrounding the entire period of the Maya Civilization. Some ideas are confirmed by more recent archaeological investigations, while others change, like the dates assigned to each phase of their growth. One such mystery is about the Toltecs and their influence on Maya culture. Did the older Maya influence the newer Toltec civilization, or was it the other way around? There are arguments for both views! 
 
    The Toltecs came to the Maya and other Mesoamerican areas sometime after 900 CE. The later Aztecs – whose rulers claimed that they were direct descendants of the Toltecs - said they came from their capital city Tollan. (Scholars think that they have identified Tollan as the modern-day city of Tula in Mexico.) The city was destroyed and burnt to the ground in 1150 CE. Any worthwhile remains were used for later buildings, and many treasures were looted. Luckily, archaeologists have uncovered some of their statues, reliefs, and carvings during their digs.  
 
    From Aztec stories and from what’s left of the site, Tollan may have had up to 60,000 inhabitants. There are hundreds of terraces and mounds, some partly covered by the modern town of Tula. The city included a palace, plazas, pyramids, terraces, and many sculptures, such as a group of soldiers called the Atlanteans. The sculptures are over fifteen feet high each and stand in a plaza. They wear headdresses and armor and carry shields.  
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    Atlantean statues in Tula 
 
    The palace was richly decorated with built-in benches, columns, and beautifully painted and carved reliefs. Their artwork included carvings of animals like the jaguar, birds, and butterflies.  
 
    Another puzzle: there are traces of Olmec goods all over Mesoamerica, but the main disagreement is about their influence – or not – at the late Maya site of Chichén Itzá. Some important buildings at Chichén Itzá and Tollan have the same traits (features) that are very obvious. Scholars thought that it showed that the Toltecs overcame the Maya at this city-state, and then their culture replaced some of the Maya buildings and traditions. With technology, we’ve learned that some structures at Chichén Itzá were built before those in Tula.  
 
    So, now, some believe that exiled lords from Tula settled in Chichén Itzá among the Maya, bringing their society and building ways with them.  
 
    Chichén Itzá also adopted the Toltec's terrible habit of human sacrifice. Yikes! 
 
    Toltecs made their money didn’t come from trade as much as it did from tributes. After being beaten in war, states had to pay money to their conquerors to be left alone. (Like having to give a bully your lunch once a week!) 
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    The location of Mayapán and Chichén Itzá 
 
    The new northern cities settled in the Yucatan peninsula were Chichén Itzá first, and later Mayapán. Both cities were involved in maritime trading, meaning they traded via the sea with other city-states and countries.  
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    Mayapán 
 
    Credit: Richard Weil https://www.flickr.com/photos/super_lapin/2067741949/ 
 
    Chichén Itzá became the ruling state of the region. It declined for a period and was then revived by the Itzá tribe. Around 1263, this magnificent city was abandoned (for reasons that we still do not know), but the Itza built the new city of Mayapán. Mayapan flourished and became the ruling state of Yucatan until 1263 when an internal revolt (uprising rebellion or uprising by the people against their rulers) broke its power. The sixteen city-states ruled by the Itza fled and tried to get control of each other. 
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    Mayapán 
 
    Credit: Richard Weil https://www.flickr.com/photos/super_lapin/2068581410/ 
 
    The Post Classic city of Mayapán, like Chichén Itzá before it, had massive stone temples that can be seen when you visit the site today. These stone temples are surrounded by other stone structures of which only parts remain. The ruins are not as well-preserved as those of Chichén Itzá.  
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    Mayapán 
 
    Credit: Richard Weil https://www.flickr.com/photos/super_lapin/2067778147/ 
 
    The ruins of both these sites are World Heritage sites, as are many other ancient Maya sites. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 – The Spanish Conquest 
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    Yucatan Conquest Map 
 
    It is the year 1521. You have two armies. One army is fighting with steel swords, guns, a few cannons, crossbows, war horses, and war dogs. They are paid with the loot that they can gather after a battle and pieces of the land where they are fighting.  
 
    The other army has wooden spears with flint tips, wooden bows, wooden arrows with flint tips, clubs, and stones. This second army has never seen a horse or any of the fancy weapons before. They are fighting for their lands, their livelihood, their religion, their very existence.  
 
    Which army will be the winner? Does the second army even have a chance against the superior weapons of the other? 
 
    Normally, it would be an easy victory for the army with the best weapons, driven by soldiers full of greed. But wait . . . in the case of the Spanish army against the Maya soldiers, other things mattered.  
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    Site of Itza Maya stronghold of Tayasal, conquered by Spanish in 1697 
 
    The Spaniards officially started their conquest of the Mayas in 1521. Many bloody battles followed. They would stop for a while and then carry on again. Spaniards had seen gold and jade jewelry and rich clothing of the Maya lords, and they were told (by other nations in the area) that the Maya were rich. The last Maya city-state, Nojpeten - also called Tayasal - was only defeated in 1697 – after 176 years! In between the Spanish conquests, the Maya had to battle with tribes from their own nation and some neighbors that the Spaniards had already conquered! In the midst of battle, they had to keep their crops growing and keep their families safe and alive.  
 
    It would take many battles across the country to conquer the whole nation. The Maya knew the areas well – and the Spaniards did not. Spanish soldiers were not used to the heat and jungles and did not know the land. Some of their weapons (and their horses) did not work well in all Maya areas. The Mayans soon learned to set traps for the horses by digging a pit and planting strong, sharp sticks pointed upward. They would hide the pit under leaves and branches so that the unsuspecting horse and rider could fall in and be killed by the sticks.  
 
    On the Maya side, better Spanish weapons were not the only challenge. They were not a united nation who could stand together, as their frequent internal wars proved. However, the biggest issue was that local enemies and other nations (already overcome by the Spaniards) joined and guided the Spaniards. These tribes and nations knew the landscape and all the Maya tricks in battle. They could warn the Spaniards of the Maya’s favorite habit of ambushing their enemy (leading them into traps).  
 
    The Maya people often just crept into the jungles when the Spanish forces entered their cities and villages. Sometimes they would return days later when the Spaniards had left, and at other times they joined other cities that were not yet under attack.  
 
    The Spanish soldiers often ran out of food and raided the Maya fields and villages for what they wanted. The Maya would often strip their food sources, like maize fields, when the Spaniards were on their way. 
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    Brass bust of a Spanish conquistador 
 
    Credit: AssistantKay https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Conquistadores_del_Cielo_bust.jpg 
 
    There is a story of a Spanish conquistador (conqueror) named Francisco de Montejo el Adelantado who burnt his ships to stop his soldiers from returning to Spain when they could not get enough food from the Maya. He was also the first Spaniard to ask the Spanish king (in 1521) to allow him to start a colony in the land of the Maya. The Spanish soldiers openly admitted that they were there to serve God, the king, and get rich!  
 
    Spanish priests tried to convince the Maya to change their religion to the Christian faith. Sometimes they asked; sometimes they demanded. They built Catholic churches in conquered areas and baptized the Mayas as fast as possible. They built new villages where they tried to settle the Maya into Christian settings. Some Maya kings were impressed by the Christian priests and joined the Spaniards. Some Maya and other Mesoamerican people married and had children with the Spaniards, especially those who had been given land for their military services and now lived among the Maya.  
 
    Many of the Spanish priests and soldiers wrote about these battles – and some Maya, as well. By comparing the stories, researchers can piece together what happened during the conquest. A Dominican priest, Bartolome de las Casas, wrote to the King of Spain about the bad way in which many of the Spaniards treated the defeated Maya. He also wrote books about it. One of his books, A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies, is still used as an important source of information about the Maya and others conquered in Mesoamerica.  
 
    New Spanish landowners were cruel and forced the Maya to work as slaves. Spaniards persecuted, killed, and sometimes tortured Maya who refused to give up their religion or were caught with some of their idols. The Spaniards destroyed their property and burnt their books because they said it was from the devil. 
 
    The Spanish conquerors brought another deadly enemy with them. The Maya and other people of the American continents did not develop a natural defense against the diseases of the European countries because they had never been in contact with it. The Spaniards brought flu, smallpox, measles, and later typhus, malaria, and yellow fever. Scholars guess that about 90% of the Maya died of these diseases (and in battles) before the end of the conquest in 1697.  
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    Smallpox / measles 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 – Deities and Mythology 
 
    Talk about A LOT OF gods! The Maya had plenty. There was a god for just about everything they did, everything they had, and everything in the natural world. There were over 30 different Mayan tribes, and they often called their gods by different names. The Mayas believed their rulers became gods after they died – as though they did not have enough already! That makes it hard to understand Maya god stories or myths - plus, these gods could change their shape for different reasons. Like shape-shifting or transformers in the movies, they had different avatars. Can you imagine having so many gods that must be soothed (calmed down) and honored all the time to prevent anything bad from happening? 
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    Kinich Ahau 
 
    Kinich Ahau was the sun god’s name (at times) during Mayan history. He is usually shown as a cross-eyed, middle-aged man with large square eyes and an upper tooth that has been filed down. The Maya believed that the god Kinich Ahau was one of the upper gods. He ruled for one year – every four years – and this special year was started with many rituals and war dances. They even tried to make their children look cross-eyed and bound their heads when they were babies to make their foreheads flatter so they would look more like Kinich Ahau. 
 
    He was a shapeshifter – like the other gods – and sometimes appeared as a young man rowing a canoe, or as a jaguar, and sometimes an eagle.  
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    Itzamna 
 
    One of the Maya’s creator gods was called Itzamna. He participated in the creation of the world. The Maya believed he lived in the sky and controlled the heavens, days, and nights. They also believed he invented writing, calendars, and taught them science. In some Maya stories, his sons are the real creators of the world. He is sometimes shown as a kind, toothless, and wise old man. At other times he is pictured as a sacred bird – one reason why the rulers wore big, feathered headdresses to show that they were direct descendants of this god. Some researchers believe he was also the sun god, Hunab Ku, in another of his many disguises or avatars (forms).  
 
    Kukulkan is maybe the most famous of the Maya gods because of his fantastic temple at the ancient Maya city of Chichen Itza. He had several different names among the Maya and later Mesoamerican peoples; he was called Gucumatz by the Quiche tribe, Kukulkan by the Yucatec tribe, and Quetzalcoatl by the later Aztec civilization. His name means “feathered serpent,” and this is often how he appears in images. He was one of the creator gods.  
 
    In some of the Maya tribes, he is the chief god. He had power over creation and all kinds of knowledge. He taught the Maya people about the heavens, the earth, the underworld (place after death), water, farming, and building. Some Maya stories tell us that he was also a god who could predict (foretell) the end of the Maya civilization.  
 
    The Maya stories tell us that Kukulkan came from the sea. After he made everything and taught the Maya all their knowledge, Kukulkan left by sea, promising to come back one day. The ancient Mayas believed that he influenced good and evil, light and darkness, and everything that happened on the earth, in the sky, and in the afterworld. The priests of Kukulkan were chosen from the most important families. They were the most powerful men in Chichen Itza and were responsible for the rituals and ceremonies for Kukulkan.  
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    Kukulkan 
 
    Do you see the snake, made by the sun’s light, above? 
 
    The famous temple of Chichen Itza was wonderfully and cleverly built. Maya mathematicians, astronomers, and builders worked together to achieve the results that we still admire today. At the time of the equinoxes (the two days each year when day and night are the same lengths), the moving sun makes the shadow of the pyramid's steps look like a snake slithering down the pyramid to reach the serpent head carved at the bottom.  
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    Chaac 
 
    During times of drought, the desperate Mayas offered human sacrifices to beg for rain. The rain god, Chaac, decided whether it would rain or not, so the Maya people had to make sure he was happy if they wanted their crops to grow! He was an upper god, in charge of four lesser weather gods, each in control of a direction (north, south, east, and west). Chaac controlled all the waters on and below the ground, such as in wells, streams, springs, and lakes. He was also responsible for storms and lightning. The Mayas believed that Chaac made lightning flash and rainfall by striking the clouds with his jade ax.  
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    Ix Chel 
 
    The goddess, Ix Chel, has so many separate roles and looks that some scholars think her images and roles may have mixed up with those of other goddesses through the years. She was the goddess of the moon in one of her many roles, maybe because she could change a lot, just like the moon when it waxes (grows) and wanes (fades). When she is shown as an old woman, she wears a scary snake headdress and has an upside-down jug in her hand. She is sometimes shown with jaguar claws on her hands and feet. Scholars are unsure if this jar meant bad flooding or whether it meant plenty. When she is shown as a pretty, long-haired young woman, she looks friendlier and kinder. She is sometimes shown with jaguar claws on her hands and feet, and sometimes she has a rabbit nearby. She is also the goddess of medicine, childbirth, rain, weaving, and many other things, sometimes a good goddess and sometimes a scary goddess. Researchers believe that she became confused with other goddesses through the many years of the Maya civilization. At times she is the wife of Itzamna, with whom she had 13 sons! She is still respected by some Maya women today (on the island of Cozumel), who honor her and the Christian Virgin Mary together, with gifts and prayers.  
 
    Like most ancient civilizations in the world, the Maya had their own creation stories and myths about their history passed down orally (by word of mouth) through their generations. A Spanish priest who understood the language of the Quiche tribe translated a copy of the sacred Maya book, the Popol Vuh or Council Book, into Spanish before it was lost. The Maya author said he was writing everything down because the Maya people would lose all their knowledge and history due to the Spanish invasion. 
 
    According to this book, there was nothing except sky and sea in the beginning. There were only the creators – the Sovereign Plumed Serpent, (the feathered snake), the Heart of the Sky (a group of gods), and some other deities (gods). In some translations, the top god was the feathered serpent who lived in the waters, and three gods came down from the sky to plan how to create the earth. The gods spoke, and the earth rose out of the water. Then they separated the lands from the sea and created mountains and great land areas amid the ocean's waters. They made plants, animals, and birds to live in the sea and on the land.  
 
    None of these creatures on land, sea, or sky could thank their creators or praise and worship them, which is what the gods really wanted. So, the gods decided to make a living creature who could talk and praise and thank the creators for bringing them life.  
 
    First, they made a human from mud. This creature talked but was ugly, and when it met water, it broke down. The Plumed Serpent called on the oldest wise gods, Grandfather Xpiyacoc and Grandmother Xmucane, to give them advice on making a person. The grandparents said there was a lot of wood on the earth, so use the wood. The creators did this, and for a time, it went well. These wooden people could speak, and they could multiply, but there was nothing in their minds. There were no thoughts, and there were no memories of their creators – or praise for them.  
 
    Then the Flying Serpent created a great flood to destroy all the wooden beings, and the animals ate them. Mayas believed that if they looked closely at the monkeys in the forest, they would see that they were the remains of the wooden people.  
 
    At last, the creators came up with the perfect way to make a human being. They worked out a way to make people from a mixture of yellow and white corn (maize) mixed into a dough. Maize is sacred to the Mayan people, and the creation story tells us why. Humans were made from maize dough, and maize connects all the people to the ancestors and the earth. The dough people could talk and walk, they could multiply, and they could think for themselves. Most importantly for the Maya gods, these new people could remember and praise their creators. They could tell their children how they were created and where they came from and how they should behave to honor their gods. 
 
    Once they finished creating everything, the gods continued with their daily jobs of ruling the sky, earth, and creatures. They were soon bored with this, though, and looking for other things to keep themselves busy – like playing tricks on each other and their creation! 
 
    Among the gods were a pair of twins, called the Hero Twins, and they were two half gods in the beginning. They did many mighty deeds in the Maya folk stories. Here’s how one goes: The Mayas used to play a famous ball game as part of their religious and normal lives. Before the twins were born, their father and uncle were playing this ball game. The Lords of Xibalba (the land of the dead) were angry about the noise they were making, so they called the twin’s father and uncle, where they tricked and killed them!  
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    Hero Twins (Wikipedia) 
 
    Years later, the twins were playing this same ball game – and again, the Lords of Xibalba were angry about the noise, but the Hero Twins outsmarted them. Knowing they would have to die to become true, full gods, they played a trick where after they were killed, they could come to life again and kill the Lords who had once killed them. The Popol Vuh describes many more stories about good and bad gods until finally, the sky god turns them all into the sun and moon. All this happened before the humans were made. 
 
    The Popol Vuh goes on to describe how the Maya people, and especially the Quiche tribe, flourished. It moves back and forth in time and tells stories of the Maya gods and what they did. The stories are weaved together with explanations of where all things come from and how things happen, such as earthquakes caused from inside the earth. The Popol Vuh stories have moral lessons for the Maya people on how to live an honorable life. It ends by saying that the original book still exists, though it is lost because of the Spanish invaders, but that the Maya people can find all they need to know in this copy. It is the Spanish priest’s translation of this copy of Popol Vuh that modern scholars have translated into English. The translations differ quite a bit from each other because there is some guesswork involved. This is understandable because apart from the many translations involved, we are talking of a copy of a copy of a copy! Wow! Wouldn’t it be wonderful if someone discovers the original Maya copy? Maybe we will learn more exciting stories and myths from the original Popol Vuh! Our knowledge of the ancient Maya grows with new discoveries all the time. 
 
    Thank you for taking this exciting trip back in time thousands of years, when the mighty Maya people flourished in Central America. We can learn much from their history – and there are still many mysteries to solve! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part 2: The Inca Empire for Kids 
 
    A Captivating Guide to the Incas and Their Civilization, from Early Beginnings to the Spanish Conquest 
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    Introduction 
 
    Did you know the Incas were the largest civilization in the Americas before colonization began? They conquered almost the entire Pacific coast of South America, but they were more than just warriors.  
 
