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This book tells how a small party of well-led adventurers fought against a
large static monarchy It is also a study of a clash between two empires.
Both were imaginative and inventive. Though different, they had some
things in common: they held many things sacred, they had conquered
others, they loved ceremonial. Both were by most modern standards
cruel, but cultivated. Both intermittently dreamed of conquering what
they thought of as “the world”. Both were possessed by powerful beliefs
which their leaders looked on as complete explanations of human life.

The Spanish invasion of Mexico was a continuation of the conquests
which began in 1492 after Columbus’ first journey. Hernin Cortés, the
Spanish commander, had lived in both Hispaniola and Cuba. All the
members of his expedition had been for a time in those islands. A few of
them had been elsewhere on the mainland, near Panama, before they
went to what is now Mexico.

The peoples of Mexico were in 1519 ruled by a monarchy of greater
sophistication than were the little chieftainships of the Caribbean before
Columbus. The Aztecs — or, as I prefer to call them, the Mexica (the
reason is explained in the Notes, p. xix) — had many qualities. They were
well organised. Old Mexico was very like a state. One conquistador
thought that their houses were superior to those of Spain. Upper-class
Mexicans wore embroidered clothes. Their craftsmen made jewellery
which astonished the Europeans. Being largely urban, they could
provide something like universal education: at least to boys who were the
children neither of serfs nor of slaves.

In the sixteenth century, the Spaniards still generally used the Roman
system of numbering, including their fractions, rather than the more
helpful decimal which the Arabs, thanks to the Hindus, had introduced
many years before. The Mexicans had the vigesimal method, as well as



xii

PREFACE

the zero, which enabled calculations on a more accurate basis than was
possible in Europe.

A controversy about the ethics of the Spaniards’ imperial mission had
been engaged even before the discovery of Mexico, because of the soul-
searching of several Dominican friars who had seen the empire in the
Caribbean. The arguments seem today remote and dry. Yet no other
European empire, neither the Roman, the French, nor the British, entered
upon such discussions about the purposes of their expansion. The
arguments continued. In 1770, the Marquis of Moncada sent a friend in
France a beautiful ancient painted book, probably from Puebla, now
known as the Map of Quinatzin. He wrote, “You will judge for yourself
if they [the Mexicans) were barbarous at that time when their country,
their goods and their mines were stolen from them; or whether we
were”.!

The morality of the Mexica is suggested by a passage in the Florentine
Codex: where it is shown that, at least in theory, they admired many of
the things which Christian gentlemen were supposed to in Europe:
“thrift, compassion, sincerity, carefulness, orderliness, energy, watch-
fulness, hard work, obedience, humility, grace, discretion, good
memory, modesty, courage and resolution”; while they despised
“laziness, negligence, lack of compassion, unreliability, untruthfulness,
sullenness, dullness, squandering, deceit, pilfering”, and even “agita-
tion, disrespect and treachery”.

One element in the practices of the ancient Mexicans caused them to
seem even to Spanish friars to be barbarians, and therefore in special need
of salvation. That was human sacrifice. For Spaniards in Mexico, the
evidence of human sacrifice removed all doubts about the morality of the
invasion mounted by Cortés, at least until the conquest was over.

Today we are all, as it were, Gibbonians. Different modes of worship
seem to most of us as equally true, to our philosophers as equally false,
and to our anthropologists as equally interesting. Every culture, Jacques
Soustelle (author of a masterpiece about the daily life of the Mexica)
reminded us, has its own ideas of what is, and what is not, cruel; adding
that human sacrifice in old Mexico was inspired neither by cruelty nor by
hatred: it was “a response to the instability of a continually threatened
world”. Every people, it is now generally supposed, has its own right to
conduct itself as its national customs provide.

Still, even now one would have to have a strong stomach to accept with
a purely anthropological judgement all the manifestations of human
sacrifice: not just the tearing out of the hearts of prisoners of war or
slaves, but the wearing by priests of the skins of the victims (inside out) as
a ceremonial uniform, the occasional throwing of victims into a fire, the
incarceration or drowning of children, and finally the ceremonial eating
of the arms and legs of the victims. How can we judge the Matlatzinca,
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who sacrificed people by slowly crushing them in a net? Are we really
content to see the victims as ““bathers in an early dawn”’? Babies in arms,
“human standard-bearers”, were brutally made to cry, to ensure that the
god of rain, Tlaloc, seeing the tears, made no mistake about the nature of
what was required. Later on, the Anglo-Saxons in North America seized
upon the action of scalping as a justification of conquest. The conquista-
dors judged human sacrifice similarly. Whether it should be described as
agood reason for the conquest would take us into detail inappropriate for
a preface.

Neither Cortés nor Columbus, nor any other conquistador, entered a
static, timeless and peaceful world of innocents. The Tainos whom
Columbus encountered seemed happy. But they had themselves once
come to the Caribbean islands as conquerors and had driven out, or
rather had driven into the west end of Cuba, the primitive inhabitants,
the so-called Guanahatabeys (also known as Casimiroids). They them-
selves were menaced by the Caribs who, coming from the South
American mainland, had been fighting their way up the lesser Antilles.
The Caribs had already conquered the so-called Igneri culture in what are
now called the Windward Islands, and were beginning to threaten the
Leewards, perhaps even Puerto Rico.

The Mayas in Yucatan whom Cortés and his fellow conquistadors
visited, and whom expeditions led by the Montejo family eventually
conquered, have now been shown to have been warlike even during their
golden age. The Mexica were the successors of several warrior peoples
who had ruled in the Valley of Mexico. Their own empire had been
established by military conquest. The Spaniards in their opposition to old
Mexico were given decisive support by Indian allies, who hated the
Mexica. The Spanish were, of course, conquerors, as were, in their day,
the Vikings, the Goths, the Romans (whom they admired), the Arabs,
the Macedonian Greeks, the Persians, to mention only a few of those
who preceded them; or the English, the Dutch, the French, the Germans
and the Russians, to mention some who followed them. Like most of
those other warriors, and like those, principally other Europeans, who
would come after them, they carried ideas with them.

The Spanish had unbounded confidence in their own qualities, in the
political wisdom of their imperial mission, and in the spiritual superiority
of the Catholic church. “O what great good fortune for the Indians is the
coming of the Spaniards,” the historian Cervantes de Salazar would say
in 1§54, “since they have passed from this unhappiness to their present
blessed state”.? “O, the strange bestiality of these people,” the
Dominican friar Durin would write, towards the end of the century, “in
many things they have good discipline, government, understanding,
capacity and polish but, in others, strange bestiality and blindness.””> The
declared aim of the conquistadors was to end the bestiality and build on

Xiii
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the capacity. Cortés and his friends did not mean to destroy old Mexico.
Their purpose was to hand it over, as a present, a “precious feather”, as
Mexicans, who used many such metaphors, would have said, to the
Emperor Charles V, the most reliable “sword of Christianity”.

Europeans in the sixteenth century knew nothing of those ideas which
render our sentiment of justice timid and hesitant, wrote the great Dutch
historian Huizinga: doubts as to the criminal’s responsibility, the
conviction that society is the accomplice of the criminal, the desire to
reform, rather than inflict pain: these notions existed among neither the
Castilians nor the Mexicans. Thus Soustelle, a great friend of old Mexico,
was right when he admitted in an interview in the 1960s that “the
Spaniards could not have acted otherwise. And we mustn’t forget the
efforts which some Spaniards made to record and defend; or that they
made possible the society in which Indian life was to re-awaken.””*

One friend, on reading an early draft of this book, suggested that to
give Cortés the benefit of the doubt on several occasions was to allow
oneself tolerance towards the memory of Himmler in 1942. We can all see
what he generously meant. Yet two of the best scholars of modern
Mexico, Miguel Le6n-Portilla, the great Mexican historian, and Rudolph
van Zantwijk, the Dutch anthropologist, talking of the military life
which the ancient Mexicans extolled, have dared to compare them with the
Nazis.> All such comparisons are interesting. Yet to read into the past the
morality of our time (or the lack of it) may not make the historian’s task
any easier.

It may be said that this is a subject which has been recorded before; in the
United States, incomparably, by the great Prescott, in Europe by
Salvador de Madariaga, and in Mexico by Carlos Peyrera. I need not
devote attention to every one of these and other writers who have written of
this subject. Most people who write of interesting subjects of long ago
have predecessors. Did not Wilde think that the only thing to do with
history was to rewrite it? Both Peyrera and Madariaga wrote biographies of
Cortés. So more recently have José Luis Martinez and Demetrio Ramos.
That is not what I intended. Prescott is a different matter.

Prescott was a marvellous man. He wrote magnificently. Who can
forget his description of how a modern traveller, standing on top of the
pyramid of Cholula, can see several hundred churches where Cortés
could in 1§19 have seen the same number of temples? Prescott’s book was
used as a guide by United States officers in the Mexican War of 1848: an
astonishing achievement for any historian, even more so for one who was
almost blind. It is moving to read of Prescott’s decision to make himself a
historian, his victory over so many physical handicaps, and his “nocto-
graph”’, which he devised so as to be able to write; of his imaginings, in
letters to Fanny Calderén de la Barca, as to how the country looked outside
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Texcoco; and of his delightful conversation, in his house on Beacon
Street, Boston — a residence still to be admired. It is fine to hear of his
morning rides, his triumphant visit to London, his philanthropy, his
generosity, and his charm as a man. Yet Prescott published his work on
Mexico in 1843, 2 hundred and fifty years ago. His history stands as a
monument of its own, to be admired as part of its age, as if it were a neo-
Gothic cathedral. The tone is of another era.

In Prescott’s cathedral, some of the stonework also seems less secure
than it once did. For there are some matters where a modern historian has
an advantage over the great Bostonian. Since 1843 much new material has
been found. To take only one example: Prescott regarded the long
enquiry into Cortés’ conduct of affairs, the juicio de residencia, which
began work in 1529, and to the study of which I myself have devoted
many worthwhile hours, as beneath his attention. Yet Prescott only
knew a summary of the charges (the pesquisa secreta). Even that, he seems
to have thought, contained ““a mass of loathsome details such as might
better suit a prosecution in a petty municipal court than that of a great
officer of the crown”.® This judgement is mistaken, even if one takes
Cortés’ point of view.

The 6,000 manuscript pages of the residencia, though often repetitious,
tedious and irrelevant, contain information on almost every aspect of the
conquest and its aftermath. They cannot be merely dismissed. They raise
the number of eyewitness accounts of what happened from ten or so
(Cortés himself, Bernal Diaz, Fr. Aguilar, Andrés de Tapia, “the
Anonymous Conquistador”, and one or two identified people who talked
to the historians Cervantes de Salazar, Bartolomé de Las Casas and
Fernindez de Oviedo) to over a hundred. How often the transcribed
report of the residencia, in its difficult procesal hand, has a witness being
asked how he knew such and such: “he replied,” the text enticingly reads,
that he “was there and saw it all”’!

Much of this material is fragmentary and biased, either for or against
Hernin Cortés. All the same it is testimony made on oath, in Mexico,
between 1529 and 153, by participants in the great expedition. Some of
these statements were published in the nineteenth century, though after
Prescott had finished his work. A little more has been published since (for
example, by José Luis Martinez, in his most helpful volumes of
Documentos Cortesianos). But many folios of unpublished and, so faras I
can see, unconsulted documents have remained in the Archivo General
de Indias in Seville. I have studied them.

Much other relevant material has also come to light since Prescott
wrote. | have examined the juicio de residencia of 1524 against Diego
Velizquez, Cortés’ one-time superior, the Spanish governor of Cuba,
also to my knowledge never used. I have also looked at papers relating to
Cortés’ master boat-builder, Martin Lépez, collected by G. L. R.
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Conway (and rather curiously distributed by him in Washington,
Cambridge and Aberdeen). There is in the Archivo de Protocolos in
Seville unpublished material relating to Cortés, including a letter to the
master of the ship which took him to Mexico, as well as a document
which suggests that Cortés left Spain for the first time two years later than
has been generally supposed. At the great national archive in Simancas
there are papers relating to the life of Cortés’ birthplace, Medellin, in the
1480s and 1490s, suggesting that the conquistador’s childhood was
passed in a most explosive soc1ety There are available, too, numerous
unpublished statements of services by conquistadors, as well as testi-
monies in other lawsuits, made so frequently in the middle years of the
sixteenth century that it seems that testifying about the past must have
been the main activity of conquistadors once the conquest was over.

At the same time, many scholars have written monographs which,
taken altogether, and considered alongside the new material which I have
unearthed, should change our picture of Spain and its empire in the early
sixteenth century

There is another side to this: Prescott, like most people of his
generation, was a little disdainful of the indigenous culture of old
Mexico. “I have had hard work in dressing up the remains of Aztec
civilisation,” Prescott wrote in 1840 to a French friend.” But here too the
situation has been transformed. Prescott was a contemporary of John
Lloyd Stephens and Frederick Catherwood. Their work demonstrating
that Maya civilisation was in many ways comparable to that of ancient
Greece appeared only in 1841 and 1843, while Prescott was actually at
work. The world of old Mexico, in respect of both Yucatan and the
Valley of Mexico, has since then been illuminated by the discovery, and
publication, of much new primary material. An immense secondary
literature, the work of innumerable scholars in many disciplines
(anthropology, archaeology and the social sciences, as well as history,
literature and even archaeo-astronomy) has grown up.

I should perhaps say here that I have treated the works of Fr. Diego
Durin, Fr. Sahagun, Fernando Alvarado Tezozomoc and Fernando Alva
Ixthlxochitl (see Sources) as historians of the first importance.