    In this book, you will learn how the Incas got started, who the most powerful Inca rulers were, and even how the Spanish conquistadors eventually conquered this powerful empire. You’ll also learn how the Incas did it all without things like writing or the wheel. Can you imagine building a civilization without writing or the wheel? The Incas certainly could!  
 
    This book offers you an in-depth look at the Incas. Both parents and children will enjoy learning about the Inca Empire in this fun, up-to-date history of the Inca people. To meet them, get ready to jump into your time machine and enter a world that was very different than the one we live in today! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1—The People before the Incas 
 
    The Inca civilization owed a lot to the civilizations that came before them. Peru had many different tribes and civilizations throughout history. They lived all over the west coast of South America before the Inca Empire came to power.  
 
    The first civilization in Peru that historians know about is the Norte Chico Civilization. The Norte Chico Civilization lasted from about 3000 BCE to 1800 BCE. The Norte Chico Civilization is also sometimes called the Caral Civilization because Caral was the capital city. It is located in north-central Peru, and you can still visit the ruins of the city today. In fact, Caral was the first city ever built in the Americas, which includes both North America and South America. Also, the Norte Chico Civilization was one of only six civilizations to develop separately from any other civilization. They built around 30 cities and created their culture in Peru without help from anyone else. Can you imagine building a city without knowing what one looks like? These first people of Peru certainly could! 
 
    The people of the Norte Chico Civilization made flutes and cornets out of animal bones, so they probably enjoyed making music. They also invented a way of counting to keep records called a quipu. A quipu is knotted pieces of fabric or cords used to help people keep count of things. That might not sound like a big deal now because we have paper and calculators, but to the ancient people, the quipu was an important invention. It was one of the first ways people communicated without talking face to face.  
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    An example of a quipu. (Source: Pi3.124; Wikimedia Commons) 
 
    The people of the Norte Chico Civilization were clearly inventive, but they did not make pottery of any kind. In fact, they created barely any art. Can you imagine living in a world without any art? The only thing the people of the Norte Chico Civilization made that could be art was their architecture. They built pyramids and plazas. The design of their cities was so well-thought-out that other civilizations built their cities like the Norte Chico Civilization. 
 
    After the Norte Chico Civilization, the next really important civilizations in Peru were the Moche Civilization and the Nazca Civilization. These two civilizations existed at the same time, from 100 CE to 800 CE, but they were in different areas of Peru.  
 
    The Moche people lived in northern Peru near the coast. Their capital city is called Moche City today. They are famous for their farming and irrigation systems, which allowed them to water all of their crops. The Moche Civilization is also famous for its art. They made pottery that was often designed to look like people or animals. The pottery was elaborate and startlingly life-like. 
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    Moche Pottery. (Source: https://flic.kr/p/WGcPNJ) 
 
    The Moche people also built impressive temples, which are called huacas. They are made out of adobe bricks. Their two most famous temples are called the Pyramid of the Moon and the Pyramid of the Sun. The Pyramid of the Sun was made with 130 million adobe bricks! Can you imagine how long it would take to make that many bricks by hand?  
 
    The Moche people also made beautiful jewelry, such as earrings and necklaces. 
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    Pair of ear ornaments from Peru (Moche) ca. 200-600 CE (Source: https://flic.kr/p/ZE2YwT) 
 
    The Nazca Civilization was different from the Moche Civilization. The Nazca people lived on the southern coast of Peru. They fished a lot, but they also farmed crops like maize (which is a type of corn), squash, and sweet potatoes. There is a lot of desert land in southern Peru, so the Nazca people built aqueducts to move water around. These aqueducts were so well built that they still work today! 
 
    The Nazca were brilliant artists and worked with textiles and pottery, but they are the most famous for the Nazca Lines. The Nazca Lines are huge drawings in the Nazca Desert around the cities of Palpa and Nazca. There are drawings of birds, monkeys, llamas, dogs, and spiders. The drawings were carved into the ground by removing dark stones to expose the lighter sand beneath.  
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    Nazca Lines—the Spider. (Source: https://flic.kr/p/r5uPTT) 
 
    The Nazca Lines are huge. Some of them are over 600 feet long! They are so big that you can’t really see them on the ground. Instead, you have to fly over the Nazca Desert to really see these drawings. Historians don’t know yet how the Nazca people were able to draw the Nazca Lines. They also don’t know why the Nazca people even drew them. This is one of the mysteries that historians are still trying to solve. For now, we can still be amazed every time we see the Nazca Lines. 
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    Nazca Lines—the Condor. (Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_Condor_(226411781).jpeg#/media/File:The_Condor_(226411781).jpeg) 
 
    The next important civilization in Peru was the Tiahuanaco Civilization (tee-uh-wuh-naa-kow). This civilization is also called Tiwanaku, and it lasted from about 300 CE to 1000 CE. They lived in southern Peru and in northern Chile. They built large cities out of stone. The biggest city of the Tiahuanaco Civilization has several impressive buildings, including one called the Kalasasaya. The Kalasasaya is a rectangular building that has the Gateway of the Sun in it. The Gateway of the Sun has carvings of a doorway god and seems to have been very important to the Tiwanaku people. A doorway god is a deity in charge of guarding doors against evil spirits. They are usually painted or carved onto doors to protect the building. 
 
    The Tiahuanaco Civilization had a lot in common with the Huari Civilization (wah-ree). The Huari Civilization lasted from 600 CE to 900 CE, which is during the same time as the Tiahuanaco Civilization. These two groups lived right next to each other, so it makes sense that they would share a lot of their culture with each other.  
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    Map of the Huari and Tiahuanaco 
 
    The Huari people were warlike, and they conquered a lot of the coastline of Peru. However, they also shared some cultural ideas with the Tiahuanaco people. The Huari decorated their pottery with the same doorway god that the Tiahuanaco people used. Their buildings and temples are also similar to the buildings of the Tiwanaku people.  
 
    Another important similarity was their inventive forms of farming. The Huari people used terraced farming in the mountains. They would carve out flat sections into the mountainside and stack these sections like big stairs. This allowed them to grow more food than the mountain could produce on its own. The Tiahuanaco used a similar form of farming called a raised field system. They separated all of their farming fields with canals. The water in the canals absorbed the heat from the sun and kept the crops from freezing during the night.  
 
    The last complex civilization in Peru before the Incas arrived was the Chimú Civilization. They conquered much of Peru’s coastline, and their capital city was Chan Chan. Chan Chan is the largest adobe city in the Americas, and the city must have housed thousands of people! Can you imagine living with thousands of people in an adobe city?  
 
    The Chimú people had to make sure they had plenty of water. The city had ten different citadels, each with its own temples and water reservoirs. The walls of Chan Chan are covered with beautiful carvings.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Map of the Chimú Civilization 
 
    The Chimú culture was very orderly. There were no questions about your social position in the city. They focused on agriculture, metalwork, and pottery. When the Inca conquered the Chimú Civilization around 1470 CE, they took much of the Chimú culture for themselves. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 Challenge: Vocabulary Matching 
 
    Can you match the vocabulary word with its description? 
 
    
    	 Chimú Civilization  
 
    	 Nazca Civilization  
 
    	 Tiahuanaco Civilization  
 
    	 Huari Civilization 
 
    	 Moche Civilization 
 
    	 Norte Chico Civilization 
 
    	 Nazca Lines  
 
    	 Caral  
 
   
 
    
    	 The capital city of the Norte Chico Civilization and the first city in the Americas 
 
    	 This civilization was also called Tiwanaku. It lasted from 300 CE to 1000 CE. 
 
   
 
    The last important civilization in Peru before the Incas 
 
    
    	 The capital of this civilization was Moche City, and they made pottery shaped like animals and people. 
 
    	 The civilization in southern Peru from 100 CE to 800 CE 
 
    	 Animal shaped carvings in the ground of the Nazca desert  
 
    	 The militaristic civilization next door to Tiahuanaco who practiced terrace farming 
 
    	 The first civilization in Peru 
 
   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2—The First Incas 
 
    The Incas did not start as the powerful civilization we remember them as. Just like every other civilization, the Incas were small and unknown when they started building their empire. Of course, they would grow to be one of the most powerful empires in the Americas. They would rule almost the whole coast of the Pacific Ocean and throughout the Andes Mountains. They did it all without some of the things that historians normally say a civilization needs. The Incas did not have wheels or cast iron. Can you imagine a world without wheels? Getting anywhere would be a challenge! 
 
    The Incas also did not have a system of writing. Everything we know about the Incas was written down by the Spanish conquistadors, who heard the Inca history as a verbal story. We have to be careful with the stories told by the Spanish conquistadors because they wanted to make their conquests seem like a good thing. They might not have retold the Inca stories accurately, but these stories are a great place to start learning about the Incas. Historians also rely on archaeology to learn more about the Incas, and they are learning more all the time. 
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    Map of the Inca territory over the centuries 
 
    The Incas have two different stories about how they began. The first story is their origin myth. According to the myth, the sun god Inti looked down one day and saw how sad the early people of the world were. They didn’t have clothes, houses, or cities. It was a hard time for humankind. Inti wanted to help the people, so he sent one of his sons and one of his daughters to Earth to teach the people how to be better.  
 
    His son’s name was Manco Cápac, and his daughter’s name was Mama Ocllo. They were also married. Marrying your sibling is weird today, but the Incas didn’t think it was weird. In fact, they thought it was normal for kings to marry their sisters! The legend says that they appeared from a cave in Paccari Tampu, which was the village the first Incas lived in. They taught the people how to farm and how to build houses. They also took the people away from Paccari Tampu in search of a better place to build a city. Inti had told his children to build their city in a spot where they could drive a golden stake into the ground with only one hit. They eventually found a place in modern-day Peru, and they named their new city Cuzco.  
 
    Historians don’t think this myth is completely accurate, but they have noticed some similarities between the myth and the more historically accurate explanation. The Incas did live in a small village in the Andes Mountains until about the 12th century. Then, around 1200 CE, Manco Cápac led the Inca people about 15 miles north. There, they built, which remained the Cuzco capital of the Incas throughout their empire.  
 
    You probably noticed there are some similarities between these two stories. Manco Cápac is the first leader of the Incas that we know about, but historians don’t think he was the son of Inti. The Incas used the myth of Inti to justify their conquests. They believed that the sun god wanted them to grow and thrive. This meant conquering their neighbors, who they thought were not blessed by Inti. 
 
    [image: undefined] 
 
    Manco Cápac. (Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ayarmanco1.JPG#/media/File:Ayarmanco1.JPG 
 
    The Incas began building Cuzco, but for several hundred years, they were very similar to the other tribes that lived near them. Manco Cápac is remembered for starting the Inca dynasty and for moving the people to their new capital. His son was Sinchi Roca, who continued to build Cuzco and protect it from other tribes living near the Incas. 
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    Sinchi Roca 
 
    (Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:SAHUARAURA_p049_-_SINCHI_ROCCA.jpg#/media/File:SAHUARAURA_p049_-_SINCHI_ROCCA.jpg) 
 
    The Incas didn’t really make history until their fourth ruler took the throne. In the 1300s, Mayta Cápac became the fourth ruler of the Inca people. Mayta Cápac is remembered as a great warrior. Many of the Inca kings were warrior kings, but Mayta Cápac was the first Inca ruler to use his warrior skills to start expanding the Kingdom of Cuzco. Instead of focusing on protecting Cuzco, Mayta Cápac began to take his army out to conquer nearby villages in the valley. They would attack these villages and loot them, which means they stole anything they wanted. Some historians think the Incas might have also required the conquered villages to pay tribute, which is like a tax.  
 
    Mayta Cápac never left the valley that Cuzco was in. He was satisfied with conquering all the villages there first. The ruler who came after him was named Cápac Yupanqui, and he started taking the Inca conquests outside Cuzco Valley. Those expeditions were small, but they still expanded the Kingdom of Cuzco. Instead of trying to conquer the whole Pacific coast at once, the Incas took their conquests slowly. They made sure they wouldn’t lose their empire too soon by conquering too much land at once. 
 
    These small conquests were an essential part of the Inca ruling culture until the eighth ruler came to power in the early 1400s. His name was Viracocha Inca, and he is the person who really made the Incas a conquering civilization. Viracocha Inca worked with his uncles and created the first serious Inca army. With his new army, Viracocha Inca marched out of Cuzco Valley and challenged the Ayarmaca people. They lived in the Urubamba Valley, which was close by.  
 
    After a big fight, the Incas defeated the Ayarmaca people and took over the Urubamba Valley. The Incas renamed the valley the Sacred Valley of the Incas. Viracocha Inca realized that the Incas needed a way to keep peace and defend their new lands, especially as the Incas continued to expand and conquer other tribes around them. He knew that some of the people he conquered might be angry with the Incas. Can you imagine how you would feel if the Incas had just conquered your city? It might be a little scary, or you might feel upset that strangers just took over your home. 
 
    Viracocha Inca wanted to prevent any of the people he conquered from fighting back after he was gone. So, he started the Inca tradition of building garrisons in all of the lands the Incas conquered. A garrison is a military base that usually has soldiers in it. They defend the town they’re in and keep the people from revolting.  
 
    The Incas would continue to build garrisons as they expanded. Inca rulers constantly looked for more wealth, power, and land. Once the Incas figured out how to conquer nearby villages, they used that to grow their empire into the powerful civilization we remember today. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 Challenge: Timeline 
 
    Can you put the names of these rulers in chronological order? 
 
    
    	 Manco Cápac 
 
    	 Cápac Yupanqui 
 
    	 Sinchi Roca 
 
    	 Viracocha Inca 
 
    	 Mayta Cápac 
 
   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3—The Inca Empire 
 
    Although the Incas had existed long before their empire began, Pachacuti Inca Yupanqui is credited with founding the Inca Empire in 1438 CE. At the height of its power, the Inca Empire was huge. It ran along the Pacific coast of South America, stretching out about 3,400 miles (5,500 kilometers). The Incas spread out across modern-day countries like Peru, Ecuador, Colombia, Chile, Argentina, and Bolivia. The city farthest to the north was called Quito, and the city farthest to the south was called Santiago.  
 
    The Inca Empire was the largest empire in the Americas. It was also one of the largest empires in the world in the 1400s! Historians think there were about 10 million people who lived in the Inca Empire at the height of its power. The Incas had to keep the peace and prevent crimes while also holding onto all the power and lands that they had conquered. Can you imagine trying to do all that while organizing 10 million people? 
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    Map illustrating the expansion of the Inca Empire from its origins in the 13th century until the 16th century 
 
    To keep everything organized, the Incas had to make a structured government. To make things even harder, the Incas never invented a written language. They had to rely on oral messages. If you have ever played the Telephone Game, you know how challenging it can be to get verbal messages completely right.  
 
    The only thing that the Incas used that resembles written communication was called a quipu. A quipu was a series of ropes that the Incas used to record information. It mostly recorded numbers, like how many years a king had ruled or how much was gathered in taxes. It wasn’t really helpful for recording information that didn’t involve numbers, like names or places.  
 
    To communicate all of that information, the Incas built an organized road system that ran all over the Inca Empire. If you were to walk every single road in the Inca Empire, you would walk about 14,900 miles. The four main highways ran out from Cuzco, the capital of the Inca Empire. That meant that all roads eventually led to Cuzco.  
 
    But the Incas never invented the wheel. This means that they didn’t have carts or chariots. If they wanted to go anywhere, they would have to ride an animal or walk. They invented a system of relay runners. These runners were stationed on the roads to take messages and goods anywhere in the empire. It would have been similar to our mail system today. People would give their messages or packages to a runner, and they would take it wherever it needed to go. And they were fast! The runners worked together, so they could move messages and goods about 150 miles in one day. That’s really far, especially when running! 
 
    The Incas didn’t just build impressive roads. They also had to adapt to the different landscapes in their empire. The Inca Empire had all kinds of landscapes, like mountains, deserts, plains, and jungles. They figured out how to build aqueducts to move water to dry areas. They also figured out how to terrace farm, which is when a farmer makes the sloped sides of mountains look like really big stairs. They would plant different crops on each flat portion, which helped the farmers grow more food. The Incas also built roads and bridges through the tropical jungles to help their runners move quickly without having to climb up and down rivers and small canyons. Despite the many different landscapes in the empire, the Incas managed to build some very impressive cities, roads, and temples. 
 
    The man who started the Inca Empire on its path to greatness was Pachacuti Inca Yupanqui. He was the ninth ruler, and he ruled the Incas from 1438 CE to 1471 CE. Pachacuti first came to power in 1438 during an invasion of Cuzco by the Chanca people. The king of the Incas had fled to a nearby military fort, so Pachacuti took responsibility for defending the city. He drove out the Chancas and became the first emperor of the Incas. 
 
    Pachacuti then began to conquer villages outside of Cuzco Valley, something that the rulers before him had never taken seriously. Because of his bold ambitions, Pachacuti is remembered as one of the greatest Inca rulers. He started the rapid growth of the Inca Empire, which would last through most of its existence. 
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    Map of the expansion of the Inca Empire from 1438 CE to 1533 CE 
 
    https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Inca_Expansion.svg#/media/File:Inca_Expansion.svg 
 
    But Pachacuti isn’t only remembered for being a great general. Remember, he became the emperor after a huge attack on Cuzco by the Chanca people. The city needed a lot of repairs. Pachacuti made all of those repairs, but there are stories that he did more than that. According to some of the stories, Pachacuti rebuilt the city to look like a puma. Can you imagine what living in a city shaped like a ferocious cat might be like? The temples were near the head, but the river was near the tail. You would have to walk a long way to get to the river! Only royalty and government officials were allowed to live in the city. Everyone else had to live in little villages around the city.  
 
    Historians don’t know if Cuzco was really shaped like a puma. When the Inca Empire fell to the Spanish conquistadors, the Spanish took all of the gold and destroyed the city. They then built another city on top of the ruins of Cuzco. That makes it harder for archaeologists to investigate the city that Pachacuti rebuilt while he was the emperor of the Incas. 
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    Reconstruction of the banner of Inca emperors.  
 
    (Source: 
 
    https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Banner_of_the_Inca_Empire.svg#/media/File:Banner_of_the_Inca_Empire.svg 
 
    Pachacuti built many different cities and forts all over his empire. The most famous one is called Machu Picchu. Pachacuti founded Machu Picchu around 1450 CE. Although it survived the Spanish conquest, historians don’t really know what the purpose of this isolated place was. A lot of historians think Machu Picchu was a religious center. It has a lot of temples and roads that lead to nearby towns. You can still visit Machu Picchu today and see how the Incas built their temples and cities. It’s like stepping back in time. 
 
    While Pachacuti was conquering land for the Incas and building cities, he also made some changes to the Inca government that would help the empire thrive. He started by allowing anyone who spoke Quechua, which was the Inca language, to become a citizen of the Inca Empire. This meant that you had more rights than other people.  
 
    One of those rights was being part of the government. Pachacuti restructured the government to make it better for a growing empire. He made a tax system for the people the Incas conquered, which helped the Inca Empire get more wealth and power. Taxes were usually paid in goods or in labor. The Incas stored the goods in storehouses, and they used laborers to build the roads that ran all over the empire. 
 
    The last thing that Pachacuti did before he died was conquer the Chimú Civilization. This happened at Chan Chan around 1470 CE. When Pachacuti died in 1471, everyone mourned him for a whole year. That’s a really long time!  
 
    Túpac Inca Yupanqui was Pachacuti’s son, and he became the next emperor of the Incas. He continued Pachacuti’s plan to conquer the lands around the Incas. Túpac Inca Yupanqui was so successful that by the time his reign was over, the Inca Empire had doubled in size. The Inca Empire quickly grew to become one of the greatest civilizations of the Americas because it had strong leaders who wanted to help their people grow.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 Challenge: True or False 
 
    Can you identify which statements are true and which statements are false? 
 
    
    	 Pachacuti built Machu Picchu. 
 
    	 The Incas had a complex system of writing that historians have not learned how to read yet. 
 
    	 The Incas only built roads going to major cities in their empire. 
 
    	 Pachacuti came up with a taxation system that helped the Incas grow in power and wealth. 
 
    	 The Incas used quipus to record information. 
 
    	 Pachacuti helped the Inca Empire double in size by the time his reign was over. 
 
    	 Historians think Machu Picchu was a big military base. 
 
    	 The Incas adapted to all types of landscapes to make their empire strong.  
 
   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4—The Kingdom of Cuzco 
 
    Cuzco was the capital of the Inca Empire, but it was more than just an important political city. For the Incas, Cuzco was the center of the world. This was both literally and spiritually. All of their roads led to Cuzco because they thought their capital was the most important place on the planet. Cuzco also had some of the most impressive temples, making it the center of Inca religious activity. Can you imagine having that much power in one place?  
 
    Before it became the Inca Empire, it was first known as the Kingdom of Cuzco. This chapter is going to focus on the city of Cuzco. We’ll talk about how the city became so important and what made it famous.  
 
    Just like all the other cities in the world, Cuzco (which is also spelled Cusco) was not built in one day. It was built over many years in an ancient valley way up in the Andes Mountains. The city was a little over 11,100 feet above sea level. That’s 37 football fields stacked on top of each other!  
 
    Cuzco also sat in the spot where three rivers met. Those rivers are called the Huatanay, Tullumayo, and Chunchul. Today, the spot is in southern Peru. The Incas thought the spot was really special. That’s why they chose to build their capital city there. 
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    Location of Cuzco on the map 
 
    Cuzco was settled by the Incas around 1200 CE by the first king of the Incas. His name was Manco Cápac. You might remember that he was thought to be the son of Inti, the sun god. Inti sent Manco Cápac to help the Incas become big and powerful, and he led the Incas out of their little village and founded Cuzco.  
 
    Cuzco didn’t begin to really grow until after 1438 CE. The Incas defeated the Chancas that year. After that, Emperor Pachacuti Inca focused on making Cuzco the best city in the world. To do that, Pachacuti Inca rebuilt the entire city! He moved buildings around, tore up the roads, and even drained the swamps that were nearby. It must have been really chaotic to live in Cuzco while all of that rebuilding was going on. How would you have liked to live in Cuzco during Pachacuti Inca’s renovations? 
 
    Some historians think that Pachacuti Inca redesigned Cuzco to look like a puma or a jaguar. The main city was the body of the puma. The head was the temple complexes, and the tail was the imperial palaces. Did you know that there were multiple royal palaces in Cuzco? That’s because each emperor built a new palace for himself.  
 
    The city had a lot of buildings. Most of them were small and built around open courtyards. There were a few important buildings that were amazing. One of those buildings was Coricancha. Coricancha was a huge temple complex. Each of the temples was built in honor of different Inca gods. This was the most sacred place for the Incas, and they thought Coricancha was the center of the world.  
 
    According to the stories we have, the Temple of the Sun was covered in gold because it was dedicated to Inti, the sun god. All of the walls were lined with gold, and the doors were also covered in gold. If that wasn’t enough, there were also a lot of gold statues and other gold objects. Part of the reason there was so much gold at Coricancha was because the Incas thought that gold was actually the sun’s sweat. By bringing it back into the Temple of the Sun, they thought they were honoring Inti.  
 
    The temple also had a garden. You might think that a god’s garden might have beautiful flowers or really good food, but the garden for Inti didn’t have any of those things. Instead, it was full of plants and animals that were all made from gold and silver.  
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    Entrance into Coricancha.  
 
    (Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Coricancha_Eingang.jpg#/media/File:Coricancha_Eingang.jpg 
 
    Coricancha was a great example of Inca architecture. The Incas had figured out how to build walls by cutting and stacking rocks together so well that they didn’t need any mortar to stick the rocks together. That would have taken a lot of planning! The temple complex also had a special underground river, dedicated places for human sacrifice, and a special place for the mummies of past emperors. Did you think that the Egyptians were the only civilization to make mummies? They actually weren’t! The Incas did as well. They even used the mummies of past emperors during large religious celebrations.  
 
    Of course, Coricancha wasn’t the only impressive building in Cuzco. The emperor’s palaces were stunning, and every emperor built his own palace. The Incas believed the spirit of the dead emperor continued to live in his old palace, and they didn’t want to intrude on that. Another really important building was Sacsayhuamán. This building was on the other side of Cuzco from Coricancha. Historians think that it was a military fortress.  
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    Sacsayhuamán ruin at Cuzco.  
 
    (Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sacsayhuam%C3%A1n#/media/File:Sacsayhuam%C3%A1n,_Cusco,_Per%C3%BA,_2015-07-31,_DD_28-30_PAN.JPG 
 
    The walls of Sacsayhuamán are impressive. The walls were made of huge stones that fit together. Some of the rocks weigh more than 200 tons! Can you imagine trying to move something that weighed about as much as 100 elephants? Historians think that it must have taken more than 20,000 men to build Sacsayhuamán.  
 
    [image: A group of people standing on a rock wall  Description automatically generated with medium confidence] 
 
    Sacsayhuamán ruin at Cuzco 
 
    (Source: https://flic.kr/p/2kUXKWf) 
 
    Sacsayhuamán also had buildings inside the walls. Some of these buildings might have been temples and houses. There were also roads and aqueducts to bring in water. This fortress was ready for the Incas to use whenever they had to defend themselves from enemies.  
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    Sacsayhuamán ruin at Cuzco.  
 
    (Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Walls_at_Sacsayhuaman.jpg#/media/File:Walls_at_Sacsayhuaman.jpg 
 
    You can still see the ruins of Sacsayhuamán today, but we can no longer look at most of these impressive Inca buildings anymore. When the Spanish conquistadors arrived in the 1500s, they conquered the Incas. When they did, they destroyed Cuzco. They took all of the gold and sent it to Spain. They burned down the buildings and broke down the walls. The Spaniards built a new city on top of where Cuzco had been. All we have left of Cuzco are the few ruins that survived and stories of the Spanish conquistadors who saw Cuzco in all of its golden glory. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 Challenge: Creative Activity 
 
    The buildings in Cuzco were reported to be some of the most impressive in the whole Inca Empire, but other than some descriptions, we don’t know what they looked like! Drawing things can help us figure that out. Can you draw what the Temple of the Sun might have looked like? 
 
    Remember, the Incas covered the walls and doors with gold. Some stories even say that there were emeralds on the walls! The Incas also had golden statues. One of the statues was of Inti when he was a small boy. Another piece of art in the temple was a mask that looked like the sun on the horizon, with beams of light coming off of it. 
 
    The Incas also had a garden for the Temple of Sun. It was filled with gold and silver plants and animals. These included things like ears of corn, llamas, guinea pigs, butterflies, monkeys, and even jaguars. Everything in the garden was life-sized, so don’t be afraid to draw big! How do you think the Temple of the Sun looked at the height of the Inca Empire? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5—The Story of Machu Picchu 
 
    Machu Picchu is the most famous part of the Inca Empire. Some people even call it the “Lost City of the Incas.” Although it was never lost to the native people in that part of the Andes Mountains, it was lost to the Spanish conquistadors. They never found it! Machu Picchu still exists much as how the Incas left it, so it’s one of the best places to explore the culture of the Inca Empire. 
 
    [image: A picture containing mountain, nature, sky, outdoor  Description automatically generated] 
 
    Machu Picchu 
 
    (Source: https://flic.kr/p/GaWFb9) 
 
    Machu Picchu was built high up in the Andes Mountains. It was about 50 miles northwest of Cuzco, and it is completely surrounded by mountains. There is a river that runs nearby called the Urubamba River. Machu Picchu is located in modern-day southern Peru. You can still visit it today! Thousands of tourists make the journey every year to see Machu Picchu. 
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Location of Machu Picchu on the map  
 
    Part of the reason that people continue to be fascinated by Machu Picchu is that we don’t really know much about it. Remember, the Incas never developed a way to write things down. Without writing things down, it’s hard for other people to know what the purpose of everything really is. It would be like trying to go to the grocery store without a list. Have you ever done that with your parents? It’s hard to remember everything when you left the list at home!  
 
    There are no written stories about Machu Picchu. Archaeologists pieced together all the information we have from the clues that the Incas left behind. The buildings of Machu Picchu were probably built by Emperor Pachacuti Inca. He was the first emperor who seriously started expanding the Inca Empire outside Cuzco Valley, so that makes sense.  
 
    Historians also think that Machu Picchu was abandoned around 100 years after it was built. Archaeologists have used radiocarbon dating to figure out the ages of the buildings and other things in the area. Radiocarbon dating is a special test that archaeologists and scientists can do on old artifacts. As things get older, they lose certain molecules at a predictable rate. Radiocarbon dating measures how much of a particular type of carbon molecule is in each thing. The less carbon there is, the older the thing is. By doing radiocarbon dating on the things at Machu Picchu, archaeologists have found that the site was used from around 1450 to 1532 CE.  
 
    Around 1532 CE, historians think that Machu Picchu was abandoned. The Spanish conquistadors never found it, so it wasn’t abandoned because the conquistadors were attacking it. Some historians think Machu Picchu was abandoned because of how hard it was to get water. Other historians think that a smallpox epidemic made everyone leave. Once everyone left, Machu Picchu was hidden from the world until an American archaeologist named Hiram Bingham found the city in 1911. Some of the local people showed him the ruins, and Hiram Bingham was so excited that he shared them with the world. 
 
    Ever since that big discovery, historians have been trying to figure out what Machu Picchu was built for. There have been a lot of different ideas. Some people think it used to be a fortress because of its strong walls. Other historians think it was a ceremonial or religious city. There are several stunning temples at Machu Picchu. It’s also very close to the mountains, which the Incas thought were sacred. Currently, most historians think Machu Picchu was a royal retreat, like a vacation house for the emperor.  
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    Map of Machu Picchu 
 
    Although historians are still deciding what Machu Picchu was built for, we can admire how good the Incas were at building. Machu Picchu is full of classic Inca architecture. The buildings and steps showcase how the Incas would fit stones together without using mortar. They also used terraces to increase their crops on the sides of the mountains.  
 
    Although there are about 150 buildings in Machu Picchu, there are three buildings that are really impressive. The first building is called Inti Mach'ay. Inti Mach'ay was more of a cave than a building, but it was the most important structure in Machu Picchu. The windows on Inti Mach'ay are special. Instead of being large and rectangular like our windows are today, the windows on Inti Mach'ay are long and thin, like a tunnel. This means sunlight could only come through the windows on certain days around the winter solstice.  
 
    Historians think that Inti Mach'ay was a special building where the royalty would observe the Royal Feast of the Sun. This was a special feast that was celebrated around the winter solstice. The building was not used at any other time during the year. However, the Incas built Inti Mach'ay with such care because it was important to their religion.  
 
    The second important building at Machu Picchu is the Sacred Rock, which is also called the Temple of the Sun. The Temple of the Sun in Machu Picchu looked similar to the Temple of the Sun in Cuzco. The Sacred Rock at Machu Picchu has several windows. Historians have found that the windows all seem to be placed in a way that allows them to line up with either the sun or different constellations. The two big windows are shaped like trapezoids, which the Incas did in a lot of other buildings too. These two big windows line up with the summer solstice. One of the windows shows the sun rising on the summer solstice, and one of the windows shows the sun setting on the summer solstice. Clearly, the movement of the sun was very important to the Incas!  
 
    The third important structure at Machu Picchu is Intihuatana. Intihuatana can be translated into English as the “Hitching Post of the Sun.” It was a sundial! But Intihuatana was not an ordinary sundial. It was carved out of one piece of rock, and it stands about six feet tall. That’s as tall as some grown men! The top of the sundial points almost directly at the sun during the winter solstice. The Incas believed that Intihuatana kept the sun on its path during the whole year. That made Intihuatana one of the most sacred structures in the whole city of Machu Picchu.  
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    The Sacred Valley 
 
    (Source: https://flic.kr/p/2bu4GJb) 
 
    You can visit Machu Picchu today and see these great buildings for yourself. Peru is working hard to preserve and restore the ruins at Machu Picchu. It is one of the UNESCO World Heritage Sites, so as long as we are respectful, we should be able to enjoy Machu Picchu for years to come. Hopefully, by that time, historians will have learned even more about the Inca Empire from the ruins that were left behind. 
 
    Machu Picchu is not the only UNESCO World Heritage Site. UNESCO stands for United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization. It is an international group that protects areas, landmarks, and buildings that are really special to humanity as a whole. There are many different areas that have been labeled as World Heritage Sites, which means they are under UNESCO’s protection.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 Challenge: True or False 
 
    Can you identify which statements are true and which statements are false? 
 
    
    	 Historians think that Machu Picchu was a royal retreat for the emperor. 
 
    	 Machu Picchu was used by the Incas for 500 years. 
 
    	 The Temple of the Sun in Machu Picchu has two windows for watching the winter solstice. 
 
    	 Hiram Bingham found Machu Picchu in 1911 with the help of some of the local people. 
 
    	 Machu Picchu was built high up in the Andes Mountains. 
 
    	 The Incas used Inti Mach'ay for eating dinner every day. 
 
    	 Historians think that Machu Picchu was built by Emperor Pachacuti Inca. 
 
    	 The Incas abandoned Machu Picchu because the Spanish conquistadors made them leave the city. 
 
   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6—The Fall of the Inca Empire 
 
    Everything comes to an end. Even powerful empires fall apart and collapse. The Inca Empire was no different. Even though the Inca Empire was full of strong warriors, they encountered several problems all at once. Any one of these problems would have weakened the Incas for a time. Since they happened at the same time, they caused the Inca Empire to collapse. 
 
    The first problem the Inca Empire had to deal with was diseases. The Spanish were beginning to explore Central and South America. Although they didn’t intend to, the Spanish brought all kinds of illnesses with them. These were illnesses like the flu, smallpox, chickenpox, and measles. These were common diseases in Europe, so the Spanish already had immunization (protection) against these germs. The people who lived in Central and South America did not. That caused a pandemic to sweep through Central and South America. 
 
    Historians estimate that 50 to 90 percent of the people living in Central and South America died from the diseases the Spanish accidentally brought over from Europe. Can you imagine what would happen to your city if you suddenly lost half of the people living there? A lot of jobs wouldn’t get done because there wouldn’t be enough people.  
 
    The Incas faced this problem. They suddenly didn’t have enough people to grow all the food they needed or enough people to run messages throughout the empire. People were dying from the flu (which is also called influenza) and smallpox. The nobles also got sick and died from these diseases. That started to create problems about who would be the next emperor because the line of succession (who would rule next) was not easy to figure out.  
 
    Another problem that the Incas were dealing with was rebellions. Now, the Incas often dealt with rebellions. They were constantly expanding their empire, and that meant they were constantly conquering other civilizations. The people the Incas conquered usually weren’t happy about that. Every time the Incas conquered more land, they had to also put down rebellions. That allowed them to keep their new land and continue to grow their empire.  
 
     In the early 1500s, the Incas were conquering part of modern-day Ecuador. They were also establishing a new city for themselves named Quito. The Incas were planning for Quito to become the second capital of the empire, but they were never able to finish that plan. 
 
    The third problem that the Incas had to deal with was a civil war that broke out between two royal brothers. In 1527, Emperor Huayna Capac died of smallpox. His oldest son, Ninan Cuyochi, also died of smallpox at the same time. This made it very difficult for the Incas to decide who would be the next emperor.  
 