I record my gratitude for the help of numerous people: first, to Teresa
Alzugaray, a specialist in procesal handwriting, who made light of work
which, had it been left to me, would have taken me a lifetime. It was said
of the Spaniards that their war with Granada would have lasted ten years
beyond 1492 if they had not possessed cannon. Seiiorita Alzugaray has
thus been my culverin. Her transcriptions, under my direction, of
documents in the Archivo General de Indias, the Archivo de Protocolos
de Sevilla, the Archivo General de Simancas, and elsewhere, have been
invaluable.

I thank Nina Evans, the superintendent of the Reading Room of the



PREFACE

British Library, and her wonderful staff, for their trouble; Rosario Parra,
until recently Director of the Archivo General de Indias, Seville, and
her staff; Douglas Matthews, Librarian of the London Library, who also
made the Index; the Cambridge University Library; the Bodleian
Library; Professor Nicholas Mann and the staff of the Warburg Institute;
the library of the Institute for Pre-Colombian Studies at Dumbarton
Oaks, Washington DC (Bridget Toledo); Dr James Billington, the
Librarian of Congress, and Everette Larson and the staff of the Hispanic
Division; Isabel Simé, Director of the Archivo Histérico Provincial in
Seville; Antonio Lépez Gémez, Librarian of the Real Academia de la
Historia, Madrid; Enriqueta Vila, until recently Director of the Anuario
de Estudios Americanos; Antonio Sinchez Gonzilez, Director of the
Archives, Casa de Pilatos; Roger Morgan and David Jones, Librarians of
the House of Lords; and the Directors of the Archivo Histérico
Nacional, Madrid; of the Archivo Nacional, Simancas (including Isabel
Aguirre); Jaime Garcia Terres, Director of the Biblioteca de México; Dr.
Judith Licea, Co-ordinator of the Biblioteca National de Mexico;
Manuel Ramos, Director of the Biblioteca de CONDUMEX, Mexico;
and Licenciado Leonor Ortiz, Director of the Archivo General de la
Naci6n, Mexico.

My work, like that of everybody working on the history of the
discovery of America, has been made much easier by the provision by
Historia 16 of a new, admirably printed collection of most of the basic
Spanish and indigenous texts, many of them excellently introduced by Dr
Germin Vizquez.

I should like to thank several people, other than those directors of
libraries, etc., already mentioned, with whom I have had conversations
on the theme of this book. These include Professor José Pérez de Tudela,
who enabled me to consult the Juan Bautista Mufioz and Salazar
collections in the Real Academia de la Historia, Madrid; Maria
Concepcién Garcia Siiz, of the Museo de América, Madrid; Homero and
Betty Aridjis; Professor John Elliott; Professor Juan Gil; Professor
Francis Haskell; Professor Miguel Le6n-Portilla; José Luis Martinez;
Professor Francisco Morales Padrén; Professor Mauricio Obregén;
Professor Julian Pitt-Rivers; Marita Martinez del Rio de Redo;
Guillermo Tovar de Teresa; Professor Consuelo Varela; Professor
Edward Cooper (genealogy and Medellin); Dr Richard Emanuel; Mr
Howard Philips (glass); Felipe Fernindez-Armesto (especially ballads);
Mr Joel McCreary (sacred mushrooms); Owen Mostyn-Owen (comets);
Conchita Romero (portable altars); Sir Crispin Tickell (volcanoes); and

Zahira Véliz (sixteenth-century iconography).

I am, too, most grateful to my son, Isambard, for his invaluable help
with my computer; to my wife, Vanessa, for reading the manuscript at an
early stage and reading the proofs; to Oliver Knox and Jane Selley for
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their work on the proofs; and to the Duke and Duchess of Segorbe, for
having me to stay in Seville while working in the Archivo General de
Indias. Many have written of that Archivo. Irene Wright even wrote a
poem. The obligation to study there has once more shown how duty and
pleasure can be combined. I am grateful, too, for their enthusiasm and
support, to: Gillon Aitken and Andrew Wylie; Carmen Balcells and
Gloria Gutiérrez; Anthony Cheetham, then of Random Century; Simon
King and Anthony Whittome of Hutchinson — the latter a most generous,
considerate and patient editor; and Michael Korda of Simon and
Schuster, as encouraging as he was imaginative. I also thank Mrs Susan
Eddleston, of Coutts and Co., for her backing.

HUGH THOMAS
1 August 1993

I am grateful to the University of Utah Press, Charles Dibble and Arthur
Anderson for their translation of the Florentine Codex. I have on
occasion changed a word of this translation in which case I have removed
the inverted commas round the passage concerned. Occasionally I have
used Angel Garibay’s translation of the Codex and re-translated
accordingly. I am also grateful to John Bierhorst, the late Irene
Nicholson and Miguel Le6n-Portilla, and of course indirectly the late
Angel Maria Garibay, for their translations of verses originally in
Nahuatl. I am grateful to the heirs of the late Thelma Sullivan for the
translation quoted on page 317.

I am similarly grateful to Anthony Pagden for use of his translation of
Cortés’ letters to Charles V; to Doris Heyden and F. Horcantes, for their
translations from Fr. Duran’s Historia de las Indias; Fr. Francis Speck S],
for his translation of Motolinia’s Historia de los Indios; Benjamin Keen,
for his translation of Zorita’s Relacion de los seniores de la Nueva Espana;
L. B. Simpson, for his translation of Lépez de Gémara’s La conquista de
México; and the late Rita Hamilton and the late Jane Perry for their
translation of The Poem of the Cid. References to these works in the
notes are always to Spanish editions. I have often varied the translations
or made my own. Bibliographical details of all these publications can be
found in the Sources. Finally, Genealogy III, “Cortés and his relations”,
owes a great deal to Edward Cooper’s work in his Castillos Sesioriales en
la Corona de Castilla.
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1 I refer to the people usually called Aztecs as the Mexica (pronounced
“Mesheeca”), the word by which they called themselves. Neither Cortés,
nor Bernal Diaz, nor Fr. Bernardino de Sahagiin used the word ““Aztecs”.
“Aztec”’, from Aztlan, was not a word used in the sixteenth century (though
it may have been in the thirteenth). It was made popular by the Jesuit
scholar, Francisco Javier Clavijero, in the eighteenth century, and then by
Prescott. In this matter I follow R. H. Barlow, “Some remarks on the term
‘Aztec Empire’ ”, The Americas, 1, 3 (January 1945).

When I refer to the Mexica I mean the people as such. If I speak of
Mexicans I mean identifiable individuals.

To those who will say that the use of the word “Mexica” confuses the
present Mexicans with their indigenous predecessors, I would reply that
those who have recently been in control of Mexico, whether white,
mestizo or Indian, have maintained themselves by insisting that they are
the heirs of the ancient indigenous peoples.

2 I have spoken of the capital of the Mexica as “Tenochtitlan”, the name
most frequently used in the sixteenth century. The Mexica often called it
“Mexico”, sometimes ‘“Mexico Tenochtitlan” or, if they were referring
to Tlatelolco, “Mexico Tlatelolco”. They frequently called themselves
the “Tenochca”, that is, residents of Tenochtitlan, and the “Tlatelolca”,
the residents of Tlatelolco. I have eschewed those usages, except
where essential, as, for example, in Chapter 35.

3 I have usually spoken of the conquistadors as Castilians, sometimes as
the Spaniards. Similarly I refer often to the King of “Spain” as the King of
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Castile. “Spain” was increasingly in use, not least because of Cortés’
designation of what became his conquest as “New Spain”.

4 I have throughout used the modern calendar for dates, and, as a rule,
modern geographical names.

s I have called the Emperor of Mexico in 1518 by his to us familiar name of
Montezuma. Sahagin spoke of ‘“Motecugoma”, the Codex Aubin had
“Motecucoma”, and the Codex Mendoza ‘“Motecuma”. Cortés spoke of
“Mutezuma”, the Church translated the Emperor as ‘“Motevcguma”
(“dominus Motevcguma, cum 17 aut 18 annis regnaret...”), and the
modern Spanish form is “Moctezuma”.

6 Ihave permitted myself many other anglicisations of both place names and
personal names, depending on usage. Thus I have Saragossa, Corunna,
Navarre, Seville, Havana; Ferdinand, Charles, and Philip, but, all the same,
Juana, Pedro and Juan, where the individuals concerned are not kings, and
even Juana rather than Joanna for the queen of that name.
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I
Harmony and order

“The fashion of living [in Mexico] is almost the same as in Spain with just as
much harmony and order . . .”
Hernin Cortés to Charles V, 1521

could scarcely have been improved upon. The city stood over seven

thousand feet up, on an island near the shore of a great lake. It was
two hundred miles from the sea to the west, a hundred and fifty to the
east. The lake lay in the centre of a broad valley surrounded by
magnificent mountains, two of which were volcanoes. One of these was
always covered by snow: “O Mexico, that such mountains should
encircle and crown thee,” a Spanish Franciscan would exult a few years
later.! The sun shone brilliantly most days, the air was clear, the sky was
as blue as the water of the lake, the colours were intense, the nights cold.

Like Venice, with which it would be insistently compared, Tenoch-
titlan had been built over several generations.? The tiny natural island at the
centre of it had been extended to cover 2,500 acres by driving in stakes,
and throwing mud and rocks into the gaps. Tenochtitlan boasted about
thirty fine high palaces made of a reddish, porous volcanic stone.? The
smaller, single-storey houses, in which most of the 250,000 or so
inhabitants lived, were of adobe and usually painted white.* Many of
these had been secured against floods by being raised on platforms. The lake
was alive with canoes of different sizes bringing tribute and commercial
goods. The shores were dotted with well-constructed small towns which
owed allegiance to the great city on the water.

The centre of Tenochtitlan was a walled holy precinct, with numerous
sacred buildings, including several pyramids with temples on top.’
Streets and canals led away straight from the precinct at all four points of
the compass. Nearby stood the Emperor’s palace. There were many
minor pyramids in the city, each the base for temples to different gods:
the pyramids themselves, characteristic religious edifices of the region,
being a human tribute to the splendour of the surrounding volcanoes.

Tm-: BEAUTIFUL POSITION of the Mexican capital, Tenochtitlan,
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Tenochtitlan’s site made it seem impregnable. The city had never been
attacked. The Mexica had only to raise the bridges on the three causeways
which connected their capital to the mainland to be beyond the reach of
any plausible enemy. A poem demanded:

Who could conquer Tenochtitlan?
Who could shake the foundation of heaven . . .?¢

Tenochtitlan’s safety had been underpinned for ninety years by an
alliance with two other cities on, respectively, the west and east sides of
the lake — Tacuba and Texcoco. Both were satellites of Tenochtitlan,
though Texcoco, the capital of culture, was formidable in its own right:
an elegant version of the language of the valley, Nahuatl, was spoken
there. Tacuba was tiny, for it may have had only 120 houses.” These two
places obeyed the Emperor of the Mexica in respect of military affairs.
Otherwise they were independent. The royal houses, as there is no
reason not to call them, of both were linked by blood with that of
Tenochtitlan.?

These allies helped to guarantee a mutually advantageous lacustrine
economy of fifty or so small, self-governing city states, many of them within
sight of one another, none of them self-sufficient. Wood was available for
fire (as for carved furniture, agricultural tools, canoes, weapons, and idols)
from the slopes of the mountains; flint and obsidian could be obtained for
some instruments from a zone in the north-east; there was clay for pottery
and figurines (a flourishing art, with at least nine different wares) while,
from the shore of the lake, came salt, and reeds for baskets.

The emperors of Mexico dominated not only the Valley of Mexico.’
Beyond the volcanoes, they had, during the previous three generations,
established their authority to the east as far as the Gulf of Mexico. Their
sway extended far down the coast of the Pacific Ocean in the west to
Xoconocho, the best source of the much-prized green feathers of the
quetzal bird. To the south, they had led armies to remote conquests in
rain forests a month’s march away. Tenochtitlan thus controlled three
distinct zones: the tropics, near the oceans; a temperate area, beyond the
volcanoes; and the mountainous region, nearby. Hence the variety of
products for sale in the imperial capital.

The heartland of the empire, the Valley of Mexico, was seventy-five
miles north to south, forty east to west: about three thousand square
miles; but the empire itself covered 125,000 square miles.!®

Tenochtitlan should have been self-confident. There was no city
bigger, more powerful, or richer within the world of which the people of
the valley were informed. It acted as the focus for thousands of
immigrants, of whom some had come because of the demand for their
crafts: lapidaries, for example, from Xochimilco. A single family had
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ruled the city for over a century. A “mosaic” of altogether nearly four
hundred cities, each with its own ruler, sent regular deliveries to the
Emperor of (to mention the most important items) maize (the local staff
of life) and beans, cotton cloaks and other clothes, as well as several types
of war costumes (war tunics, often feathered, were sent from all but eight
out of thirty-eight provinces).!' Tribute included raw materials and
goods in an unfinished state (beaten but not embellished gold), as well as
manufactured items (including amber and crystal lip plugs, and strings of
jade or turquoise beads).

The power of the Mexica in the year 1518 or, as they called it, 13-Slate,
seemed to rest upon solid foundations. Exchange of goods was well
established. Cocoa beans and cloaks, sometimes canoes, copper axes, and
feather quills full of gold dust, were used as currency (a small cloak was
reckoned as worth between sixty-five and a hundred cocoa beans).!? But
payments for services were usually made in kind.