    Two of Emperor Huayna Capac’s sons wanted to be the emperor. Huáscar thought he should be the next emperor because he was next in line. He was also already in charge of Cuzco, the capital of the Inca Empire. His half-brother Atahualpa thought that he should be the emperor because he was a better warrior. He had also been in charge of conquering Quito for the Inca Empire. Atahualpa wasn’t technically in the line of succession, so Huáscar didn’t think his half-brother should be emperor. The two brothers weren’t able to come to an agreement, and they went to war.  
 
    When the war began, Huáscar had most of the people’s loyalty. He was based in Cuzco, so most of the Incas believed that Huáscar was the rightful ruler. Atahualpa had the bigger army. Although support is nice during a war, generals also need to have enough soldiers to fight the battles.  
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    Map describing the Inca Civil War 
 
    Huáscar tried to end the war quickly by marching on Quito. He thought that if he took Quito, he could stop any support that Atahualpa had. Huáscar fought bravely, but he was not able to take the city. Instead, he was pushed back. Atahualpa’s army followed him all the way to Cuzco. Atahualpa’s army terrorized tribes along the way who sided with Huáscar. Atahualpa was trying to show that he was more powerful than his brother. It would end up costing Atahualpa dearly in the end. 
 
    In 1532, there was a big battle outside of Cuzco between the armies of the two brothers. Huáscar was defeated and taken prisoner. Atahualpa was away in the north when the battle happened, but he hurried back to Cuzco as soon as he heard the good news. He was excited to hear that his brother had finally been defeated. He was ready to become the next emperor of the Inca Empire. 
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    Huáscar, who was defeated 
 
    (Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Waskhar_portrait.jpg#/media/File:Waskhar_portrait.jpg 
 
     Atahualpa didn’t get to enjoy his victory, though. Can you imagine how frustrating that would be? Atahualpa had just fought a war to become the emperor, and he didn’t even get to enjoy it. Have you ever worked hard for something and then had it taken away from you before you got to enjoy it? It’s really upsetting when that happens! For Atahualpa, it was even worse. He didn’t just lose the throne. He lost the whole empire. 
 
    In November 1532, Atahualpa was celebrating his victory when the Spanish conquistadors finally arrived. Atahualpa agreed to meet the Spaniards because he thought they were going to pay him tribute as the new emperor. Instead, they took him prisoner and demanded that he swear loyalty to them! To make it worse, the tribes didn’t come to rescue him because he had terrorized them during the civil war. In a few short years, the Inca Empire would end. 
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    Emperor Atahualpa, the victorious brother 
 
    (Source: 
 
    https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ataw_Wallpa_portrait.jpg#/media/File:Ataw_Wallpa_portrait.jpg) 
 
    There were a variety of problems that caused the downfall of the Inca Empire. The Incas could not find enough workers because of all the diseases that were sweeping through Central and South America. The pandemic killed at least half of the people, which made it hard for the Incas to get anything done. They were also dealing with rebellions from smaller tribes as they continued to expand. The final problem was the civil war. It weakened the empire even more. All three of these problems worked together to bring about the fall of the Incas. When the Spanish conquistadors arrived, they took advantage of the bad situation the Incas were dealing with and finished the downfall of the mighty Inca Empire. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 Challenge: Matching 
 
    Can you match the word or phrase with the description that goes with it? 
 
    
    	 Emperor Atahualpa 
 
    	 Smallpox and influenza 
 
    	 Spanish conquistadors 
 
    	 Huáscar 
 
    	 Quito 
 
    	 Emperor Huayna Capac 
 
   
 
    
    	 Some of the diseases that killed 50 to 90 percent of the people living in Central and South America. 
 
    	 The emperor whose death caused the Inca Civil War. 
 
    	 The brother who lost the Inca Civil War. 
 
    	 The new capital the Incas established in modern-day Ecuador.  
 
    	 The brother who won the Inca Civil War. 
 
    	 The people who finally defeated the Inca Empire. 
 
   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7—The Spanish Conquest 
 
    Although the Inca Empire was strong at the height of its power, the Spanish conquest of the Inca civilization was very quick. This was because the Spanish conquistadors arrived during a rough time for the Incas. With so many problems going on at once, the Incas weren’t able to properly fight the Spanish conquistadors until it was too late. 
 
    The Spanish conquistadors were explorers from Spain. They came to Central and South America looking for gold and other valuable items. They wanted to become rich and powerful. They had heard that some of the civilizations in Central and South America had a lot of gold and silver. They didn’t know much else about any of the people who lived there. The Spanish conquistadors didn’t know that the civilizations in Central and South America had rich and interesting cultures. Some of them thought they were bringing civilization to the people who lived there without realizing they were destroying civilizations that were simply different from their own. 
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    Map of the Aztec and Inca empires at the time of the Spanish conquest 
 
    The Spanish conquistador who led the conquest of the Inca Empire was Francisco Pizarro. He was born around 1475 in a small town in Spain. He grew up poor and often dreamed of leaving behind his small town and his job as a pig herder. When he heard that there was gold and adventure in the New World, he jumped at the chance to leave Spain and find a better future. The Spanish called Central and South America the “New World” because it was brand-new to them. Would you have been able to leave everything you knew and go to a new world? It was very brave of Francisco Pizarro to do that! 
 
    Francisco Pizarro first arrived in the New World around 1502. He helped with other Spanish conquests before he got permission from the king of Spain to lead his own conquest in 1532. When Francisco Pizarro arrived in the Inca Empire, he found a land that was full of gold. He also saw that there were a lot of problems going on. He decided to take advantage of those problems and overthrow the Incas to conquer their land and riches. 
 
    When Francisco Pizarro arrived in the Inca Empire, the Inca Civil War was finishing. Atahualpa had defeated his half-brother and was preparing to take the throne as the next Inca emperor. On November 16th, 1532, Francisco Pizarro offered to meet Atahualpa at Cajamarca, a city in northern Peru, for a celebratory feast. This was a lie. Francisco Pizarro did not want to congratulate Atahualpa for becoming the next emperor of the Incas. He wanted to conquer the Incas for the king of Spain and become their new governor. 
 
    Francisco didn’t explain this to the Incas, though. Instead, he hid his soldiers and had Friar Vicente de Valverde approach Atahualpa. He and Francisco told Atahualpa that he should swear loyalty to King Charles I, the king of Spain and give his kingdom to the king. They also told Atahualpa that he needed to convert to Christianity because it was the only true religion. The friar handed him a Bible and told him that all the answers to life’s biggest questions were in that book. 
 
    [image: undefined] 
 
    Francisco Pizarro meets with the Inca emperor Atahualpa, 1532 
 
    (Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Atawallpa_Pizarro_tinkuy.jpg#/media/File:Atawallpa_Pizarro_tinkuy.jpg 
 
    Can you imagine how confusing that must have been for Atahualpa? He had just become emperor and had come for a party. Now, these strangers wanted him to give up his kingdom and his religious views just because they said so. He didn’t even understand what the Bible was or how it could tell him the answers to life’s questions. Atahualpa had never seen a book before and did not know how to read. He certainly didn’t know how to read Spanish! When the Bible did not begin to speak to him, he threw it on the ground in disgust.  
 
    Francisco Pizarro did not understand how he had confused Atahualpa. Instead, he thought that Atahualpa was disrespecting Christianity by throwing the Bible on the ground. Francisco Pizarro took that as an opportunity to open fire. This started the Battle of Cajamarca, but it was really more of a massacre. The Incas had not brought any weapons with them because they were expecting to come to a party. You don’t bring weapons to a party! Within an hour, the Spanish had killed all of the Incas in the room except for Atahualpa. He was captured, and Francisco Pizarro held him for ransom while the Spanish captured the rest of the city. 
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    A drawing of the Battle of Cajamarca 
 
    (Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Inca-Spanish_confrontation.JPG#/media/File:Inca-Spanish_confrontation.JPG ) 
 
    Atahualpa realized that he was in a lot of trouble. Things were not going well for him, so he tried to save himself by offering Francisco Pizarro a lot of money. In fact, he offered him a room full of gold and silver. That would have been enough money for Francisco Pizarro to live comfortably for the rest of his life! Francisco took the money, but he didn’t let Atahualpa go. Instead, he ordered Atahualpa to be executed on July 26th, 1533.  
 
    At first, they were going to burn him at the stake because he had not converted to Christianity. Atahualpa didn’t want to die like that. Friar Vicente de Valverde said that if he converted to Christianity, they wouldn’t burn him at the stake. The Spanish said they would give him a more merciful death and postpone his execution. Atahualpa thought that sounded better, and he converted. The Spanish killed him on August 29th, 1533. 
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    Execution of Atahualpa on July 26th, 1533 
 
    (Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_execution_of_Inca.jpg#/media/File:The_execution_of_Inca.jpg) 
 
    After killing the Inca emperor, Francisco Pizarro wanted to conquer Cuzco. The Spanish set up Tupac Huallpa as the new Inca emperor, but he died after only a few months. The Spanish then chose Manco Inca as the new emperor to help them capture Cuzco. They marched into the city and then began to loot it. Manco Inca did not like what the Spanish were doing to his people. He rebelled against them in 1536, but there was not much he could do to stop their conquest. He wasn’t able to rescue Cuzco, and he had to retreat to the mountains. Some Inca resistance continued in the mountains for a few years, but even that was eventually put down by the Spanish conquistadors.  
 
    Francisco Pizarro set out for the Inca Empire to conquer it, and he certainly did. The diseases that he accidentally brought with him killed thousands of Incas. The people who survived the diseases were often killed by the Spanish. The population of the Inca Empire declined rapidly during the Spanish conquest. The Spanish didn’t just kill many of the Incas. They also destroyed their cities and their culture. They built new cities on the ruins of the old ones, and they replaced the Inca culture with their Spanish culture. Although a few Incas managed to survive these hard times, much of the Inca culture was lost forever to the Spanish conquest of the New World. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 Challenge: Fill in the Blank 
 
    [image: ]Can you fill in the blank in the sentences below with the correct vocabulary word? 
 
    
    	 ____________ arrived in the Inca Empire in 1532. 
 
    	 The first battle of the Spanish conquest of the Incas was the ____________________. 
 
    	 Atahualpa paid the Spanish a room full of ____________ after getting captured. 
 
    	 Francisco Pizzaro captured ______________ on November 16th, 1532, by pretending to throw a celebratory feast in his honor. 
 
    	 ________________ converted Atahualpa to Christianity before his execution. 
 
    	 The Spanish made ___________ the new emperor to help them get into Cuzco. 
 
    	 The Inca population declined quickly because of the __________ the Spanish brought with them. 
 
    	 The Spanish called Central and South America the_____________.  
 
   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8—Famous Inca Rulers 
 
    Although the Incas had proven themselves to be fierce and strong, the Inca Empire only lasted for about 200 years. When you look at all of history, 200 years isn’t actually a lot of time!  
 
    During their 200 years, the Incas had 18 rulers, and we’ll be covering the most important ones in this chapter. The 18 Inca rulers can be split up into three groups. The first eight rulers were kings before the Incas established their empire. This time is called the pre-imperial era. The next six rulers were emperors. The last four rulers did not rule from Cuzco. Instead, they led the Inca rebellion against the Spanish conquistadors from a city in the mountains called Vilcabamba. The Inca rulers all helped create one of the greatest empires in the Americas. 
 
    Manco Cápac (1200–1230 CE) 
 
    Manco Cápac was the first king of the Incas. There are myths that he was the son of Inti, the sun god, but historians think that Manco Cápac was a normal person just like us. He ruled the Incas from about 1200 to 1230 CE. He was married to Mama Ocllo, who also played a part in the myth of how the Incas began their civilization. Historians know that Manco Cápac came up with the first laws that the Incas followed. He also built the first Temple of the Sun. Manco Cápac emphasized how important it was to worship Inti properly, and the Incas would follow this example while they ruled the western coast of South America. 
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    Manco Cápac 
 
    (Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Manco_C%C3%A1pac_18th_century_Cusco_School.jpg#/media/File:Manco_Cápac_18th_century_Cusco_School.jpg) 
 
    Sinchi Roca (1230–1260 CE) 
 
    Sinchi Roca was the son of Manco Cápac. He ruled the Incas from 1230 to 1260 CE. Historians think that Sinchi Roca was the first Inca king to wear royal garments and jewelry. One of those items was the imperial crown, which the Incas called the Mascaipacha. Sinchi Roca also fought wars with the tribes around Cuzco to protect the city. He also wanted to expand the empire. Just like his father, Sinchi Roca took his religion seriously. He ordered more construction on the Temple of the Sun to make it bigger and more impressive.  
 
    [image: A person wearing a crown and holding a staff  Description automatically generated with low confidence] 
 
    Sinchi Roca 
 
    (Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:SAHUARAURA_p049_-_SINCHI_ROCCA.jpg#/media/Archivo:SAHUARAURA_p049_-_SINCHI_ROCCA.jpg) 
 
    Mayta Cápac (1290–1320 CE) 
 
    Mayta Cápac was the fourth king, and he is best remembered for all the battles he fought. He had to work really hard to keep Cuzco safe from tribes who wanted to take it. He also had to work hard to continue to get more land for the Incas. Mayta Cápac started to move the Incas into the highlands around Cuzco.  
 
    Cápac Yupanqui (1320–1350 CE) 
 
    Cápac Yupanqui was the fifth king, and he is best remembered for being the first Inca ruler to conquer any land outside of Cuzco Valley! He wasn’t technically the rightful ruler of the Incas. But he was so powerful that most people accepted him instead of Inca Tarco Huaman, who was Mayta Cápac’s son.  
 
    Cápac Yupanqui was very good at making military alliances. He made an alliance with the Ayarmaca tribe to fight against the Chanca people. The Chancas were numerous and powerful. The Incas wanted to get rid of them so that they could become the most powerful civilization. Sadly, Cápac Yupanqui died before he was able to fight the Chancas, so other Incas had to continue the fight for him.  
 
    Pachacuti (1438–1471 CE) 
 
    Pachacuti was the ninth ruler and the first emperor of the Incas. He was the ruler who first started the Inca Empire! Pachacuti first came into power while the Incas were fighting the Chancas. He kicked them out of Cuzco and declared himself the next king because his father had fled the city instead of staying to protect the people. Pachacuti then rebuilt Cuzco to be even better than before. Some historians think that Pachacuti shaped Cuzco to look like a jaguar or a puma. Pachacuti also built Machu Picchu. He greatly expanded the Inca Empire and refined the laws. He was one of the most important and best-remembered of all the Inca rulers.  
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    Pachacuti 
 
    (Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:PachacutecIXinca.jpg#/media/File:PachacutecIXinca.jpg) 
 
    Huáscar (1527–1532 CE) 
 
    Huáscar was the fifth emperor of the Inca Empire. He spent most of his reign in a fierce civil war with his half-brother Atahualpa. Huáscar was afraid that someone was going to overthrow him. After his father Huayna Capac died of smallpox, Huáscar had several of his brothers killed because he thought they were plotting to overthrow him. Paranoia can be dangerous! Huáscar lost the civil war with his half-brother Atahualpa, and Atahualpa had him killed. 
 
    Atahualpa (1532–1533 CE) 
 
    Atahualpa was the last true Inca emperor. His reign was really short! Just as he was defeating his half-brother Huáscar, the Spanish conquistadors arrived. They tricked Atahualpa into coming to a meeting with them, and then they captured him. Atahualpa didn’t even get to claim his throne in Cuzco. He paid the Spanish a lot of gold and silver as a ransom to let him go. The Spanish decided to take his money and then kill him. His death officially ended the Inca Empire, and Spanish colonization began to spread throughout the land. 
 
    Manco Inca II (1533–1544 CE) 
 
    Manco Inca II was made king by the Spanish. That might seem a little strange. Why would the Spanish give the Incas another king if they wanted to conquer the Incas? The Spanish wanted to rule from the shadows. They thought it would be easier to conquer the people if the Incas thought there was still a Sapa Inca (the title of their ruler) in charge. It might have worked, except Manco Inca II saw the horrible things the Spanish were doing to his people. He rebelled. He left Cuzco and made Vilcabamba his main city in 1537. From there, he fought against the Spanish conquest until his death in 1544.  
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    Manco Inca II 
 
    (Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:SAHUARAURA_p108_MANCO_INCA.jpg#/media/Archivo:SAHUARAURA_p108_MANCO_INCA.jpg) 
 
    Túpac Amaru (1571–1572 CE) 
 
    Túpac Amaru was the last Inca ruler. He fought hard against the Spanish, but by this point, there were too many Spanish conquistadors in the area. He was eventually captured when he fled from Vilcabamba. The Spanish had him put to death in 1572 in the Plaza de Armas in Cuzco. After Túpac Amaru died, there were no more kings of the Incas. Túpac Amaru was the last of a long line of strong, wise, and fierce rulers. 
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    Túpac Amaru 
 
    (Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Tupaq_Amaru_I_hapisqa.gif#/media/File:Tupaq_Amaru_I_hapisqa.gif) 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 Challenge: Timeline Activity 
 
    Can you put the names of the Incas rulers in the correct order? Draw a line on your paper to help you get each one in the right spot in time. 
 
    
    	 Túpac Amaru 
 
    	 Atahualpa 
 
    	 Pachacuti 
 
    	 Mayta Cápac 
 
    	 Manco Cápac 
 
    	 Sinchi Roca 
 
    	 Cápac Yupanqui 
 
    	 Huáscar 
 
    	 Manco Inca II 
 
   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9—Inca Myths and Gods 
 
    Mythology was important to the Incas. They had several different gods and goddesses that they worshiped in temples across the Inca Empire. Although they didn’t leave us any written notes about their gods, religion was clearly important to the Incas. Their temples were carefully built and were beautifully decorated. People don’t take that kind of time to make something like that unless it is very important to them.  
 