There were markets in all districts: one of these, that in the city of
Tlatelolco, by now a large suburb of Tenochtitlan, was the biggest
market in the Americas, an emporium for the entire region. Even goods
from distant Guatemala were exchanged there. Meantime, trade on a
small scale in old Mexico was carried on by nearly everyone, for
marketing the household’s product was the main activity of family life.

The Mexican empire had the benefit of a remarkable lingua franca. This
was Nahuatl: in the words of one who knew it, a “smooth and malleable
language, both majestic and of great quality, comprehensive, and easily
mastered””." It lent itself to expressive metaphors, and eloquent repetitions.
It inspired oratory and poetry, recited both as a pastime and to celebrate the
gods.'* An equally interesting manifestation was the tradition of long
speeches, huehuetlatolli, “words of the old men”, learned by heart (as was
the poetry) for public occasions, and covering a vast number of themes,
usually affording the advice that temperance was best.

Nahuatl was an oral language. But the Mexica, like the other peoples in
the valley, used pictographs and ideograms for writing. Names of persons
— for example, Acamapichtli (“handful of reeds”) or Miahuaxochutl
(“turquoise maize flower”) could always be represented by the former.
Perhaps the Mexica were moving towards something like the syllabic
script of the Maya. Even a development on that scale would not have been
able to express the subtleties of their speech. Yet Nahuatl was, as the
Castilian philologist, Antonio de Nebrija had, in the 1490s, described
Castilian, “a language of empire”. Appropriately, the literal translation
of the word for a ruler, tlatoani, was “spokesman”: he who speaks or,
perhaps, he who commands (buey tlatoani, emperor, was “high spokes-
man”). Mexican writers could also express elegiac melancholy in a way
which seems almost to echo French poetry of the same era:
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I am to pass away like a faded flower
My fame will be nothing, my renown on earth will vanish.'?

Nahuatl, its foremost modern scholar has passionately said, “is a
language which should never die”.'®

Beautiful painted books (usually called codices) recorded the posses-
sion of land, as of history, with family trees and maps supporting the
inclination of the ancient Mexicans to be litigious. The importance of this
side of life can be gathered from the 480,000 sheets of bark paper
regularly sent as tribute to “the storehouses of the ruler of Tenochtit-
lan”’. 17

The politics of the empire were happily guaranteed by the arrangements
for imperial succession. Though normal inheritance customarily passed
from father to son, a new emperor, always of the same family as his
predecessor, was usually his brother, or cousin, who had performed well
in a recent war. Thus the Emperor in 1518, Montezuma II, was the eighth
son of Axayicatl, an emperor who died in 1481.!® Montezuma had
followed an uncle, Ahuitzotl, who had died in 150z. In the selection of a
new ruler, about thirty lords, together with the kings of Texcoco and
Tacuba, acted as an electoral college.!® No succession so decided seems to
have been challenged, even if sometimes there had been rival candi-
dates.?® (Vestiges of this method of election can be detected by the
imaginative in modern methods of selecting the President of Mexico.)?!
Disputes were avoided since each election of a ruler was accompanied by
the nomination of four other leaders, who in theory would remain in
their places throughout the reign of an emperor, and of whom one would
become the heir.?> No doubt the actual duties of these officials (“Killer of
Men”’, “Keeper of the House of Darkness””) had become detached from
the titles just as the “Chief Butler of the King” had ceased in Castile to
have much to do with the provision of wine. The system of succession
varied in nearby cities: in most of them, the ruler was hereditary in the
family of the monarch, though in some places the kingship did not always
fall to the eldest son. In Texcoco primogeniture was the rule.?

It is true that the deaths of the last three emperors had seemed a little
odd: Ahuitzotl died from a blow on the head when fleeing from flood
waters; Tizoc was rumoured to have been killed by witches; and
Axayicatl died after defeat in battle. Yet there is nothing to prove that
in fact they did not die from natural causes.?*

The Mexican emperor stood for, and concerned himself with, the
external face of the empire. Internal affairs were ultimately directed by a
deputy emperor, a cousin, the cihuacoatl, a title which he shared with
that of a great goddess, and whose literal translation, “woman snake”,
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connected him with the feminine side of divinity. The word gives an
inadequate picture of his multifarious duties. Probably in the beginning
this official was the priest of the goddess whose name he had.

The internal life of Tenochtitlan was stable. It was in practice managed
by an interlocking network of something between a clan, a guild and a
district, known as the calpulli, a word about whose precise nature every
generation of scholars has a new theory, only agreeing that it indicated a
self-governing unit, and that it held land which its members did not own,
but used. It was probably an association of linked extended families. In
several calpultin (that being the plural style) families had the same
professions. Thus featherworkers mostly lived in Amantlan, a district
which may once have been an independent village.

Each calpulli had its own gods, priests, and traditions. Marriage
(celebrated in old Mexico with as much ceremonial as in Europe) outside
the calpulli, though not impossible, was unusual. The calpulli was the
body which mobilised the Mexica for war, for cleaning streets, and for
attending festivals. Farmers of land which had been granted by the
calpulli gave a proportion of the crops (perhaps a third) to that body for
delivery to the imperial administration. Through the calpulli, the farmer
heard the requests, or the orders, of the Emperor.?® There were perhaps
as many as eighty of these in Tenochtitlan. Earlier, the leader, the
calpullec, had apparently been elected but, by the fifteenth century, that
office had become hereditary and lifelong. He too had a council of elders
to consult, just as the Emperor had his more formally contrived advisers.

The most powerful calpulli was that in the suburb known as Cueopan,
where there lived the so-called long-distance merchants, the pochteca.
These had a bad name among Mexica: they seemed to be “the greedy, the
well-fed, the covetous, the niggardly . . . who coveted wealth”. But they
were officially praised: “men who, leading the caravans of bearers, made
the Mexican state great”.2¢ Knowing that they were the object of envy,
they were secretive. They served the Mexica as spies: telling the Emperor
the strengths, the weaknesses and the wealth of the places which they
saw on their journeys.?”’

These merchants, who imported Tenochtitlan’s raw materials, as well
as the luxury goods from both the temperate zone and the tropics,
antedated the empire in their organisation.?® Much of their work
consisted of the exchange of manufactured objects for raw materials: an
embroidered cloak for jade; or a gold jewel for tortoiseshells (used as
spoons for cocoa). These great merchants lived without ostentation,
dressed badly, and wore their hair down to their waists. Yet they had
many possessions. They were even referred to by the Emperor as his
“uncles”; and their daughters were sometimes concubines of monarchs.

Important though the merchants were, the supremacy of the Mexica in
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the valley and beyond had been won by their soldiers. These warriors were
both well organised and numerous: the rulers were said to have waited till
their population was large before challenging the Tepanecs, to whom they
had previously been subject, in 1428.2” Boys in Mexico were prepared for
war from birth in a way which both Spartans and Prussians would have
found congenial. At baptisms (the process of naming a child included the use
of water sprinkled on the infant, and the placing of water over the heart, so
the Christian word is appropriate) the midwife, taking the male child from
the mother, would announce that he “belongs to the battlefield, there in the
centre, in the middle of the plains”. Male children’s umbilical cords were
buried in places facing where the enemy might be expected. “War is thy
desert, thy task . ..” the midwife would tell the newborn boy, “perhaps
thou wilt receive the gift . . . [of] the flowered death by the obsidian knife”
(that is, by sacrifice, as a prisoner of war).*

The weapons of war were present too at christenings: the bow and
arrow, the sling, the stone-headed wooden spear. Those weapons, along
with the club and the macuauhbuitl, a two-edged sword of black obsidian
blades set in oak (they cut “like a razor from Tolosa”, one conquistador
would say), had given these armies their victories.>' The sign (glyph) for
government in Nahuatl was a depiction of a bow and arrow, a round shield
(of tightly arranged feathers on a wooden, or cane, backing), and a throwing
stick (atlatl, used to launch spears — at fish as well as at men). The best
cloaks and the richest jewels were obtained as prizes for valour, not by
purchase. Any male who failed to respond to the call to go to war lost all
status, even if he were the son of the Emperor (“he who does not go to war
will not consort with the brave” was a Spanish chronicler’s formulation of
the principle).’? Promotion in the army (and hence a social rise generally)
depended on capturing a specific number of captives: an event consum-
mated by special insignia. Membership of the knightly orders, the “jaguars”
and the “eagles”, was a supreme distinction obtained by the brave.

The costumes of these orders, and indeed all the war costumes,
ridiculous though they seemed to Europeans, were intended to terrify, by
playing on the nerves of enemies. Full-feathered constructions on
bamboo frames were strapped to captains’ backs, while feather-decked
heads of animals, sometimes worn as part of a full animal skin, completed
the psychological warfare of armies whose first aim was to inspire fear, and
so secure surrender without conflict. The colossal Mexican sculptures,
such as that of the great Coatlicue, for which there was no precedent in
earlier empires in the valley, had the same purpose. There had been so
many conflicts that war, not agriculture, seemed the main occupation of
the ancient Mexica: “if war is not going on, the Mexica consider
themselves idle,” the Emperor Montezuma I had remarked.?* For, as
poets insisted, “a battle is like a flower”.>* It must sometimes have

looked like that.
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The commitment of the population to war makes credible the estimates
given by historians of the late sixteenth century for the size of the
Mexican armies. Thus Axayicatl, the rash poet-emperor who lost a war
against the Tarascans, was said to have had 24,000 men with him. His
successor but one, Ahuitzotl, who tried to absorb far-off Tehuantepec,
was believed to have had an army of 200,000, gathered from many cities.
Tenochtitlan during this campaign was said to have been empty save for
women and children.?®

These forces, organised in legions of 8,000 men, divided into
companies of 100, and co-ordinated by the calpulitin, maintained peace,
and imperial rule, by the constant threat, and sometimes the use, of
terror. No doubt references in codices to decisions “to wipe out all
traces” of such and such a place were often exaggerated. But since
successful wars ended with the burning of the enemy’s temple (which had
the benefit of enabling the destruction of the armouries which were
usually close by), brutality must have occurred. Mexican leaders often
arranged to persuade their own people that conflict had been forced upon
them.*® There were many small wars, or shows of force, for the empire
was so large, the terrain so rugged, that the armies of Tenochtitlan were
constantly on the move, putting down rebellions, as well as conquering
new cities.

This Mexican era of continuous conquest had begun about 1430. The
instigators were the first emperor, Itzcoatl, and his curious nephew, and
general, Tlacaelel, who was also cihuacoatl. Previously, the Mexica had
seemed to have been just one more small tribe of demanding people in the
valley. But as a result of the efforts of these two men, the Mexica had
transformed themselves into “a chosen people’”, with a mission, whose
purpose was to give to all humanity the benefits of their own victory.?

A special people needs a special training. That was possible since most
of the Mexica lived in a city and therefore their children could easily be
sent to schools. The upper class sent their sons to rigorous boarding
academies, the calmécac (“houses of tears”), which, in their cultivation of
good breeding, their design to break boys’ loyalties towards their homes,
and their austerity, bore a definite resemblance to public schools in
England during the reign of Victoria (boys aged seven were urged not to
look ““longingly to thy home . .. Do not say ‘my mother is there. My
father is there’ »*).>® Attention was paid to “character’”: the preparation,
it was said, of a “‘true face and heart”. But there were classes too in law,
politics, history, painting, and music.

The children of workers received vocational training in the more
relaxed telpochcalli, the “houses of youth” established in every district.
The teachers were professionals, but priests played a part. From these
institutions, children could go home frequently. Yet they, like those in
the calmécac, received ample instruction in morality and natural history
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through homilies which they often learned by heart, and of which some
survive. “Almost all,” wrote a good observer in the 156os, “know the
names of all the birds, animals, trees and herbs, knowing too as many as a
thousand varieties of the latter, and what they are good for.””** A strong
work ethic was inculcated: and children were told that they had to be
honest, diligent and resourceful. All the same, preparation for combat
was the dominating consideration where boys were concerned: above all,
single combat with a matched enemy.

In both educational institutions, food was provided by children or
their parents, but the teachers were supplied by what it is probably
permissible to call the state.*® Girls received training as housewives and
mothers.

The commitment to fighting for male children was marked by a custom
whereby, at the age of ten, a boy had his hair cut with only one lock left
on his neck. He was not permitted to have that removed till, at the age of
eighteen, he had taken a prisoner in war. Then he could grow his hair, and
embark upon a competition, which lasted throughout his early
manhood, to achieve other benefits, by capturing more prisoners.*!

Another mark of serenity in Tenochtitlan was that there seemed to be no
tensions between religion and civil government. Indeed, the very idea
would have seemed incomprehensible. The monarch had supreme
religious duties. His responsibility, like his palace, was distinct from that
of the priesthood. He had civil duties. His judges and their officials
administered a civil law. Yet he had a mandate which he considered came
from the gods. He used that to preserve society by playing on his people’s
sense of natural obligation, rather than by imposition. For all citizens
accepted that the reason for their being was to serve the gods.

In the early sixteenth century, no Mexican questioned the central myth
of the people, the Legend of the Suns. According gp this, time on earth
had been divided into five eras. The first of these, ﬁown as “4-Tiger”,
had been destroyed by wild animals; the second, “4-Wind”, by wind; the
third, “4-Rain”, by fire; and the fourth, “4-Water”, by floods. The last,
the fifth age, that of the Mexica, known as “4-Motion”, would,
according to myth, one day culminate in a catastrophe brought on by
terrifying earthquakes. Monsters of the twilight would come to earth.
Human beings would be changed into animals: or, possibly, turkeys.*?