    We have a few myths from the Incas, but most of these myths deal with the creation of the world and the start of the Inca people. They likely had other myths, but those stories never got written down. Sadly, this means they’ve been forgotten. The myths we do have were written down by the Spanish conquistadors when they conquered the Incas. Although many of the conquistadors were only focused on power and money, a few of them thought the Incas were interesting and wrote down some things about them. 
 
    The Creation Myth 
 
    The Inca creation myth starts in total darkness. Viracocha is the creator god in Inca mythology, and the first world he created was pitch dark and full of giants. Would you want to live in a world like that? Viracocha eventually got angry with the giants. They were always disobeying him. So, he destroyed the giants and the dark world.  
 
    There are different versions of the story at this point. Some stories say that Viracocha wiped out all the giants with a huge flood, but other stories say that he turned the giants into stone.  
 
    Either way, Viracocha got rid of the giants. Then he tried again. He made a second world and filled this world with smaller creatures that were made out of clay. These smaller creatures were people. Viracocha made them look like him. He also gave them light, clothes, language, and food. Viracocha gave the humans everything they needed to be happy and healthy. Then he scattered the humans across the face of the earth. 
 
    The Origin of the Incas 
 
    The Incas have a different myth of the creation of the Inca Empire. As the story goes, when the people were first created, they didn’t know anything about how to live like people. They ran around without clothes on, slept on the ground without any houses, and acted like wild animals. Have you ever learned something for the first time? It’s hard at first because you don’t know what you’re doing. No one had ever taught the first people how to be people, so they weren’t very good at it. 
 
    The gods were sad when they watched the humans act like wild animals. They took pity on them. Inti decided to send one of his sons down to Earth to help the people learn how to be good humans. He sent Manco Cápac and his wife Mama Ocllo. When they arrived on Earth, they appeared to the Inca tribe and immediately began teaching them how to weave clothes and farm food. They also taught the people how to make and use weapons so they could defend themselves and make their empire grow.  
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    A painting of Mama Ocllo 
 
    (Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mama_Ocllo#/media/File:Mama_Ocllo,_Peru,_circa_1840,_San_Antonio_Museum_of_Art.jpg) 
 
    They also told the people how important it was to worship Inti properly. Inti wasn’t upset because the people didn’t know better, but they now had to make sure to worship the sun god correctly. All of the Incas left their small village and followed Manco Cápac in search of the right place to worship Inti. They were looking for a place where a golden stake could be driven into the ground with only one hit. After a lot of looking, they finally found the spot. They built the city of Cuzco there to be the new capital of the Inca people. 
 
    The Great Flood 
 
    Almost every civilization has a flood story. The Inca’s flood story goes like this. Before Manco Cápac came to teach the Incas how to be strong and powerful, everyone in the world was bad. They all did bad things, and this upset the gods. The gods planned to flood the whole world and start over again. There were only two young shepherds who were good. They were brothers, and they tended llamas all day long in the mountains.  
 
    One day, they noticed that their llamas looked sad. When the boys asked about it, the llamas told them about the coming flood. The brothers quickly got their family and their herds of animals into high caves in the mountains. When the rains fell and drowned the whole world, the people in the caves survived. Once the rain stopped, Inti dried up all the extra water. the people came out of their caves and repopulated the world. 
 
    Meeting the Inca Gods 
 
    There are several important gods and goddesses in Inca mythology. Each of these deities had a different part to play in the Inca pantheon or ruling group of gods. However, they were all important to the Incas. 
 
    Viracocha was the creator god. He’s the one who was responsible for making everything. That includes the other gods, Earth, the heavens, and the people. Although he wasn’t really active in the lives of the Incas, they were still respectful of Viracocha. The Incas had a myth in which some people weren’t grateful for all Viracocha had made. When he heard them complain, he turned them into stone! Turning into stone doesn’t sound like fun, so the Incas were careful to be respectful of the creator god. 
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    Viracocha 
 
    (Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Viracocha.jpg#/media/Archivo:Viracocha.jpg) 
 
    Inti was probably the most important god in the daily lives of the Incas. He was the sun god, and the Incas believed that their kings were direct descendants of him. They had temples for Inti in important places throughout the Inca Empire. The walls and floors of the temples were covered in gold. The Inca believed that gold was special to Inti because it was the sun’s sweat. The most famous Temple of the Sun is Coricancha in Cuzco. 
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    An Inca king worshiping Inti 
 
    (Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pachacuteckoricancha.jpg#/media/Archivo:Pachacuteckoricancha.jpg) 
 
    Mama Quilla was the moon goddess. She was both Inti’s sister and his wife. We might think that’s a little weird, but the Incas did not think it was weird for royal siblings to marry each other. As the moon goddess, Mama Quilla was in charge of the calendar, marriage, and protecting women. The Incas kept their calendar by the phases of the moon, so Mama Quilla was an important part of Inca culture. Her temple was covered in silver because the Incas thought that silver was the moon’s tears. 
 
    There were several other Inca gods. Coniraya was the male moon god who helped with creating life. Mama Cocha was the goddess of the sea. Pachamama was the goddess of the earth. She was in charge of giving the Incas a good harvest. Illapu was the god of weather. He gave rain to the Incas for crops.  
 
    The Incas took their religion very seriously because they believed their gods helped them to survive. The myths we have from the Incas show them explaining how they came to exist and how their gods helped them become powerful conquerors of the Pacific coast of South America. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 Challenge: Creative Activity 
 
    Inca mythology is full of gods helping out people who need it. Although the gods can be a little harsh when people aren’t grateful, they also helped the Incas. The Incas used their mythology to show they were better than the tribes they were conquering. 
 
    Let’s write our own Inca myth! Take one of the historical events you have learned about in this book and write it as a new Inca myth. Pick your favorite Inca ruler, and write about how the gods helped (or didn’t help) him to defend Cuzco or expand the Inca Empire. You can use one or two different gods in your new myth, and make sure you include three to five facts about the historical event in your myth. Remember, the Incas mixed their history with their mythology, so some of their myths have parts that probably happened. Then have fun writing about how one (or more) of the Inca gods helped the Incas solve their problems! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10—Society and Government 
 
    The Incas didn’t just spend their lives conquering other tribes. They actually built a complex society for themselves that had a strong government, distinct social classes, and even rules for education and marriage. That’s really advanced! A lot of societies take a long time to develop everything the Incas had.  
 
    The Incas had strict social classes. In modern times, we often aren’t bound by the social class we are born into. We can better ourselves by working hard and making good choices. The Incas did not have that option. They couldn’t change their social class. They couldn’t even change their jobs if they wanted to! As soon as you were old enough to work, you were assigned a job, and that was all you did for the rest of your life.  
 
    There were three social classes in the Inca Empire. The first social class was the noble class. They were also called the Inca class. The nobles were the people whose ancestors had first established Cuzco. Their job was to run the government, and they held the most powerful positions. They made most of the big decisions and were in charge of the cities and regions of the empire. The king was the most important person in the noble class. 
 
    The second social class was the public administrator class. These people were in charge of the lower-level jobs in the government. They would do things like collect taxes, design buildings, and keep records like a secretary does today. These people were important because they kept the whole empire going. However, the Incas didn’t think they were as important as the nobility. 
 
    The third social class was the commoner class. These were the craftsmen and the farmers. Craftsmen made all sorts of things, like pottery and gold items. Most people in the Inca Empire were farmers. Even though the farmers were thought of as being at the lowest level in society, they were very important. Without the hard work of the farmers, the Inca Empire would not have survived very long. The farmers sent two-thirds of their harvest to the government, which is how everyone who wasn’t a farmer was able to eat. 
 
    You might have noticed that we haven’t mentioned slaves. Even though the Incas fought in a lot of wars, they didn’t take people as slaves. In fact, they didn’t have any slaves at all! Instead, everyone in the empire was part of an ayllu. An ayllu is a group of families who all work together like one big extended family. The ayllu was the basic unit for the whole empire.  
 
    The ayllu was a big part of everyone’s lives, but the Inca Empire’s government also played a big part. The Inca Empire was very large, so the government had to be organized and strong. The Inca Empire’s government was a monarchy. The king, who was also called the Sapa Inca, was in charge of everything. Of course, the Sapa Inca did not make every decision in the whole government. Can you imagine how overwhelming that would be? Instead, the king had royal advisors who helped him make the big decisions.  
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    The Sapa Inca surrounded by noble representatives 
 
    (Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Consejo_Inca.jpg#/media/File:Consejo_Inca.jpg) 
 
    The empire was split up into four sections. This would be like states or provinces of modern-day countries. Each section was called a suyu, and each suyu had a governor, who was called an apu. The apu made decisions for his personal suyu, much like how a governor makes decisions for their state. They reported to the king, but the king didn’t have to make every decision for them. There were also other officials. Some of these officials were priests, inspectors, military generals, and tax collectors. 
 
    Taxes were a big deal for the Incas. Their empire was so large that not having taxes would have ruined them. There were two ways that people had to pay taxes. The first tax was a crops tax. Each ayllu gave one-third of their crops to the government and one-third to the temples. They were allowed to keep the final third to eat. The second tax was a labor tax called a mit'a. For part of the year, all men ages 16 through 60 had to work on a government project. There were lots of different projects. After all, there were always roads to build, gold to mine, and battles to fight. 
 
    There were laws in the Inca Empire about taxes and other things, like murder and stealing. There wasn’t a lot of crime because the punishments were so harsh. If someone heard you curse the gods, you could be executed! The punishments were harsh to keep people from breaking the laws, and it usually worked.  
 
    Most people in the Inca Empire did not spend their lives worrying about the government punishing them. Most of them were busy just living their lives. The commoners lived in small houses made from adobe bricks. Their houses didn’t have windows or solid doors. Their doorways were usually covered with a piece of leather or woven cloth. They slept on mats on the floor. When they weren’t sleeping, they were supposed to be working. Even children worked! As soon as children were old enough to do something, they were working. Inca children didn’t have a lot of time to play. 
 
    It was a hard life for most of the Incas, but they usually had plenty to eat. The Incas ate corn, beans, and squash. Depending on where they lived, some people also ate tomatoes, fish, duck, and peppers. The farmers worked hard to grow enough food for the whole empire. The government was responsible for distributing it to everyone. That way, the people who didn’t farm or who couldn’t farm because of an injury or old age still had plenty to eat. 
 
    The clothing and hairstyles of the Incas were used to show one’s place in society. Everyone wore the same type of clothes. Men wore sleeveless tunics, and women wore long dresses. The clothing of the nobles was much nicer, and the commoners’ clothing was made of coarse wool. Hairstyles were the main way that the Incas separated themselves into classes. Each ayllu had its own special hairstyle, and you wore your hair like your ayllu to show who your family was. The Incas were concerned about social classes, so your hairstyle was a lot more than something you decided on every morning before going to school. Speaking of school, the Inca schools were very different from our schools. Only upper-class boys went to school, and they had three to four years of education. 
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    Sketches of Inca nobles in full costumes 
 
    (Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sketches_of_Inca_nobles_in_full_costumes._Wellcome_L0042060.jpg#/media/File:Sketches_of_Inca_nobles_in_full_costumes._Wellcome_L0042060.jpg) 
 
    The Incas’ lives were shaped by their social classes and government. Everything was organized and carefully planned out. It seems that the Incas were satisfied. They helped each other and loved their families. Beneath their tough warrior attitudes, the Incas built a society that tried to take care of everyone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 Challenge: Dig Deeper 
 
    The Inca society was rich and complex. This chapter only scratches the surface! Pick a topic from this chapter you want to know more about, and do some research. Here are a few examples to get you started: 
 
    
    	 What other kinds of government positions reported to the Sapa Inca?  
 
    	 What are some examples of Inca hairstyles? Can you make your hair look like that? Make sure to ask for help at home before doing any big makeovers. 
 
    	 What kinds of houses did the nobles live in? 
 
   
 
    There are also other topics you can explore! If none of the topics from this chapter interest you, try researching one of these topics instead! 
 
    
    	 Childcare in the Inca Empire 
 
    	 Marriage traditions 
 
    	 How children were educated 
 
    	 All the jobs that government inspectors did 
 
    	 Specialized jobs, such as “chosen women” and herders 
 
   
 
    

  

 
   
    Part 3: Aztec History for Kids 
 
    A Captivating Guide to the Aztec Empire and Civilization, from the Aztecs Settling in the Valley of Mexico to the Spanish Conquest 
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    Introduction 
 
    In this book, we will travel back in time to the period between the 14th and 16th centuries when the Aztec Empire spanned 80,000 square miles throughout Central America.  
 
    Discover what daily life was like for these fearsome warriors, why they practiced the gruesome ritual of human sacrifice, and who managed to finally defeat them. You will also learn some surprising facts about Aztec culture, how they have shaped modern-day Mexico, and what aspects of Aztec life still remain today.  
 
    History will come alive with interesting images, fun facts, and activities! So, dive in! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1: Meet the Aztecs 
 
    By the end of this book, you will be a certified expert on all things Aztec. But, first things first, we need to meet them and get an idea of who they were!  
 
    The Aztec people lived in modern-day Mexico between the 12th and 16th centuries. They started out as nomadic people, which means they moved from place to place. The Aztecs traveled around Central America before they eventually decided to settle in the Valley of Mexico. They began building an impressive empire around 1345 CE. This empire lasted almost 200 years until the Spanish conquest in 1531 CE. 
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    Map of Aztec Empire 
 
    The Aztecs were fierce warriors who would often fight battles and practice human sacrifice to please their gods. But they were also great farmers, fishermen, and hunters.  
 
    The Aztecs were skilled builders and created pyramids, temples, houses, plazas, palaces, and stadiums. They used stone to build their structures, so many of these impressive buildings and monuments are still standing today. Some can still be visited by tourists! Aztec buildings are easily recognizable by their geometric designs and symmetry.  
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    Aztec ruins 
 
    The Aztecs were skilled in the arts and even loved poetry. They also educated their children. School was compulsory for boys and girls. The Aztecs invented their own calendar and writing systems, and historians can learn a lot about them through these.  
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    Aztec calendar 
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    Aztec mural design 
 
    While we now know them as the Aztecs, they referred to themselves as the Mexica, which is where the modern name for people who come from Mexico (Mexican) comes from.  
 
    The Aztecs worshiped many gods and frequently held religious ceremonies in honor of them. During these ceremonies, the priests and nobles would wear elaborate costumes with jewelry, feathered headdresses, and special clothing. In Aztec society, what you wore was very important, as it demonstrated your social status. The Aztecs had many different social classes and even slaves! 
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    Aztec reenactment. Credit: Maritza Ríos, Flikr 
 
    https://www.flickr.com/photos/culturacdmx/50151311338 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2: The Mexica in Mexico 
 
    The Aztecs were not always the formidable people we now think of them as. In the beginning, they were a poor tribe of hunter-gatherers living in a place called Aztlán. While we don’t know exactly where this was, historians believe Aztlán was somewhere in northern Mexico. The decision to move farther south was made sometime around the year 1111. The Aztec leader said that one of their gods, Huitzilopochtli (weet-see-luh-poach-tli–“li” should be said as “lee”), who was the god of war and the sun, had instructed him to travel south with his people until the gods gave them a sign to stop. 
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    Drawing of Huitzilopochtli, the patron god of the Aztecs 
 
    Without modern-day transport, the journey through Mexico was a slow and difficult one. It took almost 200 years to get there! The period from when they left their home to when they finally settled is known as the “Long Migration.” 
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    Gemelli Map of the Aztec Migration. Gemelli Careri, G. F., A Voyage Round the World. In Six Parts 
 
    According to legend, the Mexica people were joined on their migration by Malinalxochitl (mah-lee-nal-sho-cheet), who was the sister of Huitzilopochtli and the founder of Mexico. Unlike her brother, who ruled from the heavens, Malinalxochitl interacted with the people and lived on Earth. She was a powerful witch who could kill men with a single look. She was referred to as an eye-twister, calf-snatcher, and heart-biter. This was because, apparently, she could twist your sight to make you see things. She could eat a man’s calf muscle without him feeling it, or she could eat your heart while you were still alive. 
 
    Malinalxochitl could control snakes, scorpions, spiders, and centipedes, and she would often use these against the Mexica people. Because of her immense power, people worshiped her as a goddess. 
 
    Eventually, the Mexica prayed to Huitzilopochtli for his help, as they could no longer tolerate Malinalxochitl’s cruel treatment. Huitzilopochtli answered their prayers and appeared to them in a dream. He told them to sneak out in the middle of the night and leave Malinalxochitl behind. After she had been abandoned, Malinalxochitl decided to settle in a place called Malinalco (mah-lee-nal-ko).  
 
    Fun Fact: To this day, the people from Malinalco still have the reputation of being sorcerers! 
 
    Having left the troublesome Malinalxochitl behind, the Mexica people would continue their migration south before eventually settling around 1248 in an area called Chapultepec (chuh-pool-tuh-pek), which is in the Valley of Mexico near modern-day Mexico City. Chapultepec seemed like the ideal place to stop, as it was located on a hill to the west of Lake Texcoco (teks-ko-ko), where there were lots of natural springs to provide them with drinking water.  
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    Lake Texcoco 
 
    Credit: Yavidaxiu, Wikimedia Commons 
 
    https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Lago_de_Texcoco-poscl%C3%A1sico.png#/media/File:Basin_of_Mexico_1519_map-es.svg 
 
    The Mexica people were not the first to arrive at Lake Texcoco. In fact, there were lots of different colonies of people living around the lake already.  
 
    However, their stay in Chapultepec did not last very long, as the powerful Tepanecs of Azcapotzalco (ah-skah-pote-sal-ko) were already in this area and forced them out. Having heard this, the ruler Coxcoxtli (cosh-cosh-tli) of the nearby area of Culhuacan (cool-hwah-kan) granted them permission to live on some of his empty lands in Tizapan in 1299. 
 
    This would be the Mexica people’s home for only a short while, as they were forced to flee again in 1325. The new ruler of Culhuacan had permitted the Aztecs to take his daughter, as they had informed him they would turn her into a warrior goddess. However, the ruler had not realized that in order to do this, the Mexica planned to kill her as a human sacrifice! The Aztecs believed this would mean she would join the gods in the afterlife and be reborn as the goddess.  
 
    The king and the people of Culhuacan were all horrified when they attended a festival dinner, and the Mexica priest came out wearing the princess’s skin as part of the ritual! Rather unsurprisingly, the king immediately banished the Mexica people, and they were forced to leave.  
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    Plaque at the Plazuela de los Ancianos in Culhuacan, Mexico City 
 
    Credit AlejandroLinaresGarcia, Wikimedia Commons. 
 
    https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:PlaquePlazaAncianosCulhuacan.jpg 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3: Founding Tenochtitlán 
 
    In our previous chapter, we talked about how the Mexica people abandoned the witch, Malinalxochitl, to live in Malinalco. Well, while she was there, Malinalxochitl had a son named Copil. When Copil learned of how his mother came to be in Malinalco, he was very upset at how the Mexica people had treated his mother. He swore he would get revenge, and he went to all the tribes around Chapultepec to ask them to help him. But before they could attack the Mexica people, Huitzilopochtli warned two of his priests in a dream, telling them that they must not let Copil win. The two priests cut out Copil’s heart and threw it into the lake, as instructed by Huitzilopochtli. The heart landed on an island in the middle of the lake, and from it, a nopal (prickly pear cactus) grew. 
 
    Shortly after this (as we learned in our previous chapter), the Mexica people were banished by the king and went looking for a new home. While they were searching, Huitzilopochtli appeared to the ruler of the Mexica and said that they must search until they found an eagle resting on top of a nopal devouring a snake. Eventually, the Mexica people came across the prophesized divine omen, and that is how they knew they had found their home.  
 
    Fun Fact: This image is still important to Mexicans today, and it is even included in the Mexican flag! 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The coat of arms of Mexico 
 
    The swampy land where they decided to settle was located on the southwestern side of Lake Texcoco. After draining the marshes and building artificial islands, they were able to build their city. In 1325, the Mexica people were finally able to have a home of their own. They named the city Tenochtitlán (teh-nosh-teet-lahn).  
 
    Tenochtitlán would go on to become the capital of the Aztec Empire and an economic, religious, and political center. Tenochtitlán was a big city that was home to an estimated 200,000 people in its prime, and it was approximately five square miles in size.  
 
    Fun Fact: To provide the many citizens with fresh water, the Aztecs built two aqueducts that were over 2.5 miles long each! 
 
    Because Tenochtitlán was built on swampland, there were several bridges, causeways (raised roads), and canals that allowed people to travel between the city and the mainland. If the city was under siege, the bridges could be removed for protection. Three main streets ran through the city that connected with the causeways. It was later said by Spanish conquerors that the roads were wide enough to fit ten horses!  
 
    The city itself was divided into four areas, each of which contained 20 districts, or calpullis (cal-puh-lee) as the Mexica called them. Within every calpulli, there was a tianquiztli (tee-ahn-kis-tli), or marketplace, where people could trade for food and other items. There was also a main tianquiztli where anywhere between 20,000 to 60,000 people would visit! 
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    Tenochtitlán complex mockup 
 
    Credit: Xuan Che, Flickr https://www.flickr.com/photos/rosemania/354092027 
 
    The center of the city was where the most important buildings were, such as the palaces, temples, and public buildings.  
 
    The palace of Moctezuma boasted 100 rooms, each with its own bath. This would allow the ruler to accommodate conquered and allied rulers who would stay there. In addition, the palace also had botanical gardens, an aquarium with 20 ponds, and two zoos that held mammals, birds, and reptiles. A whopping 300 people were needed to take care of the animals alone!  
 
    Within the center was a walled area that housed all the ceremonial buildings. The sacred plaza reportedly contained 78 different structures. There were many temples, but one of the most important and tallest at nearly 200 feet was the Templo Mayor. The Templo Mayor was dedicated to the sun god Huitzilopochtli and the rain god Tlaloc. The temple itself was built in a pyramid shape. There were two twin temples on the top, with two separate staircases leading to each one on either side. 
 
    In front of the Templo Mayor was the gladiator stone, where people would be sacrificed. There was also a rack of skulls known as the tzompantli (zuhm-pan-tli), where victims’ heads would be displayed for the gods.  
 
    Mexico City, the modern-day capital of Mexico, lies where Tenochtitlán once stood. You can still visit the ruins of the Templo Mayor today. 
 
    [image: A building on top of a hill  Description automatically generated with low confidence] 
 
    Tenochtitlán Great Temple - Templo Mayor 
 
    Credit: Pixabay, Joshart3d 
 
    https://pixabay.com/illustrations/aztecs-tenochtitlan-templo-mayor-2983145/ 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4: Aztec Arts and Crafts 
 
    As well as building temples and other monuments for the gods, the Aztecs were also great artists and created countless works of art. These would not only be made as tokens for the gods but also to demonstrate wealth and power.  
 
    The Aztecs would create sculptures of the gods in all shapes and sizes from different kinds of stone. Huge statues up to ten feet tall would be placed outside the entrances of the temples. Sculptures of deities would usually be shown in a standardized way. Male gods would often be depicted as sitting with their knees to their chest and their arms resting on them. Female gods, on the other hand, would be kneeling with their hands on their knees. It wasn’t just the gods that they would create statues of, though; heads, animals, people, and more would also be carved into sculptures. 
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    Aztec sculpture of a man 
 
    Credit: Mariel Corona, Wikimedia Commons 
 
    The Mexica people created pottery using clay. This would be for practical reasons, such as household kitchenware, but they also created some jewelry, masks, and sculptures with clay. However, stones and precious metals were more commonly used for masks and sculptures. 
 
    The pottery they made is today referred to as black-on-orange because of its color. White, red, black, and orange were the main colors used, and the pottery would contain interesting patterns or geometric shapes.  
 
    Archeologists have been able to accurately track changes in Aztec pottery over time thanks to a Mexica religious ceremony called The New Fire Ceremony. The New Fire Ceremony occurred every 52 years in November, and during the ceremony, everyone would destroy all their household items.  
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    Aztec ceramic plate 
 
    Credit: Daderot, Wikimedia Commons 
 
    https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Plate_with_painted_decoration,_Aztec_culture,_Mexico,_ceramic_-_Fitchburg_Art_Museum_-_DSC08809.JPG 
 
    Another form of Aztec art was the impressive and elaborate jewelry they made. The people in the upper classes would wear a lot of jewelry to show their high status in society.  
 
    Aztec jewelry was made from many different materials. Gold and silver were commonly featured, as the Aztecs had an abundance of these materials in the area. Precious stones were also used, such as opal, moonstone, jade, turquoise, and quartz. But precious stones and metals were not the only resources used to create jewelry. Copper, shells, wood, and rocks were also used. The Aztecs would create mosaics using precious stones, and they would stick them onto clay or wood.  
 
    Fun Fact: The Aztecs loved music, and their jewelry would often have bells hanging from it or other items that would make a noise.  
 
    As well as earrings, necklaces, and other jewelry we would recognize and wear today, the Aztecs also commonly wore decorative earplugs or ear spools. The earplugs were worn by both men and women, but they were usually worn by men to demonstrate their military rank and social standing. Men would also wear plugs on their lips and noses. These would be attached using piercings in the bottom of the lip or through the septum, the soft middle bit between your nostrils. 
 
    Much of their jewelry was crafted to look like animals, especially ones with religious significance, such as birds or reptiles. Jade gemstones were worn mainly by priests, as it was the symbol for water. Even though the Mexica lived by a lake, they often experienced famines and droughts, so the priests would pray for clean, fresh water. Wearing jade was believed to help with this. Turquoise was used only in religious ceremonies, as it was one of the most valued gemstones to the Aztecs.  
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    Double-headed turquoise serpent chest ornament 
 
    Credit: Geni, Wikimedia Commons 
 
    https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Double_headed_turquoise_serpentAztecbritish_museum.jpg 
 
    As well as wearing lots of different kinds of jewelry, the Aztecs also created elaborate feathered headpieces. Feathers were also incorporated into clothing, armor, and art. Only the wealthy and important people were allowed to wear featherwork, which was made by craftsmen known as amanteca. This was a highly prized and respected art form.  
 
    Feathers were important to the Mexica people because of their connection with the god Huitzilopochtli, whose name meant “hummingbird on the left.” Birds also featured heavily in their culture, not only through religion but also through the origin of their founding. Remember, the eagle on a nopal showed them where to settle.  
 
    Sadly, because feathers do not last as long as many of the other materials the Mexica people used in their art, there are few surviving examples of Aztec featherwork remaining. 
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    Aztec feather headdress (modern replica) 
 
    Credit: johnybegoog, Pixabay. 
 
    Another revered art form was the creation of textiles. The Mexica people would use plant fibers from yucca, maguey (muh-gway), and palm plants to create threads using a spindle. The threads would then be dyed and woven using a special machine called a backstrap loom. This ingenious loom could be easily moved around and carried on your back.  
 
    Mexica textiles were very brightly colored and patterned. On top of being used for clothing, the Mexica also made rugs, blankets, and wall hangings to decorate their homes. Common people wore huipils (wee-peel), which were a type of tunic, and serapes (suh-rah-pes), which were like ponchos. Upper-class people wore blankets draped over their shoulders.  
 
    Warriors who were particularly successful in battle would be awarded special textiles by the emperor. These blankets would have two diagonal sections with bright colors in them, which represented how important of a warrior they were.  
 
    At the peak of the Aztec Empire, textiles were so highly valued that they were used almost like money. When the Aztecs conquered other areas, the people of those city-states would have to pay taxes to the king. Oftentimes, these would be paid in finely made textiles that contained special symbols. 
 
    Practically every Mexica woman would work on weaving textiles, and entire areas within the calpullis would be dedicated to the production of the material. 
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    Aztec woman weaving 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5: Aztec Society and Classes 
 
    The Aztecs lived in a hierarchical society, which means that there were different social classes. The noble people and upper classes would have had the most wealth and held the most important jobs in society. They would be a part of the priesthood or hold important military positions and other state administration roles.  
 
    We have already mentioned how the capital city of Tenochtitlán was divided into calpullis (districts). These calpullis existed in all of the Aztec cities and were made up of individual tribes. The tribes were a collection of families who were led by a calpolec, a sort of chief, and the calpulli’s elders. The family unit was very important to the Mexica people, and they also believed in marriage. Men were allowed more than one wife, but there would usually be a “main” wife who oversaw the running of the household. 
 
    The elders and the calpolec were responsible for distributing land to the people of the calpulli so they could use it to farm. In return, the people would need to pay tribute (goods that signified one’s loyalty). The macehualtin (mah-seh-wal-teen), or farmers, were given the land under the condition that they would not leave it unattended for more than two years. If they died without leaving behind any heirs, the land would go back to the calpolec to be redistributed.  
 
    The macehualtin did not own land; instead, they would work on large farms owned by others. To be able to farm on the land, they would have to pay 30 percent of their produce to the owner. 
 
    The macehualtin were common people and the second-lowest in the hierarchy of Aztec society. Because the macehualtin made up the biggest group in Aztec society, they were split into two groups. The lower of the two were field workers called mayeque (mah-yek-eh). They were the lowest class in Aztec society apart from slaves, and they did the harder farming work. The higher-status farmers were more specialized and understood the seeding process and when it was best to plant crops.  
 
    All macehualtin would be expected to fight in wars and assist in building projects for the state, such as building new temples or roads.  
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    Tenochtitlán residents 
 
    The lowest class in Aztec society were slaves, who were called tlacotin (tlahk-oh-teen). This roughly translates to “bought ones.” Slaves were not only those people who had been captured during times of war but also criminals and people who were in debt. In Aztec society, if you found yourself in too much debt (often from gambling), you could sell yourself for a set period of time in order to pay off the debt.  
 
    Unlike slaves in some cultures, the slaves in Aztec society were given certain rights. Owners were not allowed to mistreat their slaves. Children could not be born into slavery, and slaves could not be sold to someone else by their master unless they agreed to it. If they could afford it, slaves could also buy their freedom. If a slave couldn’t afford to pay for their freedom but managed to escape and make it to the royal palace, they would be set free. 
 
    Fun Fact: Slaves were allowed possessions and could even own other slaves! 
 
    Slaves could be required to do hard labor, farm work, housework, or work as concubines. If a slave was particularly talented or had a special skill, they could gain a more important position and be permitted to marry someone who was not a slave.  
 
    Above the slaves and macehualtin were a group known as Tolteca. These were the artisans who were responsible for making the various types of artworks that the Aztecs enjoyed. Because of this, they were held in high regard. As well as craftsmen, there were also traders called pochteca (poach-tek-ah). They were the highest-ranking traders, and they specialized in precious items, such as tropical bird feathers, exotic animal skins, cocoa beans, turquoise, and many other things. The pochteca would often have to travel long distances to make these trades and get items for the nobility.  
 
    Another type of trader was the tlaltlani, who specialized in trading slaves. They were also responsible for finding humans to sacrifice to the gods. Because this was seen as an incredibly important job, they were very wealthy and had special privileges.  
 
    Fun Fact: The Aztecs had spies! These were known as naualoztomeca (nah-wal-os-tel-meh-ka), and they would trade in enemy territories in disguise and keep an ear out for any useful information.  
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    Mexico Aztec mural 
 
    Above the artisans and traders were the nobles, or pipiltin (pee-peel-teen). The nobles were easy to recognize since they would wear the finest clothes, jewelry, and featherwork. The pipiltin held high-ranking jobs in the army, government, and priesthood. The council that helped to run the city would also be chosen from this class, as was the king.  
 
    The highest of all was the king, but just below him were the tecuhtli, who were the rulers of other city-states. A city-state is an independent country based around a city; think of Sparta or Athens. These rulers had complete control over their cities, but they still had to pay tribute to the king.  
 
    The Aztec king, or tlatoani (tlah-toh-ah-nee), which means “one who speaks,” had complete political and religious control. The tlatoanis were considered to be related to the gods, so they were treated almost like one. Rather than inheriting their role by birth like in some monarchies, the tlatoani was elected by a high council that was made up of four noblemen.  
 
    The first Aztec king was called Acamapichtli (ah-cah-mah-peech-tli), and he established the Aztec Empire. It is unclear exactly when he ruled, but it is thought that he probably became the ruler in 1376 after the death of Tenoch (ten-osh), who was the founder of Tenochtitlán. Acamapichtli was most likely chosen as king because of his parents. His father was a Mexica leader, and his mother was the daughter of the Culhuacan king.  
 
    While kings did not inherit their title and were instead elected, the candidates for the throne were usually related to the previous ruler. When Acamapichtli died in 1395, his son, Huitzilihuitl (weet-seh-leh-weet), became king. All later rulers of Tenochtitlán were his descendants.  
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    Acamapichtli, the first Aztec king 
 
    Another important Aztec king was Itzcoatl (eetz-koh-ah-tl), who was responsible for the Triple Alliance. As the son of a former king and a slave, Itzcoatl was unlikely to become king. However, when the leader of the powerful nearby city-state Azcapotzalco (ah-skuh-poh-saal-ko) died suddenly, Itzcoatl saw an opportunity. He united with allies from other towns and other unlikely heirs. They forged an alliance between Tenochtitlán and the city-states of Tlacopan and Texcoco. Using the civil unrest to their advantage, the Triple Alliance waged war against the previously powerful Azcapotzalco and won. With Azcapotzalco’s power and army now theirs, they were able to subdue the remaining city-states and go on to expand their empire. Itzcoatl ruled from 1428 to 1440.  
 
    The eighth king of the Aztecs, Ahuitzotl (ah-wee-sot), ruled from 1486 to 1502 and was known as a fierce warrior. During his reign, he massively expanded the Aztec Empire, defeating tribes as far away as modern-day Guatemala. Ahuitzotl is most famously known for carrying out the biggest human sacrifice in Aztec history. This was to honor the new temple he had built in Tenochtitlán in 1487. Religious ceremonies involving sacrifices were held for four days, and prisoners were lined up in four rows that were over three miles long each! Aztec nobles, priests, and Ahuitzotl himself would then kill the prisoners of war by cutting out their hearts. An estimated 20,000 people were sacrificed during the festival.  
 
    The last Aztec ruler we are going to discuss is Montezuma II, Ahuitzotl’s nephew and the ninth king of the Aztecs. Montezuma inherited the Aztec Empire at its most powerful, and he launched many new expeditions. However, his demands for even more tribute and people to be sacrificed from the tribes he defeated were not well received. This weakened the empire. Montezuma was in power when the Spanish conquistadors (“conquerors”) first arrived, and he was captured by the conquistador Hernán Cortés. The people of Tenochtitlán believed Montezuma gave in too easily to Cortés, so when Montezuma tried to address his people, they attacked him with rocks and arrows. Some believe this led to his death.  
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    King Montezuma 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6: Aztec Writing and Technology 
 
    The Aztecs had their own language known as Nahuatl (nah-wat), and their writing system was a pictorial one. This means that, unlike English, which has an alphabet, they would use pictures, which are known as pictographs or glyphs. Each pictograph would have a specific meaning, so their writing was more like ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs or modern-day Chinese characters.  
 