In order to stave off that bleak day, the god Huitzilopochtli (whose
name meant “Hummingbird on the left”, or “of the south”), who
incarnated the sun (as well as war and the chase), the virginally conceived
child of the ancient earth goddess Coatlicue (literally, “serpent skirt™),
had, every morning, to put to flight the moon (his sister Coyolxauhqui,
whose name meant “her cheeks are painted with bells”’) and the stars (his
brothers, the Centzonuitnaua, “the four hundred southerners). That

II



12

ANCIENT MEXICO

struggle symbolised a new day. It was assumed that Huitzilopochtli
would be carried into the middle of the sky by the spirits of warriors who
had died in battle, or on the sacrificial stone. Then, in the afternoon, he
would be borne down, by the ghosts of women who had died in
childbirth, to the sunset, close to the earth.

To carry through this ceaseless work, Huitzilopochtli had, by
extraordinary convention, to be given nourishment, in the shape of
human blood (“most precious water”).

Huitzilopochtli may once have been a real chief who had been deified
after his death.*> He may not even have been known till the Mexica, after
a peregrination, reached the valley. In those early days, other deities such
as the earth goddess, Coatlicue (Huitzilopochtli’s mother), or the god of
rain, Tlaloc, were far more important than he. But the role of
Huitzilopochtli had grown with the empire. He was more and more
represented in fiestas where previously he had had no place. He seemed
to be the central deity.**

The Great Temple, at the geometric centre of Tenochtitlan, sym-
bolised the place of gods in the minds of the people. Each profession had,
however, its own deity. Important professions had their own sanctuaries
in each of the city’s four quarters. Every common food, above all maize,
also had its god, or was expressed as a deity. Agricultural tools were not
only revered, but thanked, with food, incense and octli, the fermented
juice of the cactus (now known as pulgue).

Priests were ascetic celibates of high standing. Two high priests
commanded them: one to serve Huitzilopochtli, the other to care for the
interests of the still very important deity, Tlaloc, god of rain. Both were
named by the Emperor.

Priests had many responsibilities. They acted as watchmen as, nightly,
they patrolled the hills round the city, and looked at the heavens to await
the periodical reappearance of the planets. They sounded the hours, and
inaugurated battles with conch shell trumpets. They guarded the
temples, and preserved the people’s legends. Their bodies dyed black,
their hair long, their ears tattered by offerings of blood, priests were
immensely influential.*®

The Emperor, meantime, was considered a semi-divine figure, to
whom even the priests looked up. Both Montezuma II, Emperor in 1518,
and his predecessor, Ahuitzotl, had been high priests in early life. Mexico
was not a theocracy. There was no public cult of the Emperor’s person.
Yet religion governed all. The average Mexican’s home of adobe and
thatch was bare. It rarely had more than a sleeping mat and a hearth. But
it always had a shrine, with a clay figurine, usually of the earth goddess
Coatlicue.

The priests served perhaps 200 major deities, perhaps 1,600 in all.
Figures representing these gods were to be seen everywhere, at cross-
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roads, in front of fountains, before large trees, on hilltops, in oratories,
sometimes made of stone, sometimes of wood, baked clay, or even seed,
some big, some small. The leading deities, such as the ubiquitous
Huitzilopochtli, the capricious Tezcatlipoca, the rain god Tlaloc, and the
normally humane Quetzalcoatl, were the real rulers of the Mexica.*

There may appear to the modern enquirer to be ambiguities about the
role of certain gods. For example, one account describes the sun, fire,
water and the regions beyond the heavens as being seen to have been
created by four separate deities. Another suggests that the mother-
father, Ometeotl, God-Goddess, god of the positive and negative at the
same time, was responsible. The gods of Mexico seem to have been the
rain, the sun, the wind, fertility, themselves — not just the inspirers of
those things. Different interpretations of these complexities divide
scholars, partly since the Mexican religious world was all the time
changing: the old gods of the Mexica as nomads were still being
superimposed upon deities already established in the valley.*” Though
often seeming contradictory to us today, Mexican religion at the time
inspired no controversies.

Then a recent king of Texcoco, the long-reigning poet Nezahual-
coyotl, with a group of cultivated courtiers, had apparently been drawn
to the potentially explosive idea of a single “Unknown God”,
Ipalnemoani, a deity who was never seen and who was not represented by
portraits:

My house is hung with pictures
So is yours, one and only God,

Nezahualcoyotl had written, in one of his many moving poems.*® This
poet-king’s eloquent devotion to the god Tezcatlipoca, “smoking
mirror”’, might seem to foreshadow the coming of a single inspiration:
“O lord, lord of the night, lord of the near, the night and the wind,”
Mexicans would often pray, as if, in moments of perplexity, they
required a unique recipient of supplication. Even if Nezahualcoyotl’s
poems are dismissed (as they sometimes are) as the skilful embroideries of
his descendants, the Mexica plainly accepted that there was a grand
supernatural force, of which all other gods were the expression, and
which assisted the growth of man’s dignity: one divine poem talked of
precisely such a person.*® This force was the combination of the Lord of
Duality, Ometecuhtli, and his lady, Omecihuatl, the ancestors of all the
gods, who if almost in retirement, still decided the birth date of all beings.
They were believed to live at the top of the world, in the thirteenth
heaven, where the air was “very cold, delicate and iced”.>®

In the remote past, in the nearby lost city which the Mexicans called
Teotihuacan, “place where gods are made”, there may even have been a

I3
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cult of the immortality of the soul. There had thus been those who had
said, “When we die, it is not true that we die. For still we live. We are
resurrected. We still live. We are awakened. Do thou likewise.”!

Yet Nezahualcoyotl’s “Giver of Life” was not the focus of a major
cult. The handsome, empty temple to him in Texcoco was not copied.
Nor did Nezahualcoyotl abandon his belief in the traditional gods. There
seems to have been no contradiction between Nezahualcoyotl’s stress on
the Divine Giver and his acceptance of the conventional pantheon.>?

There was also in Mexico a semi-sacred profession separate to the
priesthood, containing men dedicated to private rites, principally
fortune-telling, miracle-healing, and interpreting dreams. These were as
ascetic and dedicated as the priests. But they were able to transport
themselves into states of mind incapable of being reached by ordinary
men and women, finding the answer to all problems by placing
themselves in a state of ecstasy, itself often obtained by drinking pulque,
smoking tobacco, eating certain mushrooms (sometimes with honey, to
constitute the “flesh of the gods™), or the seeds of morning glory, the
datura lily, and the peyote cactus. The mushrooms, to the Mexica the
most important of these plants, came from the pine-covered slopes of the
mountains surrounding the valley. Others were brought to Mexico as
tribute. Through their use, men thought that they could be transported
to the underworld, to heaven, or to the past and to the future.
(Conventional priests also used mixtures of these sacred plants, in the
form of a pomade, when they talked to the gods.) These things may have
been employed by the Mexica in their nomadic stage. They were certainly
the special delight of their remote cousins, the surviving Chichimecs.*?

Neither the priests nor these divines should be confused with
magicians and sorcerers. The tricks of these men included the art of -
seeming to change themselves into animals, or to disappear. They knew
all sorts of magic words or acts which could “bewitch women, and turn
their affections wherever they chose”.

Finally, in the Mexican divine scheme of things, there was the sun.
Like most societies of that era, including most in the old world, the
heavenly bodies dominated life. The ancient Mexica were not the only
people to follow the movement of the sun meticulously, to note down
what they observed, to predict eclipses, to plan their buildings for
effective observation, or for astronomically satisfying angles. Indeed, the
Mayas in Yucatan, in their heyday in the sixth century Ap, had been more
remarkable in their persistence, and knowledge. They had “along count”
of years which the Mexica did not. Their mathematics had been more
complex. Mexican hieroglyphs were also more pictorial and less abstract
than Maya ones. All the same, the Mexican priests who interpreted the
calendars and, with two notched sticks, the heavens, were mathema-
ticians of skill and imagination. Most cities of the size of Tenochtitlan
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forget the heavenly bodies. The capital of the Mexica, through the placing
of its sacred buildings, and through its gods, emphasised them. Thereby
“harmony and order’” seemed to be guaranteed.



2
Palace of the white sedges

“Bebold Mexico, palace of the white willows, palace of the white sedges!
And you like a blue heron, above her, you open your wings.
You come to her flying.
Beautifully, you open your wings and your fantail.
These are your subjects, they who rule throughout the land, everywbere . . .”
Angel Maria Garibay, La Literatura de los Aztecas, tr. Bierhorst

recently enough for its leaders to be conscious, in a world which

venerated the past, of its relative youth. A few generations before,
the Mexica had seemed just one more tribe of intruders which, famished
and “uncouth”, had, about 120, descended from the north in search of
good land in the fertile valley.! With difficulty, they had found
themselves a home where (probably about 1345) they had begun to build
their city — on a spot where, legend insisted, an eagle had been observed
sitting on a cactus (Tenochtitlan meant “place of the fruit of the cactus™).
There were arguments as to whether the Mexica had originally come from
the island Aztlan (“place of the white heron”), in a far-off lake, or from
Chicomoztoc (“the seven caves”); and where those places were. No one
disputed that they had arrived recently.

Many places even in the valley had been independent of the Mexica
until within living memory: thus Chalco, on the east of the lake, and once
the centre of a little empire of its own, with twenty-five dependent
towns, had only succumbed to the Mexica in 1465. Such seemingly
traditional things as the customary war costume dated only from the
Emperor Axayicatl’s victory in the Huaxtec region in the 1470s.2

The Mexica were proud of their recent achievements. Twenty-five
years before their victorious war against the Tepanecs, even the King,
Acampichtli, had scarcely enough to eat. Now in 1518 his descendant the
Emperor Montezuma dined regularly off a hundred dishes. In the days of
Acampichtli, the Mexica had been able to offer only a modest tribute to
the Tepanecs: frogs, fish, juniper berries, willow leaves. Now they
themselves regularly received riches which made those lakeside products
seem perfunctory. In the old days, the Mexica had dressed in clothes
made of maguey fibre; but now their upper class wore robes of long

THOUGH APPARENTLY STABLE, the Mexican empire had taken shape

17



18

ANCIENT MEXICO

quetzal feathers, and very elaborate cloaks of white duck feathers,
embroidered skirts, and necklaces with radiating pendants and huge
objects of greenstone’ — which the Mexica considered more beautiful
than gold (indeed the word for it, chalchibuite, meant not only the stone
but anything beautiful). The Tepanecs had once controlled the modest
aqueduct of reeds and clay which brought water to Tenochtitlan from a
spring at Chapultepec (“hill of the grasshopper’’). Now the Mexica had
one of stone with two channels (used alternately, to allow cleaning),
which they managed for themselves. Inventive people such as the
Totonacs and Huaxtecs on the coast had made sculptures in terracotta.
The Mexica, learning from them, did the same in rock. Above all, the
Mexica had in the mid-fifteenth century built a colossal city, bigger than
any in Europe with the possible exception of Naples and Constantinople,
on what had been, only a hundred and fifty years ago, a few huts on a
mud bank. Is it surprising that something like patriotism was well
established?

Another achievement which seems remarkable was that crime in old
Mexico was limited, whether because of a general acceptance of the mores
of society or as a consequence of harsh penalties. Strict judges sitting in
regularly constituted tribunals administered equitable if severe punish-
ments through officials whose task was to maintain order, arrest
suspects, and carry out sentences. These judges had a messenger service
of “the greatest speed, whether it was by day or night, travelling through
rain, snow or hail”.* Certain cases would go for judgement to the
Emperor or the ahuacoatl.’ The law did not favour noblemen. Indeed,
they were supposed to be punished more severely than commoners in
respect of most crimes. Monarchs considered their own families bound
by laws: King Nezahualpilli of Texcoco had a favourite son put to death
on the suspicion of adultery with one of his wives.® Weakness by a judge
was harshly punished. The law provided that, whenever a crime was
committed, the principals in the place concerned were responsible for
delivering the offender within a certain time; otherwise, they would have
to pay the penalty reserved for the criminal.” Most punishments, such as
breaking of heads with cudgels, were carried out in public. The death
penalty was used for almost every crime considered a felony in modern
society. Naughty children met a series of progressively more unpleasant
retributions: a disobedient nine-year-old would be bound hand and foot,
and have maguey spikes thrust into his shoulders; at ten, he would be
beaten.® Save at certain festivals, neither the young nor the ordinary
workers were allowed to touch pulgue, the only Mexican alcohol.
Drinking was punishable by death on the occasion of the second offence.
Those over seventy, providing they had grandchildren, could, however,
drink more often; at festivals, as much as they liked.

A clear distinction existed among the Mexica between good and bad.
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Thus the Florentine Codex, an admirable summary of what occurred in
old Mexico in almost every sphere, tells in detail what a good father
would do (“he regulates, distributes with care, establishes order”) and
how a bad one would behave (“he is lazy, uncompassionate, negligent™).
Similar distinctions were made in the same text between good and bad
mothers, children, uncles, aunts, down to great-great- grandparents and
mothers-in-law (“the bad mother-in-law is one who . . . delights in the
misfortune of others, who alienates people, who is disloyal’’).? The good
magistrate and the bad magistrate were carefully distinguished too: the
latter, for example, was described as a “shower of favour, a hater of
people, an establisher of unjust ordinances, an accepter of bribes, an
issuer of corrupt pronouncements, a doer of favours”.°

Stability was further strengthened by the tradition whereby most
people remained in the same profession as their fathers: the feather-
workers (the most respected of craftsmen) were children of feather-
workers, the goldsmiths of goldsmiths.