    Only priests could read and write, and they would do so on paper made from deerskin or maguey cloth. Strips of this paper were then stuck to wood and folded like a map to form books or codices.  
 
    Fun Fact: Some English words originated from Nahuatl. Chocolate, avocado, chili, and coyote all came from Nahuatl! 
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    Aztec writing 
 
    The Aztecs didn’t just use writing for practical reasons; they also loved to write poetry. They referred to poems as “flowers and songs.” When writing poems, they would try to describe nature (flowers) and the experiences of life (songs).  
 
    The most famous Mexica poet was called Nezahualcoyotl (nes-ah-wal-ko-yot). He was also a king, and he is so famous that he appears on the Mexican 100-peso note today! On the 100-peso bill, there is also one of his poems. A translation of it is below: 
 
    I love the song of the mockingbird, 
 
    bird of four hundred voices; 
 
    I love the color of jade 
 
    and the drowsy perfume of flowers; 
 
    but more than these, I love 
 
    my fellow human beings. 
 
    Poetry wasn’t the only creative writing outlet the Aztecs had. They also created stamps to decorate clothing, textiles, or even their skin. These stamps could show written words, phrases, or simply a pretty pattern. The stamps were made from clay, which meant they were affordable. Even the poorest people could have them.  
 
    Fun Fact: Tattoos were a popular art form, and many Aztecs had elaborate tattoos in honor of the gods all over their bodies. 
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    Aztec seal stamp 
 
    It was also important for the Aztecs to have a numerical system so they could keep track of their tributes and taxes. The Aztec numerical system was based around the number 20. Dots were used for numbers up to 20, while the number 20 itself was represented by a flag. The flag could be repeated as often as needed. The next number to have its own symbol was 400, which was shown as a feather or a fir tree. After this, the next number with its own symbol was the number 8,000, which was shown using a bag of copal incense. So, for example, if they drew 1 feather, 2 flags, and 4 dots, it would mean the number 444. 
 
    The Aztecs also had their own calendar to keep track of time. The Aztec calendar not only contained a 365-day civil cycle (how long it takes the earth to go around the sun), but it also had a religious ritual cycle known as tonalpohualli (toh-nal-poh-wal-lee), which had 260 days. Within the tonalpohualli, there were 20 named periods of religious importance connected to a different god. Each period lasted for 13 days.  
 
    Unlike our modern calendars, the Aztec civil calendar was split into 18 months that were each 20 days long. The extra five days that were leftover were called nemontemi, and they were thought to be unlucky.  
 
    Every 52 years, the ritual and civil cycles returned to the same positions in the calendar. This was celebrated in a festival called the New Fire Ceremony. All the fires would be put out, and a new one would be lit inside a sacrificial victim. Everyone would relight their fires from this one, and a feast would follow.  
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    Aztec calendar 
 
    In any human civilization, medicine has always existed in some form. After all, people will always get sick or hurt themselves. The Aztecs were no different, and they had doctors and different types of medicine. Both men and women were able to be doctors, or ticitl (tee-see-tl). Knowledge of medicine was passed down from generation to generation. Interestingly, even though the ticitl had to complete special training, the job did not give them high social standing.  
 
    Priests would be sent to the homes of the sick to perform rituals to try and cure them. The ticitl would be called in if this didn’t work or to treat more serious sicknesses or wounded soldiers from war. They would perform surgeries using knives made from volcanic glass known as obsidian. If someone broke a bone, they would use splints to help it heal.  
 
    Plants were very important in Aztec medicine, and some of the plants they used are still used in herbal medicine today. The sap from agave or maguey plants would be rubbed on wounds. This was very effective since their sap contains antibacterial properties. Plants and herbs were often used to treat sicknesses.  
 
    There were also many other uses for plants. Thorns could be used for more intricate surgeries, such as on the eyes. Strong fibers made from plants could be used as thread to stitch up wounds. Plants could also be used for pain relief. The Aztecs believed that covering a wound in mashed-up plant paste would allow it to heal quicker.  
 
    Fun Fact: The Aztecs also thought that toxins would leave the body through sweat, so they would often prescribe steam baths as a cure. 
 
    As well as practical methods, the Mexica people believed in some supernatural methods to prevent sickness. Of course, praying to the gods and providing offerings featured heavily in this, but they also wore special amulets. They believed these would protect them against supernatural causes of illness.  
 
    The Mexica believed that illness had two different causes: natural and supernatural (the gods). They also believed that to be healthy, three entities or spirits in the body needed to be in balance. The tonalli was in the head. It was the soul, so the Aztecs needed to make sure their tonalli was not lost. The teyolía was in their heart, and it was responsible for memory and knowledge. The third spirit was the ihiyotl, which was in the liver and was supernatural. It could come and go from the body through a person’s breath. The Aztecs believed that by breathing on others, they could affect their actions. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7: Daily Life of the Aztecs 
 
    We already know that the Aztecs had many different jobs depending on their social status, but what was their day-to-day life like? It would be very different depending on their class. Life for the upper classes was incredibly luxurious, while life for the lower classes could be extremely difficult and involved lots of hard work.  
 
    Clothing was considered very important since it demonstrated one’s social standing. The higher classes wore far more impressive and intricate clothing. The lower classes were often not permitted to wear certain items. For example, the nobility wore sandals known as cactli, which the lower classes could not wear. If someone wore clothing that was outside of their social class, they would be punished. They could even be executed! 
 
    The family was an important part of Aztec life. Women would be responsible for caring for the children and doing household chores while the men went out to work. As well as raising children and keeping the household clean, women would also cook for the family and make clothing.  
 
    Marriage was considered important, but people generally were not able to choose who they married. Usually, the men would get married around the age of 20 to someone a matchmaker had chosen for them. The matchmaker would suggest a suitable wife, and then the families would need to agree to the match before the wedding took place.  
 
    Aztec children were raised under strict rules, and they would be severely punished for breaking them. They were taught to be respectful and not to make fun of the sick or elderly. Children were also punished if they complained or interrupted others.  
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    Aztec family 
 
    Aztec society was far ahead of other cultures when it came to education, as every child would have to go to school. Education was mandatory by law, and it was free for all boys and girls, no matter what social class they were in. Girls and boys would go to separate schools that taught different lessons. 
 
    Boys from noble families went to Calmecac (kal-meh-kaak), where they would learn to become priests, military leaders, or government officials. Boys from the lower classes would attend Telpochcalli (tel-push-kahl-lee), where they would learn to fight and become soldiers for the army. Boys would attend school from the ages of 10 to 20. Once they reached 15, they would be taught to fight using real weapons. As well as learning to fight, they would learn about religion, the gods, and religious ceremonies. They would memorize songs, poems, and dances that were often part of religious rituals. 
 
    Girls would also be taught about religion in their schools. But instead of training for the military, they would be taught skills that would help them run their households when they were married.  
 
    Once boys finished school, they had lots of options for work. If they didn’t become a full-time warrior, they could become a farmer, craftsman, or merchant. Skilled craftsmen would make many different things that could be sold at local markets.  
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    Credit: Joe Ravi, Wikimedia Commons 
 
    https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Tlatelolco_Marketplace.JPG 
 
    Markets would have stalls that sold art, jewelry, clothing, and food. The Aztec diet was mostly vegetarian, and they ate locally grown produce. They ate lots of maize (corn), which they would grind into flour to make tortillas. Corn tortillas are still a staple food (food that is often eaten) in Mexico today.  
 
    Fun Fact: Today, corn tortillas are still an essential part of our favorite Mexican dishes, such as enchiladas, quesadillas, and, of course, tacos! 
 
    Other foods like beans, tomatoes, chilies, avocados, squash, and potatoes were grown. These were also part of their regular diet. On top of this, the Aztecs would even eat insects and their eggs.  
 
    Fun Fact: Fried grasshoppers (chapulines) are still regularly eaten in Mexico today and are considered a delicacy!  
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    Aztecs storing maize 
 
    Meat wasn’t commonly part of their day-to-day diet, but animals such as fish, rabbits, birds, frogs, and iguanas were all eaten on occasion. On rare occasions, they would also eat turkey, duck, dogs, or deer.  
 
    Fun Fact: The Aztecs would sometimes eat humans!  
 
    The Aztec elite would take part in cannibalism during some of their religious ceremonies. This means they ate the flesh or organs of sacrificed victims. The Aztecs believed that the gods needed human meat, especially blood, to sustain themselves. If they did not offer the gods human sacrifices, the Aztecs thought that the gods would lose their power and that the world would end.  
 
    Fun Fact: The Aztecs introduced the Spanish to chocolate! 
 
    Perhaps the most enjoyed and treasured food that the Aztec people loved was chocolate! In fact, it was so highly valued that it was sometimes even used as a form of money. Not everyone could afford chocolate or cacao, which is different from the chocolate bars we eat today. The Aztecs enjoyed a more bitter form of the treat. Due to its high cost, it was mostly eaten by the noblemen and rulers. Cacao was most commonly enjoyed as a drink called cacahuatl (cah-cah-wat), which was seasoned with spices, honey, vanilla, and chilies.  
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    Aztec cacao pods 
 
    The Aztec commoners regularly drank pulque (pool-keh), which was fermented agave plant juice. They also drank something called ātōle (ah-toh-leh). This provided them with lots of calories to keep them full. It was made from water, maize, and lime, which was cooked until it formed a thick drink.  
 
    Fun Fact: The Aztecs would generally only eat twice a day. They would eat once in the morning and then again at the hottest time of the day, which was around 3 p.m.  
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    Aztecs sharing a meal 
 
    Women would prepare and cook the food. To cook the food, they would use clay pots with two handles. They could boil, steam, or grill their food over fires. The one-room kitchen would be away from the home, and it would contain all the tools needed for preparing and cooking the meals.  
 
    Maize and spices would be ground using a metate (mah-tah-tee) and mano. The metate was a stone slab that curved slightly inward, and the mano was a circular stone that would be rolled over it. These were used daily since the grounded maize wouldn’t last long. This was a long and difficult process that could take anywhere between one to eight hours!  
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    An example of a typical Aztec kitchen 
 
    The Aztecs would regularly hold religious ceremonies, and there were many festivals they could attend in their free time. They also enjoyed playing games when they could. One of their favorite sports was called ōllamalitzli (oo-llama-lees-tl), which means “rubber to play ball.” The game would be played using a rubber ball that weighed around ten pounds. Two teams would play against each other in a large rectangular area, much like in modern sports games. The teams would then have to pass the ball back and forth using their forearms, hips, and thighs. The idea was to keep the ball from hitting the ground.  
 
    The game was not only played for fun. It was also important in religious ceremonies and may have been seen as a metaphor for the sun and moon. Playing the game was considered to be paying tribute to the sun god Huitzilopochtli. The largest ball court was in Tenochtitlán. It was called Teotlachco, which means “holy ball court.”  
 
    Fun Fact: When it wasn’t being used for sport, Teotlachco was used for religious festivals. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8: Aztec Warfare 
 
    Warfare was an important part of Aztec life, and all men were expected to do their part when it came to battles. We have already mentioned how boys would learn how to fight while in school (Telpochcalli) from the age of 15. Once they had graduated and taken their first hostage in battle, the men were finally able to cut off their piochtli, which was a long lock of hair at the back of their neck. This symbolized they were no longer a boy and that they were now a man and a warrior.  
 
    All of their training for battle clearly paid off. The Mexica people had a reputation for being fierce warriors, and they eventually built an empire that stretched over 80,000 square miles. This would have been nearly impossible to do without an impressive army.  
 
    The Aztecs didn’t have a permanent army. Instead, men would be called to war when needed. Each town would have to provide 400 men to go and fight. These men would be led by one of their top soldiers, and they would have their own standards (war flags) to march under. As many as 200,000 men could be called on to fight in a large mission. Towns would also provide food for their men to eat while they were away, which was carried by the young men still in training. At the front of the army would be priests, who carried images of Huitzilopochtli. Scouts were also at the front. They wore yellow face paint and had conch shells for sounding the alarm and conveying information.  
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    Aztec warriors 
 
    Just like with modern warfare, there were many reasons why the Aztecs went to war. The main reasons were to gain more land and have access to resources in the area. The other important reason the Mexica people wanted to expand their empire was so that they could acquire more tribute. A tribute was offerings from other tribes and was considered a sort of tax. In addition to objects or food, the Aztecs would also collect human tributes or capture prisoners of war to sacrifice to their gods.  
 
    Fun Fact: At one point, the Aztecs had as many as 371 city-states that they would collect tribute from.  
 
    The Aztecs had a set hierarchy in their army (just like in the modern military). At the very top was the tlatoani, who was the military commander. This position was always held by the reigning king. The second in command was known as the cihuacoatl (see-wah-ko-ah-tl). There were then four more noblemen who would make up the rest of the military council. Soldiers who showed the most bravery and success in battle could climb the ranks more easily.  
 
    The two highest ranks below the council were known as Otomies and the Shorn Ones. Only people who were in the noble classes could become part of these ranks. The Shorn Ones were the bravest and most revered of all the warriors. They swore they would never leave a fight unless they had won or died! The Shorn Ones earned their name because they would shave their heads apart from one long braid, which they wore on the left-hand side. They would also wear a yellow war outfit with long sleeves and leggings.  
 
    The highest ranks achievable by commoners were known as Eagle or Jaguar Warriors. Together, these two ranks would be referred to as cuauhtlocelotl. To become part of the cuauhtlocelotl, a warrior would have to prove himself by doing 20 brave acts and capturing lots of prisoners. Unlike most soldiers, those in the cuauhtlocelotl rank would be full-time soldiers. They could also gain positions as commanders.  
 
    If a commoner became an Eagle or Jaguar Warrior, they would become a nobleman and would be awarded certain privileges. They would now be allowed to wear fine clothing and jewelry that commoners could not. They were also given land, and they were allowed to attend exclusive parties. On top of this, they were included in religious rituals. In fact, they were given the ultimate honor of being allowed to consume the flesh of their human sacrifices! 
 
    You could recognize a cuauhtlocelotl from their special outfits. If you were an Eagle Warrior, your outfit would have feathers. If you were a Jaguar Warrior, your outfit would be made of jaguar fur. They would also tie their hair back with a red ribbon that had green and blue feathers attached to it.  
 
    The main difference between the two ranks was the gods they worshiped. Eagle warriors worshiped Huitzilopochtli, and Jaguar Warriors worshiped Tezcatlipoca (tes-kah-tl-poke-ah). 
 
    Fun Fact: When they weren’t fighting in battles, the cuauhtlocelotl acted as bodyguards for important people.  
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    Aztec Eagle and Jaguar Warriors 
 
    A warrior’s status within the army was displayed for all to see by their clothing. Only soldiers of a certain rank could wear feather headdresses, and their cloaks and jewelry would also demonstrate their rank.  
 
    [image: A picture containing text, linedrawing  Description automatically generated] 
 
    Aztec costumes and weapons 
 
    As well as demonstrating their rank, clothing could also serve a practical purpose. Soldiers wore a special type of armor called ichcahuipilli (eech-cah-whip-ee), which was quilted cotton that had been soaked in salt water to make it stiff. They also had shields, chimalli (chee-mah-lee), to protect them from enemy blows. Helmets were rare, but they were still worn by some.  
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    Aztec costume and weapons 
 
    The Aztecs had several different weapons that they used in battle. If the enemy was farther away, then the Aztecs would use spears or darts. They would shoot these at the opposition by using a special wooden device known as an atlatl (aht-laht), which launched weapons farther and more accurately than if they had been thrown by hand. The Aztecs would also use natural poisons taken from poisonous frogs to harm their enemies. They would shoot darts dipped in the poison at people using a blowgun. Other long-distance weapons that were used included bow and arrows or slingshots.  
 
    Close-range combat required different weapons. One popular weapon was known as a macuahuitl (mah-kwah-weet). This was a type of bat that had sharp blades sticking out of it. The blades were made from obsidian. Obsidian is naturally formed volcanic glass or rock that is very hard and has sharp edges. Obsidian spears and knives would be used to stab enemies who got close. Spears, or tepoztopilli (tee-posto-peel-ee), would be five or six feet long. They were made from wood and topped with an obsidian blade. They also used round-headed wooden clubs. Another far rarer weapon used for close combat was a type of ax. Ax heads were made from stone or copper, and the handles were wooden.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Aztec spear 
 
    In addition to fighting for land and resources, the Aztecs also wanted to capture prisoners to sacrifice to their gods. One way they did this was through something known as xochiyaoyotl (sho-chee-ya-oh-yot), or “Flowery Wars.” In these battles, both sides would prearrange the fight and agree that whoever lost would provide a certain number of warriors to be sacrificed. The Aztecs believed that the blood of a brave warrior was even more valued by the gods, so Flowery Wars were a particularly desirable way to get sacrifices. It also enabled them to show off their skills and keep the opposition’s army from getting too big or powerful.  
 
    While the name Flowery War might sound nice, the name actually came from something quite sinister. It was said that the bright battle costumes of the defeated soldiers looked like flowers as they were tied up and carried back to Tenochtitlán. So, the soldiers had been “picked” like flowers, and just like flowers out of the ground, they would not live for very long.  
 
    Fun Fact: One Aztec general described the Flowery Wars as being as easy as going shopping at the market for tortillas! 
 