Most Mexicans were obedient, respectful, disciplined. There were no
beggars. The streets were clean, the houses were spotless. Women’s lives
were spent weaving cloths. For them the spindle, the weaving frame, the
loom, the skeins of thread and the straw mat marked, with the family, the
boundaries of life. Such discipline was easily accepted in return for the
benefits of order. Individuals scarcely existed outside the collectivity.
The German newssheet, Neswe Zeitung von dem Lande das die Spanien
funden, of 1521, thus exaggerated only slightly when, as a result of reports
sent from the New World, it told its readers in Nuremberg that “if the
King tells the people to go into the forest to die there, they do”.!! To
secure such order, “the nation had a special steward for every activity.
Everything was so well recorded that nothing was left out of the
accounts. There were even officials in charge of sweeping.”!?

The standing of women was at least comparable to what it was at that
time in Europe. Thus a woman could own property, and go to law, without
the approval of her husband. Women played a part in commerce, and they
could become priestesses, though they never reached the highest level. As in
Europe, a man’s right to office was affected by his mother’s or his wife’s
status, office was sometimes transmitted through a daughter’s son and,
occasionally, a woman would hold a title. All the same, daughters were
often given away as presents; and, one formal instruction for married
women ran, almost as if in Castile: ““when your parents give you a husband,
do not be disrespectful to him ... obey him”.!* Though in the early
nomadic days of the Mexica, monogamy had been normal, the rulers by the
sixteenth century had many concubines as well as a chief wife, or queen.

The Mexica were tolerant of the other peoples, such as the Otomi, who
lived among them. These had their own religion, culture, language, even
their own calendars (slightly different from those of the Mexica). But
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tribal hatreds did not seem to exist within the Mexican body politic.

Nor, at least on the surface, did there seem to have been serious disputes
about property (though there have been many feuds among historians
about the nature of its holding). The land of the city — both inside it and
on the further shore of the lake — was divided between the calpultin, the
nobles, the temples, and the government. Conquered land was a reward
for services to those who had fought.'* Agriculture of course varied from
zone to zone. The dependent cities in the fertile low land near the sea
enjoyed two crops a year. The Valley of Mexico usually had one crop
only. But that latter basin had at its heart a most unusual feature: the
“floating gardens”, the chinampas, intensely cultivated artificial islands
built of mud, in practice usually rooted to the bed of the lake by willow
trees, though some nursery beds were begun on floating rushes, or
weed.'® (These had begun about AD 1200, in the lakes of Xochimilco and
Chalco. They had recently been extended to Tenochtitlan itself.) These
fertile acres had permanent irrigation through seepage, and, hence, could
be continuously cultivated, unaffected by drought.’¢

In these chinampas the Mexica produced about 100 million pounds of
maize a year without fallowing, as well as much fresh fruit, vegetables
and flowers.!” Fire-hardened oak spades and digging sticks made
possible the cultivation of the fertile swampy land near the lake, and that
on the “rough sierras” too.'®

Most land near the lake was ingeniously irrigated, and so could be
continually cultivated. This land, outside the chinampas, was regularly
allowed to lie fallow, and excrement of all sorts, including human, was
used for manure. The land had been originally cleared by felling trees or,
more often, girdling them, then burning the branches.

The average farmer in old Mexico — the average man, that is — had as
hard a life as any peasant in Europe. It was, too, the same kind of life: the
Florentine Codex says that he was bound to the soil, prepared it,
weeded it, levelled it, made furrows in it, set the landmarks in it, thinned
out the maize, harvested it, and winnowed it."?

The main crop was, above all, maize, grown at all heights. Almost as
important were amaranth and sage. Beans, chilli peppers and squashes were
also widely grown. The sweet potato was produced on the coast. Cacti were
cultivated, for many purposes: the sap was drunk as a syrup, and was made
into the alcoholic pulgue; and the needles were used for sewing, and blood-
letting. Turkeys, muscovy ducks, little dogs and bees were domesticated.?°
Almost everything which moved was eaten. So was scum from the lake.

Agriculture was not left to chance. Here we see signs of state
intervention. For inspectors appointed by the Emperor ensured that a
centrally agreed pattern of cultivation was carried out: a policy which had
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probably been introduced only recently, when the growth of population
began to cause pressure on land. 21 Drought and famine had always led to
intervention. If the harvest were bad, the Emperor would order not only
sacrifices, but the special planting of maguey cacti and prickly pears.

There were thus four main sources of food for Tenochtitlan: chinampa
agriculture for vegetables, fruit and some maize; maize locally grown on
land on the lakeshore and elsewhere; game and fishing; and tribute.?
Much of the last item, it is true, was given as payment to judges and
officials for their services, and to add to the reserves.

The upper classes of Mexico ate diversely. The poor perhaps survived
on two and a half to three and a half pounds of maize a day, made into
tortillas. They would have beans and vegetables cooked with peppers:
and, on feast days, a slice of dog or, occasionally, venison. The
availability of the latter, and the time which the poor farmer or townsman
could afford to to secure it, had diminished since Tenochtitlan had grown
so much.? All the same, an enterprising family could still find much free
food: a larger variety, certainly, than enjoyed by the modern Mexican,
for it included fish, weasel, rattlesnake, iguana, insects, grasshoppers,
lake algae, worms and over forty kinds of water fowl. Thus consumption
compared well with that of the then population of Europe. Those who
later thought that the Mexica ate very badly must have been making a
partial judgement on the basis of subsequent events.?*

Family life, meantime, was cemented by elaborate formal courtesies as
well as by ceremonies at important occasions: pregnancy and birth;
baptism, marriage and death. Each had their poems, their dances, their
rhetoric. Fathers’ advice to sons recalls that of Polonius: “revere and greet
your elders . . . do not gossip . . . if you be rude, you will get along with
none. . . console the poor”, and, “Do not stay too long in the market place
nor in the bath, lest the demon gain mastery over you.”? The institution of
marriage was protected. Though the Emperor, members of his supreme
council, noblemen, and successful warriors could, as we have seen, have
concubines, adultery (defined as sexual relations between a man and a
married woman) was punishable by death (both parties were often thrown
into the river or to the vultures). The highest in the land might be punishedif
their adultery became publicly known.?* The Florentine Codex’s
description of a prostitute would not have sounded ill on the lips of Calvin:
for “badness” in women was associated with dissolute behaviour, pride,
excessive interest in carnal relations, and gaudy clothes.?

Beauty was prized. Old men spoke of children as “a jewelled
necklace”, “a precious feather” or “a precious stone bracelet”. A good
nobleman might be compared to “a precious green stone”, or a “bracelet
of fine turquoise”.?® Metaphors reflected reality. Thus goldsmiths
produced jewels of gold leaf which matched the contemporary achieve-
ments of the Europeans.?’ The observant, if passionate, friar, Motolinia,
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thought that these men were superior to “goldsmiths in Spain, inasmuch
as they can cast a bird with a movable head, tongue and feet and, in the
hand, they place a toy with which they seem to dance”.** The wood
carvers, the manuscript painters and lapidaries, workers in alabaster,
turquoise and rock crystal, were equally skilled.?' Silversmiths combined
with goldsmiths to make objects half in gold, half in silver. Mosaics were
contrived of turquoise and pearls. The featherworkers too produced
mosaics which had no equivalent in Europe.

The craftsmen who produced these marvels with rudimentary equip-
ment had remarkable ingenuity, as well as sure eyes. Mexican art was also
distinguished by both relief and fully carved sculpture, which enabled the
Mexica to commemorate great men, great deeds, and good gods, as well
as to ward off devils and frighten enemies.

-Two calendars gave continuity to the Mexicans. These had been taken
over from earlier civilisations in the Valley of Mexico. First, there was the
tonalpohualli, a count of 260 days grouped into twenty thirteen-day weeks,
each day named and indicating special fortunes for those born on it. Second,
there was the xiuhpohualli, based on a solar year of 360 days divided into
eighteen months; the extra five days which made up a 365-day year (longago
realised as the appropriate measure) were “useless fillings”, dedicated to no
god: unfortunate occasions on which to be born.

Special divines interpreted these calendars. These men not only gave
the infant his name, but predicted with certainty the kind of life which he
or she might expect to have. These predictions were self-fulfilling: they
affected the conduct of the child’s parents towards him, and the child
himself, so that it was almost impossible to triumph over such
expectations. A good day on which to be born was 4-Dog. But little
could be done for anyone born on 9-Wind.>?> There were also some
mediocre days: neither good nor bad. The calendars indicated whether a
good time had come to start on a journey; when war should be declared;
and, of course, when to begin the harvest.

After fifty-two years in Mexico, a new century (so to speak) was
begun. The ceremony marking this occasion, the “binding of the years”,
was solemn. It was awaited with trepidation. The most recent such event,
the fourth since the foundation of the city, had been in 1507. New fire
had been carried as usual from a sacred hill. Continuity was assured.
Those “who were there watching then raised a cry which rose to the
heavens with joy” that the world had not ended.”?

The Mexica had also achieved what every successful people tries to do:
they had established a grand history for themselves. Not only had they
produced a heroic account of their early journeys; but they had secured
the acceptance by their neighbours that they, the Mexica, were the true
heirs of the last great people of the valley, the Toltecs, whose capital had
been at Tula (or Tollan), some forty miles north of the lake, and who had
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been overthrown by nomads in the late twelfth century. The Mexica
ensured this inheritance by choosing, as king, in the late fourteenth
century, Acampichtli, son of a Mexican warrior and a princess from the
nearby city of Culhuacan, six miles from Tenochtitlan, whose ancestors
were supposed to derive from the kings of Tollan. Acampichtli is said to
have had twenty wives, all daughters of local lords, for the purpose of
engendering a Mexican nobility with Toltec blood. He seems to have
been successful.**

There was good reason to admire the memory of Tula. The Toltecs had
been fine craftsmen in featherwork, precious stones, and gold. They had
apparently invented medicine. They had discovered the art of mining,
and treating, precious metals. The Toltecs had also been clever farmers,
knowing, it was said, how to bring three crops a year from soil which later
produced one. Legend insisted that with them cotton grew in different
colours, so that dyeing was unnecessary.

Nothing was more important for the Mexica than to have so
successfully captured the Toltec heritage. For they assigned all fine
achievements to Toltec initiative. Thus they said that “the true artist
works like a true Toltec”; “the good painter is a Toltec, he creates with
red and black ink’’;3® and “the Toltecs were wise . . . all good, perfect,
wonderful, marvellous their houses were beautiful,” tiled in mosaics,
smoothed, stuccoed”.*® In practice, however, the Mexica surpassed the
Toltecs in artistry as they did in political achievements. The institutions
of Tenochtitlan in the early sixteenth century were a combination of
Toltec and ancient nomadic Mexican practices, and probably the better
for it.

These Mexican re-interpretations of history had been accompanied by
a “burning of books” about the past by the Emperor Itzcoatl. Those
works could scarcely have been stylish, numerous, or profound. But in
place of whatever they contained, the new men created the central myths
of Mexico. Old books had presumably given a different picture of
Mexican history to what the new rulers wanted to have known. Perhaps
the Mexica had taken part in the sacking of Tollan: something which by
1428 they would not have wished to commemorate.’” Anything which
suggested that the Mexica had been motivated to set off on their travels by
anything so prosaic as a shortage of water in their previous humble
dwellings would have been excised. Probably it was now that, to the
Toltec myth that all existence had been marked by four ages of four suns,
there was added the legend of a fifth sun, that of the Mexica.*® Itzcoatl
probably also took the opportunity to destroy such records as there were
which described how, in the past, his own office as emperor had once
been in some ways inferior to that of the calpultin. These developments
can no doubt be seen as an acceptance of the valley’s customs by a
previously nomadic tribe.? But it may also be seen as one more “noble
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lie” which a group of leaders sets out to propagate in order to inspire their
people with a version of history which bears only a tenuous relation to
truth.

Mexican life was, finally, bound together, as was that of all the cities of
the valley, by a busy, regular programme of festivals, big and small, on
which an enormous amount of time, energy and resources was expended.
These meticulously arranged ceremonies, associated with the different
months of the year, were mostly intended to assure the abundance of rain
and the success of agriculture. There were movable feasts too. The main
gods were also separately honoured on other special days. Then there
were rejoicings to mark inaugurations of new buildings, coronations, the
successful conclusions of wars, and the deaths of kings. There were
festivals to obtain rain during drought. The Mexica were considered
austere by some who paid them tribute, such as the Otomi, who looked
on them as prudishly hostile to both nudity and adultery. All the same,
the Mexica were without rivals in the amount of time which they devoted
to celebration. In the past many ceremonies had been modest, as they
continued to be in small places. But in Tenochtitlan under the emperors
they had become flamboyant.*

These occasions were marked not only by songs and dancing,
accompanied by music from drums, flutes, conch shells, and rattles,*! but
by processions — in which the participants dressed in feathers, in dramatic
cloaks, in masks and wigs, in jaguar skins, in some circumstances even in the
skins of human beings. Those celebrating painted their faces extravagantly.
There were theatrical battles between mock gods and mock soldiers.
Flowers were important too: for the Mexica “the smelling of flowers was
apparently so comforting that they even staved off hunger by so doing”.*2
Hallucinogens, as used by wizards and fortune-tellers, played a part.
“Whenever there was singing or dancing,” ran one text, “or when the
mushrooms were to be eaten, the ruler ordered the songs to be sung.”*

Blood-letting was of great importance: even on ordinary days,
emperor and clown, priest and warrior, regularly, with needles from the
maguey cactus, took blood from their tongues, or from the lobes of their
ears, in acts of self-mutilation in the service of the gods. Sometimes blood
would be obtained by passing straws through a hole made in the tongue,
the ears, even (by priests) the penis.

At festivals there were other offerings: sometimes of animals or birds,
especially quail; but, on an increasingly large scale, human beings, as a
rule prisoners of war, or slaves especially bought for the purpose: Most of
those sacrificed were men, though boys and girls sometimes took the
main parts in these astonishing, often splendid, and sometimes beautiful
barbarities.

This form of sacrifice had probably started in the region of Mexico as
soon as human settlements began to be made: at, for example, Tehuacan,
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120 miles south-east of Mexico, in about 5000 BC. (The Valley of Mexico
began to have settled inhabitants practising agriculture about 2500 Bc,
and had sophisticated calendars by 300 BC.)

The Mexica had probably made human sacrifices on a modest scale
before they broke free from the Tepanecs in 1428: in order to please the
gods and so, by enabling an elaborately adorned priest to hold up at dawn
a bleeding heart (spoken of in these circumstances as “the precious cactus
fruit”) to the sun (“the turquoise prince, the soaring eagle), to postpone
for another twenty-four hours the catastrophe of a dark world. The
normal procedure was for the victim to be held down on a stone block by
four priests. His heart would be plucked out professionally by a chief
priest or even the monarch, using a flint knife. The heart would be burned
in a brazier. The head would be cut off and held up. The limbs would be
ritually eaten, with maize or chilli, by noblemen and successful warriors.
(Possibly this Mexican upper class came to enjoy the taste of flesh which
they ceremonially ate.)** The torsos would be thrown away, or given to
animals in one of the zoos. This remained the classic method of sacrifice,
though there were variations, involving shooting by bows and arrows, by
the use of gladiatorial combat of a rather limited kind, or the offering, in
certain circumstances, of children.*®

Up till the middle of the fifteenth century, even among the Mexica,
human sacrifice may have been confined to the slave or captive who had
been selected to impersonate a deity, live and be dressed like him for a
time, and then be killed, with fitting ceremony. Perhaps, as suggested in a
text of the 1540s, a people victorious in war might sacrifice one slave
(their “best slave”) to give thanks.*® But from the 1430s onwards, when
the Mexica embarked on their drive to empire, sacrifices were ever more
frequent.

. This was probably the consequence of the long domination of
Tenochtitlan by Tlacaelel, the cibuacoatl, or deputy, to four emperors,
including his uncle Itzcoatl.*” He stressed the ever greater role of
Huitzilopochtli to the exclusion of other gods. He was the architect of
Mexican military expansion. He inspired Itzcoatl’s burning of books.*®

The increase in sacrifice was on so lavish a scale that the author of one
codex believed (wrongly) that, before 1484, there had been no offerings
of human beings at all, only of quail or animals.*” The innumerable
prisoners who died on fourteen pyramids over four days, with long lines
of victims stretching from the site of the temple in four directions, as far
as the eye could see, at a festival in 1487 to mark the inauguration of the
new temple to Huitzilopochtli in Tenochtitlan, had no precedent. No
evidence exists which enables anything more realistic than a good
guess.’® A conquistador, Andrés de Tapia, estimated the number of
skulls hanging on the rack in Tenochtitlan at 136,000.°! But a modern
ethnologist has pointed out that, from Tapia’s own measurements, there
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could not have been more than 60,000 at most, and probably many fewer,
since the rack could not have filled the space described.’? Probably that
ratio of reduction is one to be applied to most estimates of the sixteenth
century. Perhaps the chronicler Fr. Diego Durin was nearer the usual
figure when he explained that, at the funeral of King Axayicatl in 1479,
fifty or sixty hunchbacks and slaves were offered.*?

All the same, the blood of sacrificed victims was regularly spattered, as
if it were holy water, over the doors, pillars, staircases and courts of
Mexican temples and houses. As captives became scarce because of the
decline in victorious wars, previously conquered places offered slaves, or
even common people, as if they were tribute: particularly children.>* By
the early sixteenth century, the Mexica’s own poor had begun to offer
their children as victims. (Children anyway were needed for several of the
festivals to Tlaloc, the rain god.)*®

Mercy was as foreign to the Mexica as it had been to the ancient
Greeks. What after all are life and death but two sides of the same reality?
as the potters of Tlatilco suggested when they made their double faces,
one part alive, the other a skull.>*® Was not death a handing-over of
something which everyone knew had one day to be transferred? (The
Nahuatl word for sacrifice, nextlaoaliztli, meant literally an “act of
payment”.) Were not boys educated to look on the “flowery death” by
the “obsidian knife”” as the honourable way to die (along with the more
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infrequent death on the battlefield, and, in the case of women,
childbirth)? The gods had no interest in those who died from normal
diseases, or of old age. Those who suffered under “the obsidian knife”
were assured a place in a better afterlife — in Omeyocan, the paradise of the
sun — than those who died conventionally (in practice a flint knife was
used for sacrifice, for obsidian is brittle: but the latter stone was used as a
metaphor). Ordinary souls were supposed merely to go to Mictlan, grey
underworld of annihilation. Those sacrificed were often given the benefit
of hallucinogenic doses in order to make them accept their fate; or, at
least, a good drink of pulque.>” It must be doubtful, though, whether all
were so well looked after.

Fr. Durin wrote in the 1§50s: “many times did I ask Indians why they
could not have been content to offer quail, turtle doves, or other birds”,
to receive the answer that those were “offerings of the poor; while to
offer prisoners of war or slaves was something suitable for great lords and
knights”.8

Enemies and friends alike of the Mexicans found acceptable this
shedding of blood, and the ritual eating of the sacrificed victims’ limbs.
The population seems to have been spellbound by the drama, the beauty
and the terror of the event. Yet there are just one or two hints that there
was disquiet, at least, at the increase in the scale of the sacrificial
procedure. Thus the visiting rulers who went (secretly) to Tenochtitlan
for the opening of the new temple are said to have been shocked by the
scale of what they saw.>? (That was partly, no doubt, the intention.) Nor
is it easy to accept that the poor were happy that their children should be
sacrificed. The cult of Quetzalcoatl at Cholula must have been a focus of
enmity to sacrifice, for that god was against this kind of offering.
Disputes over human sacrifice may have first divided and then destroyed
the Toltecs. Hostility to the increase of sacrifice in Tenochtitlan may, too,
have been one motive for the revolt of the Tlatelolca in 1473: the King of
the city, Moquihuix, is said to have sought help from other cities on the
ground that the Tenochca were waging wars in order to keep their priests
happy with captives for victims.

The achievements of the Mexica should not be overshadowed by
consideration of this to us unacceptable side of their practices. Human
sacrifices have, after all, been carried out in innumerable places in the
West. Brazilian tribes also sacrificed prisoners of war (to symbolise
revenge). The Caribs of the Windward Islands ate slices of enemy
warriors’ flesh in order to acquire their prowess. Yet in numbers, in the
elevated sense of ceremony which accompanied the theatrical shows
involved, as in its significance in the official religion, human sacrifice in
Mexico was unique.
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I see misfortune come

“I see misfortune come, it shudders in the temple.
Shields burn, it is the place of smoke, there where the Gods are created.
I see misfortune come, it shudders in the temple.”
Warrior song, tr. Irene Nicholson, Firefly in the Night

» << » <

¢ OOSELY KNIT EMPIRE”, confederation”, “mercantile economy
Lbacked by military force”, whatever name is given to old
Mexico in a table of the political enterprises of history, it
seemed an overpoweringly formidable undertaking to its neighbours and
tributaries.! Yet despite the grandeur of the wonderful city, the near-
universal education, the remarkable attitudes to law, the poetry, the
military successes, the artistic achievements, and the brilliant festivals,
there were certain anxieties in Tenochtitlan.

These came not, of course, from the absence of the wheel, of the arch,
of metal tools, of domestic animals for traction, nor even of proper
writing. Nor was there any difficulty caused because men had sandals and
women went barefoot. Perhaps the festivals had begun, in several ways to
sacrifice too many people, or even to rely excessively on the “divine
mushroom”. If so, these were not matters for despair.

The first concern derived from the fact that the Mexica had constructed
their history on a myth of eventual cataclysm. This myth, as has been
seen, suggested that the world had already been through four eras, lit by
four separate suns. The existing time, that of the Fifth Sun, would,
everyone knew, one day come to an end.

The general acceptance of that legend, comparable to the Norse fear of
the terrible day when Odin would meet the wolf, was one reason for
pessimism among the Mexican upper class, despite their wealth,
luxurious life, success, and power. Though the Mexica certainly were
dominated by a cyclical calendar, their universe did not seem static. On
the contrary, it was dynamic. Divine content might be followed by divine
calamity.

The Mexica and the people in their dependent polities lived, too, with
the memory of the ruin of past cities. In particular they lived, as we have
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seen, in the shadow of Tollan. The people of that civilisation, the Toltecs,
immaculate in their blue sandals though they had seemed, had been
overthrown. Even their gods had been dispersed. If such superior people
could be ruined, what hope of immortality could there be for the Mexica?

Nor was Tollan the only great place to have vanished. The Mexica
knew nothing of the glories of the Mayas in Yucatan in the fifth and sixth
centuries. Palenque and Tikal were as unknown to them as they were to
Europeans.? But everyone in Tenochtitlan knew that, ten miles from the
shores of the lake to the north-east, there had once been another city,
Teotihuacan, whose mysterious pyramids, now covered in brushwood,
were a byword for their size. Nobody knew (nor knows) what people
had flourished there, nor what language they had spoken. But the name
of that ruin (the word meant “city of the gods™) was recalled as a
reminder of the ephemeral nature of greatness: “there in Teotihuacan”
was a frequently used phrase indicating the past.> Remarkable for its
mural paintings, its fall had been more complete, perhaps more sudden,
than that of Tollan. It had been in truth far grander than Tollan, if the
remains to be seen at Tula indicate anything. Its eclipse had affected those
who came after it as if it had been the fall of Rome. The comparison is not
extravagant. Teotihuacan, at its height, probably had a population larger
than Tenochtitlan’s. Its size, sculpture, painting, architecture, its special
districts reserved for diverse crafts, made it, at the time of its collapse in
AD 650, without an equivalent in the world save in China. In 1518, the
Emperor of Tenochtitlan and his priests went there every twenty days to
make sacrifices.*

There was thus a concern among the Mexica with the possibility of
catastrophe. When they assumed power, the emperors of the Mexica
were called upon to address their citizens in grand terms, which
ritualistically anticipated the worst. They asked, amongst other things,
“What will result when . . . [the] lord of the near, of the nigh, makes thy
city a place of desolation? What will result when it. . . lieth abandoned?
... And what will result when filth, when vice, have come upon me?
What will result when I have ruined the city? . . . What will happen when
I cast the common folk into the torrent, cast them from the crag?”” At
those same imperial inaugurations, a nobleman was called on to demand:
“Wilt thou fear the declaration of war . . . will perhaps the city be shot
with arrows? Will it be surrounded by enemies? . . . Wilt thou fear that
perhaps the city will crumble, will scatter? . . . Perhaps there will be . . .
tremors” and the city be abandoned? Will it be darkened? Will it perhaps
become a place of desolation? And will there be enslavement? . . .}

King Nezahualcoyotl of Texcoco had written many poems which
breathed an air of the evanescence of human achievement. His most
famous one included the injunction:
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Ponder this, eagle and jaguar knights,

Though you are carved in jade, you will break;
Though you are made of gold, you will crack;

Even though you are a quetzal feather, you will wither.
We are not forever on this earth;

Only for a time are we here.®

Rulers would ritually tell their daughters: “Difficult is the world, a place
where one is caused to weep, a place where one is caused pain. Affliction
is known. And the cold wind passeth, glideth by . . . it is a place of thirst,
. . . of hunger.””’

Still, ritual anxiety about the long-term future is often combined with
short-term resolution, pride, and aggression. It was so in the case of the
Mexica: a fact which made them not unlike those Europeans who, despite
a reasonable fear of hell, would shortly make an impertinent appearance
on the eastern shores of the Mexican empire.

A second concern was that the Mexica never forgot that they were
newcomers. They had rewritten the history of their past, it is true. The
reality of what had happened to them before 1428 (when Itzcoatl had
burned the old histories), much less before 1376 (when Acampichtli was
said to have come to the throne), was, and is, impossible to know. The
Mexica had captured the Toltec heritage. But they knew that originally
they had been a nomadic tribe which had descended on sedentary peoples
of higher culture than they.

The completion of a great city in which their god Huitzilopochtli sat
by the side of the rain deity Tlaloc, the assumption of power of a royal
house with Toltec origins, and the successful effort to create a nobility
with Toltec blood should have removed the Mexican sense of inferiority.
It seems not to have done.

There were also some material reasons for concern. The first was that
the climate made the economies of all the cities of the valley, but of
Tenochtitlan especially, uncertain. Rain fell only between July and
November. Every winter, between November and February, was a
crisis. An early frost could, of course, ruin harvests. Droughts were also
not infrequent. Stores of maize were kept against such occurrences. But
there had been times when the crises had been prolonged. In the 1450s,
within the living memory of old men, drought had caused famine for
several years. A freak snow storm sank many chinampas. The reserve of
food had been inadequate. Thousands died.®

Then the lake was subject to storms which could in a short time fill the
basin with too much water and which took a long time to drain. In 1499
there had been a major flood, because of an unwise decision. Much of
Tenochtitlan had been lost. The Emperor, Ahuitzotl, whose policies on
the supply of water had partly led to the disaster, was discredited. A new
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city was built. It was more beautiful than its predecessor. But the event
constituted a reminder of the ease with which a civilisation built on a lake
could fall.