    The prisoners who were captured during the Flowery Wars or other battles were often killed in religious ceremonies, but they could also be forced to fight in gladiatorial combat. The gladiator fights were held to honor the god of night, Tezcatlipoca. In them, the prisoner would have to fight the Jaguar or Eagle Warriors. The fight wasn’t very fair because the prisoner would have one leg tied to a stone, and they would only be given a fake weapon. On top of this, they didn’t just have to fight one Jaguar or Eagle Warrior. They had to fight four! If they managed to beat all four soldiers, they would be granted their freedom.  
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    Aztec gladiatorial sacrifice 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9: Aztec Gods and Religious Practices 
 
    We’ve already mentioned how the Aztecs’ religious beliefs impacted their entire lives. In this chapter, we are going to go into even more detail about their specific gods and religious practices.  
 
    As you may have already realized, the Aztecs didn’t just believe in one god. They were polytheistic, which means they believed in multiple gods. In fact, the Aztecs worshiped over 200 different gods and goddesses! In this chapter, we will learn about the most important gods to the Mexica people and how they worshiped them. 
 
    In the Aztec religion, the sun was very important. They believed that it would not rise every day unless they performed certain rituals and sacrifices. It was also believed that there had been four suns and worlds before the one they worshiped. They thought their sun was the final sun. If this sun ended, so would the world, and there would be no more suns. Therefore, Huitzilopochtli, the god of the sun and war, was one of the most important gods. He was also the patron god of the capital city of Tenochtitlán. Huitzilopochtli was depicted as an eagle or hummingbird. His animal form was an eagle. 
 
    According to legend, Huitzilopochtli’s mother, Coatlicue (ko-ah-tlee-kweh), gave birth to him after she kept some hummingbird feathers that fell from the sky near her breast. 
 
    Fun fact: Hummingbird feathers represented the soul of a warrior.  
 
    When Huitzilopochtli’s siblings learned of his birth, they were not happy. They were so upset that they killed their mother! To get revenge, Huitzilopochtli fought his 400 brothers and his sole sister, Coyolxauhqui (coy-ol-shau-key). After he beat them, he threw their heads into the sky. His brothers became the stars in the southern sky, and his sister became the moon goddess. The Aztecs believed that Huitzilopochtli (the sun) would fight his sister Coyolxauhqui (the moon) every day. When the sun rose in the morning, this was him defeating her until the struggle began again at night.  
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    Huitzilopochtli 
 
    The Aztecs believed that Huitzilopochtli needed daily offerings of blood. Since they were “the people of the sun,” they needed to be the ones to provide this to him. Warriors who died in battle or were sacrificed would join the sun on its journey for four years. After this, they would live forever as hummingbirds. 
 
    The Aztecs held a special ceremony once a year where they celebrated the birth of Huitzilopochtli. He was also praised at other times during the year. During this celebration, a tzoalli (a kind of sweet) that looked like Huitzilopochtli made from dough and amaranth plants would be taken to his temple and eaten.  
 
    The second most important Aztec god was Tezcatlipoca. He was the god of both good and evil. He was also a creator god. Tezcatlipoca was invisible and omnipotent, which means he had unlimited power and knew everything. He would wear an obsidian mirror on his chest or have one lying at his feet. He could see everything in the world in this mirror. His animal form was a jaguar. Because the spots on a jaguar resembled the stars at night, he was also the god of the night sky. 
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    Tezcatlipoca 
 
    Tezcatlipoca created and ruled over the first of the four worlds and suns. He was overthrown by his brother Quetzalcoatl (ket-sahl-ko-aht), but later on, they created the fifth sun together. They did this by turning into snakes and fighting Tlaltecuhtli (tlal-teh-cu-tli), a giant monster. One part of her became the sky, and the other became the earth. Her eyes and nostrils became caves and springs. Her nose and mouth produced mountains and valleys. Trees and plants grew from her hair and skin.  
 
    Tezcatlipoca had a special ceremony as well. During this celebration, a prisoner of war would be selected to impersonate the god. The prisoner would usually be the bravest or most attractive. For a whole year, the prisoner would be treated like a noble and trained by the priests. He would also be given four women to care of him. They were supposed to symbolize four goddesses. When it was finally time for the ceremony, he would be married to the four women. After this, he was taken to the temple and sacrificed in honor of the real Tezcatlipoca.  
 
    Fun Fact: Tezcatlipoca was said to be the creator of the first dogs! 
 
    Another important god to the Aztecs was known as Quetzalcoatl. He was the god of life and the wind. The word Quetzalcoatl means “feathered serpent,” and he was usually shown as a snake with wings. Quetzalcoatl was also the god of science, art, learning, and agriculture. Because of his connection with learning and science, he was said to have created the Aztec calendar.  
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    Quetzalcoatl 
 
    Quetzalcoatl was also believed to be the morning and evening star (Venus), so he was closely related to death and rebirth. He created the people in the universe of the fifth sun by traveling to the underworld, Mictlan (meek-tlan). Once there, he took the bones of the dead and brought them back with him. He then blessed them with his blood, which created the new people of Earth.  
 
    Fun Fact: Quetzalcoatl, Tezcatlipoca, and Huitzilopochtli were brothers! 
 
    Unlike his bloodthirsty brothers, Quetzalcoatl did not want human sacrifices. He was happy with animal sacrifices, especially birds, snakes, or even butterflies. Quetzalcoatl also did not have a dedicated ceremonial month as his brothers did. 
 
    Another major god was Tlaloc. He was the god of water, rain, lightning, and farming. He could be both vengeful and kind. He provided the rain that helped to grow crops, but he would also punish them with storms or droughts. Tlaloc was the ruler of the third sun.  
 
    Tlaloc was given one half of the Templo Mayor as his temple of worship. The steps leading up to his side of the temple were painted in blue and white to represent water. Offerings related to water and marine life would be placed here. Tlaloc was especially worshiped in multiple months of the Aztec calendar. Tlaloc would also be given human sacrifices, especially if there was flooding.  
 
    Fun Fact: The Aztecs thought Tlaloc wanted his sacrifices to cry since their tears were symbolic of rain! 
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    Aztec ritual for flooding 
 
    The Aztecs didn’t just worship male gods. They also had female deities. One of these was Xochiquetzal (sho-chee-ket-sal). She was the goddess of beauty, love, and household arts. Her name meant “precious feather flower,” and she was associated with flowers and plants. Xochiquetzal was married to Tlaloc. She gave birth to the god of corn, Centeotl (sen-teh-oht). She was also said to have had a close relationship with Tezcatlipoca, but in some stories, he kidnapped her.  
 
    Fun Fact: Xochiquetzal has similarities with Greek goddesses. Her story is similar to Persephone, as they were both kidnapped by another god. Xochiquetzal is also similar to Aphrodite since they are both the goddesses of love. She even has a similar story to Eve from the Bible–she was banished to Earth for picking a forbidden flower! 
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    Toci and Xochiquetzal 
 
    The goddess Toci (toe-see), the grandmother, was the goddess of fertility and healing. She was also known as the mother of the gods. She was honored during harvest time, which took place in what we call September. 
 
    Because religion was so important, priests were needed to ensure rituals were done correctly. Priests were well respected, and they had to undergo lots of training. Their main task was to make sure the correct offerings and sacrifices were made to the gods.  
 
    In the afterlife, you would be given a specific role to look after one of the gods. How you spent your afterlife was determined by how you died, not how you acted in life.  
 
    The Aztecs believed that Earth had three main areas: the sky, the earth, and the underworld. Humans lived on Earth, while gods and deities lived in the sky or underworld. The sky world had thirteen different levels. The top level was Omeyocan (oh-meh-yo-can). The lowest level was Tlalocan (tla-lo-can), and it was the home of the god Tlaloc.  
 
    After you died, you would go to one of three places: the sun realm (Ilhuicatl-Tonatiuh), Tlalocan, or the underworld (Mictlan). Babies would go to a special place where they were fed by the tree of life. 
 
    Warriors who died while fighting got the best afterlives of all. They became hummingbirds or butterflies, and they helped the god of nature in the sky. Women who died in childbirth also went to the sky. They helped the sun god push the sun down from midday until sunset. If you died by drowning or were struck by lightning, you would serve Tlaloc in Tlalocan. This was considered to be a good afterlife. These were more desirable afterlives than if you died of natural causes. Those who died naturally had to serve Mictlantecuhtli (mik-tlant-eh-cut-lee), the god of death, in Mictlan.  
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Mictlantecuhtli. Credit: Katepanomegas, Wikimedia Commons. 
 
    The dead would have to travel through the nine levels of Mictlan, which would take four years. Traveling through Mictlan was very difficult, and the dead would have to face many challenges on each level. These would be things like crossing cold and dangerous mountains or running through a field of knives. The first challenge was to cross a great river, which was impossible to swim across without an Itzcuintli (itz-queent-lee). The Itzcuintli was a dog that had been raised by the family. It was sacrificed with the dead, so it could help them in the underworld.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10: The Spanish Conquest 
 
    In April 1519, Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés arrived at Potonchán in the Yucatán Peninsula of modern-day Mexico. He arrived with 500 conquistadors, 100 sailors, and 16 horses.  
 
    Fun Fact: Although the Spanish had previously sent people to the area, they didn’t realize just how big the Aztec Empire truly was.  
 
    Before Hernán Cortés had arrived in Mexico, he had gained quite the reputation for his courage. In 1511, he assisted Diego Velázquez in conquering Cuba. After this, he heard about the great wealth that was rumored to be in Mexico. He convinced Velázquez that he was the best man to lead an expedition there. But before the expedition was able to leave, Velázquez grew irritated with Cortés and canceled it. Cortés ignored this and went ahead with the mission. 
 
    Once in Mexico, the conquistadors set up a small settlement in what is now called Veracruz. Cortés began to form alliances with local tribes and conquered those who resisted. After defeating a Maya tribe, he was given a slave girl called Malintzin (also known as La Malinche or Dona Marina) as a reward. Malintzin became integral to Cortés as an interpreter during the conquests since she was able to speak the Aztec language of Nahuatl.  
 
    Fun Fact: Even now, many Mexicans think of La Malinche as a traitor to her people for helping Cortés. Calling someone La Malinche is an insult! 
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    Cortez and La Malinche 
 
    https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Cortez_%26_La_Malinche.jpg 
 
    Despite the Aztecs sending peace offerings to the Spanish at the start, the relationship between the two soon broke down. Before long, the Spanish were marching on the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlán. Cortés made more allies on his way to the city; the main ones were the Tlaxcalans. They hated the Aztecs because they had often come and taken people from them to sacrifice.  
 
    The invading Spaniards also destroyed the second largest Aztec city, which was the religious center of the Aztec Empire. This was Cholula (cho-loo-lah). When Cortés learned of a plot to kill him, he burned down some of the city and executed 3,000 nobles, priests, and warriors! 
 
    Fun Fact: Before marching on Tenochtitlán, Cortés destroyed all of his ships. He was worried his sailors would try to desert him! 
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    Cortés and the Spanish army marching on Tenochtitlán 
 
    When Cortés and his men arrived, the Aztec king, Montezuma II, sent gold and chocolate to them as a peace offering. Montezuma was concerned that Cortés could be the god Quetzalcoatl. According to legend, Quetzalcoatl would one day arrive in the form of a man—and it just so happened that Cortés arrived on Quetzalcoatl’s birthday! 
 
    Rather than discouraging Cortés from fighting, the gifts showed him the great wealth he could have if he conquered the Aztecs. He also noticed that the strong Aztec warriors could be a threat to his reasonably small army. He held the king prisoner in the hopes of using him to convince the Aztecs to do his bidding.  
 
    Shortly after this, Cortés heard that Velázquez had sent soldiers to capture him for going against his orders. Cortés decided to go and meet the soldiers. He left an officer named Pedro de Alvarado in charge. Although Cortés successfully defeated the soldiers sent to capture him, he did not return to good news. Pedro de Alvarado had killed hundreds of Aztec nobles during a religious festival, and a revolt had risen up against Cortés’s men.  
 
    Cortés demanded that King Montezuma stop the rebellion. He forced the ruler to address his people. By this point, though, the Aztec people had lost respect for their king, and they didn’t listen. At some point during the fighting, Montezuma was killed. Historians aren’t sure exactly how this happened. One theory is that the king could have been killed by rocks thrown by his own people when he was addressing them. Some historians suggest the king was actually killed by Cortés’s men and that this was a lie to hide the truth.  
 
    After Montezuma’s death, the Aztec people drove the Spanish conquistadors out of the city. Nearly two-thirds of the Spanish army were killed. However, Cortés wasn’t going to let this stop him. He returned in 1521 with a bigger army of 800 Spanish conquistadors and tens of thousands of allies, which included the Tlaxcalans and other tribes. After laying siege on the city for three months, the Spanish finally defeated the Aztecs.  
 
    Fun Fact: The introduction of smallpox killed half of the people of Tenochtitlán before the second siege. This made it easier for the Spanish to conquer the Aztecs when they returned. 
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    The siege of Tenochtitlán 
 
    Credit: Michel wal, Wikimedia Commons 
 
    https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Museo_de_Am%C3%A9rica_Conquest_of_Mexico_04.jpg 
 
    Once the powerful city of Tenochtitlán fell, the rest of the Aztec Empire was also conquered by the Spanish invaders. Cortés founded a new city upon the ruins of the old one. He called it Mexico City. This city is still standing today, and it is the capital of Mexico.  
 
    Fun Fact: The ruins of Tenochtitlán lay hidden underneath the new city for hundreds of years without anyone knowing they were there. The Templo Mayor wasn’t discovered until 1978 when electrical workers accidentally uncovered it!  
 
    Once they were in power, Cortés and the Spanish were very cruel to the indigenous (native) people of Mexico. The Spanish eventually conquered them as well, even those who had helped them defeat the Aztecs.  
 
    The Spanish inadvertently brought new diseases with them to Central America, such as smallpox, malaria, and influenza. These diseases decimated the population. Almost 80 percent of the people in the Valley of Mexico died from them. The Spanish also had superior weapons like guns. These made it easy to defeat the remaining native tribes.  
 
    In 1523, Cortés was named captain-general and the governor of New Spain (Spain’s territories in the Americas). However, by 1528, the Spanish king was worried that Cortés had become too powerful. He ordered Cortés to return to Spain, where he was still a captain-general but not a governor. Later, when he returned to Mexico, he was monitored closely and had much less power. Cortés decided to try to discover a new place. He hoped to find a strait that connected the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. He failed, but he did end up discovering and naming California. Cortés died in Spain in 1547. 
 
    Fun Fact: The Gulf of California used to be called the Sea of Cortés! 
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    Hernán Cortés 
 
    Today, Mexico has a vibrant culture, and there are many influences from the Spanish, Aztecs, Maya, and other ancient tribes. Many of the impressive Aztec monuments are still standing today. Mexico City is one of the biggest cities in the world today. The Yucatan Peninsula, where the Spanish first arrived, is a popular vacation destination for people all over the world.  
 
    The famous Mexican festival Día de Los Muertos (Day of the Dead) was originally an Aztec festival that the Spanish conquistadors adopted and merged with the Catholic holiday of All Saints’ Day. The festival takes place over two days at the start of November, just after Halloween. During the festival, the Mexican people remember their loved ones who have died. The festival is a way of celebrating life and not fearing death. Colorful skulls and skeletons are big parts of the festival. These skulls are worn as masks or displayed in shops, restaurants, and homes.  
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    Day of the Dead skull 
 
    

  

 
   
    Games and Activities: 
 
    Test your Aztec knowledge with our fun games and activities below! 
 
    
    	 In Chapter 6, you learned all about Aztec writing and technology. Can you write these numbers using the Aztec symbols? 
      
      	 6 
 
      	 23 
 
      	 50 
 
      	 460 
 
      	 821 
 
     
 
 
    	  The Aztecs used obsidian in many of their weapons. What is obsidian made from? 
 
    	 The Aztec people decided to build their capital city Tenochtitlán because of a sign from the gods that contained three things. Can you draw the sign? 
 
    	 If you died a natural death, the Aztecs believed you would have to travel through the underworld (Mictlan). How long did this take? How many levels would you have to travel through? 
 
    	 What type of flour did the Aztecs make tortillas from? 
 
    	 The two highest ranks in the Aztec military that a commoner could become were named after animals. What were they? 
 
    	 What sweet, tasty treat did the Aztecs introduce to the Spanish? 
 
    	 The impressive Templo Mayor was a temple to which two gods? 
 
    	 Who led the Spanish conquistadors? 
 
    	  Create your very own Día de las Muertos skull mask using our template below: 
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    Answers 
 
    
    	 In Chapter 6, you learned all about Aztec writing and technology. Can you write these numbers using the Aztec symbols? 
      
      	 6 = • • • • • • 
 
      	 23 = �� • • • 
 
      	 50 = �� ��• • • • • • • • • • 
 
      	 460 = [image: ] �� �� �� 
 
      	 821 = [image: A picture containing plant, linedrawing  Description automatically generated][image: A picture containing plant, linedrawing  Description automatically generated]�� • 
 
     
 
 
   
 
    (Note: a fir tree instead of a feather is also correct) 
 
    
    	 Obsidian is made of lava from volcanos. It is a type of volcanic rock/glass. 
 
    	 An eagle sitting on a cactus with a snake in its mouth/talons.  
 
    	 It would take four years to travel through the nine levels of the underworld.  
 
    	 Maize (corn) 
 
    	 Jaguar and Eagle Warriors 
 
    	 Chocolate! 
 
    	 The sun god Huitzilopochtli and the rain god Tlaloc 
 
    	 Hernán Cortés 
 
   
 
    

  

 
   
    If you want to learn more about tons of other exciting historical periods, check out our other books! 
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    Click here to check out this book! 
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