Harvests were also adversely affected by rigid attention to interpreta-
tions of the calendar. Fr. Durin recalled that he once “asked an old man
why he sowed beans so late, since there was hardly a year when they were
not caught by frost. He told me that everything had its number, its
reason, and its special day . . . In many places, they would not gather the
harvest even though it was lost, until the old men told them that it was
time...”

Another difficulty was that the economy of Tenochtitlan had begun to
depend on tribute. The population had in the last hundred years grown
greatly.'® So local maize was in increasingly short supply. At the same
time, a substantial proportion of the population of Tenochtitlan was now
engaged in services and crafts: as sandalmakers, sellers of fuel, weavers of
mats, potters, carriers; or, as featherworkers and goldsmiths, making use
of raw materials which reached them by trade.!! Supplies of obsidian,
previously secured from inside the valley, and salt (much sought after),
from the lakeshore, were also becoming scarce, as were those of easily
obtainable game and wood.

So the extra supplies made available by tribute had started to seem
necessary. But there was more to the problem than that. The pampered
official class now found it essential to have tropical fruit and cocoa.
Noblemen could not do without their annual 14,000 jars of honey, not to
speak of their regular supply of over 200,000 cotton cloaks of different
sizes.!? The Emperor also needed some of these things, in a society
without money, to compensate officials for services. To begin with, such
“payments” had been in land. But there was now less of that to be come
by. The festivals too, which had become ever more grandiose, needed
luxuries, both as presents for the gods, and as decorations for the
participants. The schools, temples and courts had to be sustained; the
officials, public works, the professional soldiers and also the stewards
who supervised the collection of tribute all had to be compensated. The
Mexica needed colour. Tribute, with its supplies of cochineal and other
dyes, made it possible.!> Even the waging of wars required the war tunics
and weapons imported as tribute.

So the maintenance of what had come to be thought of as normal life
depended on the thousands of bearers, tamemes, who, with carefully
made backpacks, trundled their way across the mountains, and along the
river beds, with the tribute from the subject cities: trains of men which
must have made a fine sight en roste, for they brought decorative birds,
winged insects, flowers, and wonderful feathers, as well as prosaic things
such as fruit, beans, cocoa beans, honeycombs, cloaks, cotton armour,
and bows and arrows — not to speak of pretty girls and boys for sacrifice.
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Travelling fifteen miles in five hours each day, and carrying loads of fifty
pounds, the bearers compensated for the absence of animals of traction as of
wheeled vehicles'* (the American horse was long extinct; cattle had never
existed; and wheels were confined to toys).'> The most exotic items of
tribute (jade, precious quetzal feathers, gold, copper) came from the furthest
and most recently conquered peoples. Some cities provided Tenochtitlan
with personal service. Others sent people to act as audiences at festivals. In
some places, the best lands were farmed for the benefit of the Mexica. All
these offerings were carefully recorded on paper made from the inner bark
of the wild fig tree (amatl).'® Though important towns had to suffer
Mexican stewards (calpixque), and though there were some garrisons, the
tributary system avoided the cost of a centralised empire. Provided the right
city dispatched the right goods at the right time, it was left alone to govern
itself. Yet many subject territories found the demands onerous. Many were
restless and resentful. A few were ready for rebellion.

Another cause for disquiet should have been an increasing stratifica-
tion of Mexican society. In the early days most heads of families seem to
have been concerned in the election of a monarch. Now the electoral
college was confined to grandees. The attitude of the monarch to his
subjects was expressed in the wording of his invitation to the leaders of
other cities to come to Mexican festivals. They were to do so in private,
since “they did not wish the common people . . . to suspect that kings
and rulers made alliances, reached agreements and found friendships at
the cost of the life of the common man™.!” Secret alliances secretly arrived
at were the rule.

Then the fifteenth century had seen the deliberate creation, it will be
remembered, of a class of nobility, pipiltin, most of whom were
descended from King Acampichtli.'® Several later kings had had vast
families by numerous wives. No doubt the chroniclers exaggerated when
they said that Nezahualpilli, King of Texcoco, who diedin 1515, had one
hundred and forty-four children; but, with a well-tended harem,
anything is possible. The power of these half-royal nobles was increased
by the distribution of conquered land, together with those who worked
it, directly to them, enabling them to bypass, in their loyalties, the
traditional clans of Tenochtitlan, the calpuitin. Perhaps they acquired a
rigid approach from those whom they conquered: when Maxtla, King of
Azcapotzalco, put a price on the head of Nezahualcoyotl, of Texcoco,
then a fugitive, he offered land to anyone who captured him, “even if he
were a plebeian™."

The Emperor in the 1460s, Montezuma I, consolidated the stratifica-
tion by introducing a series of rules of conduct, “sparks of a divine fire”,
as they were improbably named, to ensure that “all might live within
their status”.?° These established demarcations between monarchs and
lords, lords and high officials, high officials and lower ones, lower
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officials and ordinary people. There were distinctions between an upper
class of grand lords and a lower class of inferior ones. Differences of dress
and forms of address were accentuated: noblemen now wore
embroidered cotton cloaks and loincloths, golden sandals, earrings, and
labrets. Ordinary people could not wear cotton, but had to be content
with clothes made from maguey fibre. Their cloaks had to stop at the
knee. They could not wear sandals in the presence of superiors.
Noblemen alone could build houses with two storeys, only nobles could
drink chocolate, while ordinary families were obliged to use earthenware
rather than painted or glazed pottery as bowls and plates.?!

Perhaps these rules were not kept to. Commoners who distinguished
themselves in war were rewarded with grants of land, or released from
payments of tribute. They might even wear cotton. All the same,
opportunities for prowess were easier for the nobility, whose members
alone were allowed to use swords, the weapons likely to lead to feats of
arms. Further, if a family were not directly descended from the Toltecs
(through Acampichtli), it could never be assimilated into the upper class.
Mobility of every kind was condemned: “Where a man’s father and
ancestors had lived, there must a man live and end his days.”?

The Emperor Montezuma II took: these discriminations further. All
officials, and even all priests, were henceforth to come from the highest
class - in practice, members of the large extended royal family.?> Even
within that great family, offices tended to become hereditary. Quite
logically, from his own point of view, Montezuma II closed the special
schools, the calmécac, to all but the highborn. Previously, promising
boys of humble birth could aspire to become priests and thus join one of
those austere establishments.

The social structure, therefore, in 1518, seemed more rigid than it had
been. This presumably appeared natural to people governed by the
calendars as to when to do such and such: “If chilli were not sown on a
certain day, squash on another, maize on another, and so forth, people
thought that there would be great damage.”?* The calendars thus
encouraged people to be content with their lot. The ancient Mexicans
“were set against all form of change and renovation”, wrote a famous
modern scholar, “a will to the immutable was engraved in their style of
culture . . . in their art . . . [and] a tendency to repeat the same forms is
noticeable”.?

The isolation of the Emperor was in 1518 greater than ever.
Montezuma II had more attendants and guards, jugglers and acrobats,
jesters and dancers than his predecessors. After him in order of
precedence came the principal advisers, the inner royal family, the senior
administrators and the nobility, pipiltin, of whom the grandest twenty-
one families had imposing titles. They had splendid palaces, where they
gave feasts and listened to young men reading poems, or to elderly men
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discussing the wisdom of the ages. They lived from the produce of land
outside Tenochtitlan. Their ancestors had built, or inspired the building
of, the great city. They now counted on its size and imposing edifices to
overwhelm psychologically both visitors from other cities and the poorer
members of their own people.

The main difference within old Mexico (a remarkable similarity to
Europe) lay between the tribute-payers and the fiscally exempt. The
latter class included nobility, priests, and children, minor or local
administrators, priests, and teachers. It also included the leaders of the
calpultin, and those common men who, through military prowess, had
begun to ascend the slippery pole of social advancement. It embraced the
craftsmen, the merchants and some farmers.

Within this exempt class, the differences were a matter of interest
groups. In comparison with the priests, the merchants could not be said
to be superior or inferior. They were powerful in their own right. Both
merchants and craftsmen operated as families, on a small if effective scale.
All professional, full-time workmen, once they were organised in guilds,
seem to have become hereditary (some, such as the manuscript painters,
may have been ethnically different).?* Most noblemen also had some
craft or activity: “nobody has seen anyone living on nobility alone”, a
head of a great family said to his sons.?’

Among the Mexican masses who did pay tribute or had duties there
were also categories: first, the labourers, or commoners, macebualtin,
who participated in calpultin. A macebual had the use of specified land
which he could pass on to his children. In certain circumstances he could
sell it. Even though he might for part of his time do good work as a
craftsman, if he did not keep his land cultivated, the calpulli could in
theory take it from him. He was obliged through his calpulli to serve in
the army, participate in public works, take part in festivals, and above all
pay tribute: much the same as a tax.

Macebualtin formed the bulk of Mexican society. Nothing suggests
that they were resentful at their lot. Presumably those in Tenochtitlan
knew that they were favourably placed in comparison with their
equivalents in dependent cities. What impressed an observant Spanish
judge, though, among those Mexicans whom, many years later, he saw
working on public works, was the “merriment and great rejoicing”
which went on. “It is well known that Montezuma gave tasks to Indians
in order to entertain them,” was the comment of another witness.?®

Less clearly differentiated were the mayeques, a class comparable to
European serfs, being neither slave nor free. They were men, or families,
who worked on other people’s land, particularly noblemen’s land. They
may have been more a profession than a class and accounted for a third of
the population.?’ They were probably descendants of earlier, or
conquered, populations; or children of slaves: poor people, compared to
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“bumblebees” or “hornets” on the edge of feasts, waiting for a charitable
distribution of maize stews. On lakeside properties, their services seem
often to have been part of the original grant of land.*® They were subject
to the laws of the Mexica, and were obliged to fight in their wars. But they
could not participate in communal activities. Perhaps their standard of
living, and their capacity for individual decision, was not much less, if
less at all, than that of the macebualtin. Yet “they were, and are, so
subservient,” wrote a Spanish official in 1§32, “that even if they are about
to be killed or sold, they do not speak . . .”**!

Finally, in the classification of these ancient Mexicans, there were a few
real slaves, tlatlacotin, who were in a way more favoured than their
European counterparts, since they could own property, buy their
liberty, and marry free women or men. Their children were born free. If
they escaped into the royal palace, they became automatically free. But
there was one serious disadvantage: they could be sacrificed. Some have
even suggested that they were mostly sacrificed, having often been
bought in the market at Tlatelolco for that purpose.??

Many of these slaves were macebualtin who had committed crimes or who
had failed to meet levies for tribute; peasants who had become slaves when sold
by families who needed food; or prisoners awaiting sacrifice. Some too were
people who had made themselves slaves voluntarily, to escape the responsibil-
ities of normal life. Slaves played a minor part in the economy in the Valley of
Mexico, though a greater one in the subtropical east.

The contrast between the poverty and the riches at the two extremes in
Mexican society seems to have been every year more remarkable.
Witnesses told Fr. Sahagtin how the Emperor’s palace, the tecpan, was “a
fearful place, a place of fear, of glory ... There is bragging, there is
boasting; there are haughtiness, pride, presumption, arrogance. There is
self-praise, there is . . . gaudiness . . . it is a place where one is mtoxlcated
flattered, perverted.’ * The eagle and j jaguar knights flaunted themselves.*
Meantime, the poor probably ate less well than they had used to: there
was a greater dependence on maize, less often varied with game. Perhaps
they had begun to take refuge in the only way open to them: drink. For
despite the heavy punishments for drinking, pulque was, all the same,
more and more consumed, by lords and poor alike. The Florentine
Codex contains a vivid picture of the evils resulting — a temptation to
which those born on the day called 2-Rabbit were, it was said, especially
prone; or doomed.**

Old men in Mexico probably thought that what was disturbing in the
Tenochtitlan of their day was less this contrast between the classes than
the decline in the power of the calpultin. These clans had managed society
in the primitive days. Membership of them had made it possible for
ordinary men and women to feel part of the collectivity. Calpultin still
performed essential services. Yet these seem to have been carried out in
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the early sixteenth century more as if they were lessons learned by rote
than out of a willing collaboration with the state, a newfangled thing with
disagreeable pretensions. There was a conflict between calpultin and
government, since the Emperor increasingly conducted himself as if he
were the authority which granted land, while the lore of the calpultin was
that it was theirs in the first place. Meantime the determining matters in
Mexican society, the management of appeals for rain, and the interpreta-
tion of the calendar, were of course in the hands of the administration or
of the priesthood.

The Mexica also had some political problems. For example, forty years
before, Tlatelolco (““earth-hillock”), then a semi-independent mercantile
city, a mile to the north, on an island linked to Tenochtitlan by several
broad causeways, whose population was also Mexican, but who had
enjoyed a separate line of monarchs, had made a bid for full indepen-
dence. The acute stage of the crisis derived from a quarrel of the sort
which could have led to a war in Europe: the King of Tlatelolco,
Moquihuix, tired of his wife, Chalchiuhnenetzin, a sister of the Emperor of
Mexico (she was too thin, her breath was bad). Mexican honour was
outraged.”® Tlatelolco was invaded and defeated. The last king of
Tlatelolco jumped off the Great Temple in the marketplace when he saw
that defeat was inevitable. It, and its subject cities, were incorporated into
Tenochtitlan as a fifth “quarter” of that city. Its inhabitants, though a
branch of the Mexica, thenceforth paid tribute to a “military governor”,
Itzquauhtzin, a brother of the Emperor, who was still in office in 1518.
Its famous market was divided up between the victors. But the Tlatelolca
were bitter. They warmly, if secretly, welcomed any difficulty for
Tenochtitlan.?®

The Mexica had also had their military setbacks. Under a rash
emperor, Axayicatl, they had in 147980, been defeated, a hundred and
thirty miles to the north-west, by the Purépecha (a people known to the
Spaniards as Tarascans).”” Those worshippers of the little green
hummingbird maintained a small empire of some twenty cities (roughly
coterminous with the modern Mexican state of Michoacan). They were
the only people of the region to possess such metallurgical techniques as
cold-hammering, casting, soldering, and gold-plating. This enabled
them not only to produce remarkable copper masks, copper bells shaped
as turtles, fish with gold bodies and silver fins, and lip plugs of laminated
turquoise, but to make copper weapons. Their political life was less
complex than that of Mexico, their capital city Tzintzuntzan far smaller,
their clothes less sophisticated. But their metallurgy was superior. The
Mexican soldiers in consequence had in battle against them died in
hundreds, “like flies which fell into the water”.>®

Undisciplined nomads of the north whom the Mexicans called the
Chichimecs were also unconquered. (The word chichimec meant people
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with lineage (mecatl) of dogs (chichi), men who ate meat raw and drank
the blood of the animals which they killed.)*

The Mexican empire seemed too to have reached its limits. Successive
monarchs had extended the frontiers, partly out of the need to guarantee
resources from the temperate or hot zones, partly for the same reasons as
most empires have expanded: it is difficult to draw a halt to the habit of
aggression. But further major wars were difficult to conceive. The
expeditions of the Emperor Ahuitzotl, at the end of the fifteenth century,
towards what is now known as Central America, had made the populace
restless at the idea of distant conflicts. Soldiers after all were not
professionals: they were most of the time farmers with fields to tend. It
was true that the Mayas in Yucatan had not been conquered. But Yucatan
was far. The Mexica preferred to trade with them. It was also hard work
to bring home prisoners from a great distance.*® The Tarascans blocked
further advances in the north. For a people primarily organised for war, it
was unnerving to find that there were no more worlds to conquer.

The Mexica had come to lay weight on a strange stratagem to meet
some of the consequences: “wars of flowers”. There were certain cities
just over the mountains to the east, which the Mexica had found it
difficult to defeat. These were Cholula, Huexotzinco, Atlixco,
Tliliuvhquitepec and, above all, Tlaxcala. These cities would be allowed a
token independence. Their people might even be allowed to assume that
the independence was total. But their leaders would permit a “military
fair” (the expression of Tlacaelel, the long-living cthuacoatl, the deputy
emperor) to be staged: let a convenient market be sought where the
god may go with his army to buy victims and people to eat, as if he were
to go to a nearby place to buy tortillas.*' The Mexica would gain
experience of war. The battles would be good propaganda. Prisoners
would be obtained for the sacrificial stones.

The cities concerned collaborated, to save themselves from absorption,
in a design which by 1518 had lasted, off and on, about seventy years.
These strange conflicts were marked by setting aside a special day for the
battle in a previously selected place. The fight would begin with the
burning of a pyre of paper, and the distribution of incense between the
armies. '

Such wars for display, as a kind of game or even a sacrament, were not
new in the fifteenth century. The Mexica had fought just such a war (in
which no one had died) with Chalco in 1375. Perhaps they had been
begun in the days of Teotihuacan. But the scheme was elaborated
extravagantly.*2

By 1518 this convention had almost broken down. Partly that was
because the Mexican appetite for prisoners was difficult to contain. Partly
it was because the cities beyond the volcanoes did not establish a modus
vivendi between themselves. Several wars between them were the reverse
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of theatrical. Their conflicts with the Mexica seemed also to be becoming
serious: particularly those of the Tlaxcalans. In 1504, for example, the
latter defeated the Mexica in a “flowery” engagement which turned into a
genuine war. Much the same happened two years later in respect of a
Mexican war with Huexotzinco. Thousands of Mexicans were captured.
A Mexican army returned humiliated to Tenochtitlan. The Mexica next
imposed sanctions on Tlaxcala: there would be no trading in cotton, nor
in salt. That was serious for Tlaxcala since the Mexica had recently
completed the process of making dependencies out of all the territory
surrounding them, including the tropical land to the east. The Tlaxcalans,
led by old and experienced lords, held out. Real hatred of the Mexica, not
a “flowery” kind, grew in their city. This was the worse, no doubt, since
the Tlaxcalan leaders must have feared that, had the Mexica given them
their full attention, they could probably have crushed them.

Tlaxcala soon defeated Huexotzinco in a serious engagement.
Huexotzinco swallowed its pride and asked the Mexica for help. The
Mexica gave their leaders sanctuary at Tenochtitlan. A Mexican army
occupied Huexotzinco. Another battle was fought with Tlaxcala in 1517.
On this occasion, the Mexicans at least did not lose. The people of
Huexotzinco went home. But the return seems to have been made
possible by an arrangement between that city and Tlaxcala, whose
bitterness and self-confidence were alike enhanced. The Mexica also
offended the people of Huexotzinco by insisting, as a return for their
help, that Camaxtli, the special goddess of Huexotzinco, should be
installed in their newly opened temple in Tenochtitlan for conquered
deities.

Another difficulty concerned the relation of the Mexica with their
ally Texcoco, the cultivated city on the east side of the lake. Though
much smaller than Tenochtitlan, it boasted beautiful palaces, lovely
gardens, interesting temples, and a prosperous agriculture in fields
nearby. Several irritants harmed relations. Thus Nezahualpilli, King of
Texcoco, infuriated the Mexica in 1498 by executing his young Mexican
wife for her adultery (she was a sister of the future Mexican emperor,
Montezuma). She was garrotted in public “as if she had been a
plebeian”.** Then Nezahualpilli was offended by the Mexica: he had
been a friend of the ruler of Coyoacan whom the late Emperor
Ahuitzotl had murdered for giving him advice about the water supply
(it had been the right advice). Nezahualpilli next distressed the Mexica
again by acting as permanent host to Macuilmalinal, the Emperor
Montezuma’s elder brother, who had been passed over in the election
for the empire and who then married one of his, Nezahualpilli’s,
daughters. The Mexica responded in a cold-blooded fashion. They
devised a “flowery war” for Texcoco with Huexotzinco. Macuil-
malinal, however, allowed himself to be killed in action — defying the
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convention that it would be better to accept death on the sacrificial
block. A son of Nezahualpilli was also captured and sacrificed.
Nezahualpilli died of grief, perhaps by suicide.

That monarch left an uncertain heritage. To begin with, the succession
was unclear. The late king had many children but none by his “legitimate
wife”’. He himself had had executed his eldest son by that lady,
Huexotzincatzin, an “outstanding philospher and poet”, for making
advances to his own favourite concubine, “the lady of Tula”.** The
electors of the new tlatoani were the lords of the Texcocan towns and the
Mexican emperor. The latter supported his nephew, Cacama, an
“illegitimate” son of the late king by that sister of his own whom
Nezahualpilli had executed. His vote was the determining one. But
another son, Ixtlilxochitl, a brother of Cacama, refused to accept that
decision. He raised a rebellion in the mountains. Civil war thereupon
began in territory close to the lake. It was sporadic, but it seemed serious.
Ixtlilxochitl conquered several towns. A compromise was reached.
Cacama was to be looked on as King. But Ixtlilxochitl would be
considered lord of the cities which he had captured. Texcoco remained an
ally of Tenochtitlan. But it could not be looked upon as so committed a
one as had been the case in the past. Trouble so near at home seemed yet
one more peril facing the proud Mexica.
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4
Not with love but with fear

“Montezuma said to the Marquis of the Valley when he saw him giving a
presenttosome Indian that . . . these people did not like being treated with
love but with fear.”

Jerénimo Lépez to Charles V, 1544

lagoon far down the Gulf of Mexico which might have been

regarded as the lodge gate to Yucatan. From there, about 1502,
they heard rumours of the appearance of bearded white men on the
Caribbean coasts beyond Yucatan. The strangers sounded as if they
were men of peculiar ferocity. Stories may have reached Mexico of what
had recently been happening in the larger islands of the Caribbean: which
(though this is to anticipate) would not have needed to be exaggerated to
be frightening. A canoe of natives from the island of Jamaica was lost off
Yucatan, with one or two survivors, about 1512. Those people would
have had unpleasant stories to tell: or to indicate with signs, since the
Maya language was quite different from that of the people of Yucatan or
of Mexico.!

A trunk was then brought to Tenochtitlan from the Gulf of Mexico. It
had been washed up on the shore. Inside were several suits of clothes,
some jewels and a sword. Whose possessions were they? No one had ever
seen anything like them before. The Emperor Montezuma divided the
contents between the kings of Tacuba and Texcoco.? A little later a
message came from Yucatan, probably sent by a Mexican merchant. It
was a folded manuscript. This depicted three white temples at sea floating
on large canoes.>

Montezuma asked his chief advisers what to do. They were not as
perturbed as he was. They recommended further consultations with the
god Huitzilopochtli. He then consulted the priests. Forewarned, they
were noncommittal. Montezuma punished some of them.*

Then merchants from Xicallanco seem to have sent more reports of
strange new men. This probably confirmed stories from other Mexican
outposts farther south down the isthmus of Central America.® The

THE MEXICA HAD a trading outpost at Xicallanco, on the edge of a
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Mexica would thus perhaps have heard of a colony of white men which
had been established in 1513 only a thousand miles (as the crow flies)
south-east of Yucatan, in Darien.®

It was also, later, reported that in Mexico, after about 1502, a series of
phenomena were observed which seemed to presage difficult times. First,
for example, a tongue of fire in the sky, presumably a comet of unusual
brilliance, was said to have been seen every night for a year. Then the
thatched roof of the temple of Huitzilopochtli caught fire on top of the
great pyramid: the flames could not be put out. Another temple, that of a
more ancient deity, Xiuhtecuhtli, the god of fire (also known as the lord
of the turquoise and even as the father and mother of the gods),” was
destroyed by what was described as a noiseless thunderbolt. This was
especially alarming, since fire, expressed by family hearths and braziers
before temples, was looked upon as one of the great achievements of the
gods. Then a comet was said to have fallen sharply in the sky, to have
divided into three, and to have scattered sparks throughout the Valley of
Mexico. The water of the lake foamed for no reason; many houses built
next to the water were flooded. Cries were reported to have been heard at
night from a woman who was never identified: she cried, “O my beloved
sons, we are all going to die”’; and “My beloved sons, where shall I hide
you?” Some strange, two-headed people were then said to have
appeared. They were taken to Montezuma’s special zoo for human
beings, where misfits were kept. There they vanished.

The most famous tale of this time is the most esoteric: some fishermen
were said to have found a bird like a crane, of an ashen colour. They
showed it to the Emperor, who saw a mirror on its head. In the mirror, he

observed the heavens and the stars, and then a number of men riding on

deer, approaching as for war. The Emperor is said to have summoned
specialist wise men. He asked them for their interpretation. But when
they looked, the vision, the mirror, and the bird had all disappeared.®

All these predictions were said to have occurred in the Valley of
Mexico.There were believed to have been similar portents among the
Tarascans, to the north-west, as on the other side of the mountains, in
Tlaxcala. Even in Yucatan, a prophet known as Ah Cambal was later
recalled for having publicly announced that the people would “soon be
subject to a foreign race”.”

The King of Texcoco, the learned Nezahualpilli, was still alive when
these things were said to have been observed. He had a reputation of
being the best astrologer in the land. Perhaps relishing the opportunity to
cause fear in a man who had humiliated Texcoco, he told the Emperor in
Tenochtitlan that the brilliant comet suggested that terrible, frightful things
would come. In all their lands, there would be great calamities . . . Death
would dominate the land.'® The Emperor said cautiously that his own
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soothsayers had predicted otherwise. Nezahualpilli suggested that the
two of them should hold a series of ritual ball games to decide whose
advisers were right. The Mexica were great gamblers. So the Emperor
agreed. Nezahualpilli bet his kingdom against three turkeys that his men
had predicted well. The Emperor accepted the bet. He won the first two
games. But he lost the next three.!!

Nezahualpilli also apparently predicted that the Triple Alliance
(between the three main cities around the lake) would never win another
war of flowers; and that the Mexican empire would be destroyed.!? He
insisted on his deathbed in 1514 that he had been told by fortune-tellers
that the Mexica would soon be ruled by strangers.

People in old Mexico were often influenced by far less dramatic events
than these. Unaccustomed noises or sights of any kind, from the cry of an
owl to the sight of a rabbit running into a house, suggested calamities.
The call of a white-headed hawk (identified with the sun) might have
several interpretations. Anyone whose path was crossed by a weasel
might expect a setback.”” The Mexica spent a great deal of time
speculating about the significance of such things. This should not be a
matter of surprise.

It has been represented that the “portents” never occurred and that the
interpretations in consequence were invented later. Machiavelli, in his
Discorst, in these very years (1515-18), remarked: “Both modern and
ancient examples go to show that great events never happen in any town
or in any country without their having been announced by portents,
revelations, prodigious events or other celestial signs.”'* He was writing
in Italy: by most standards the most civilised country in Europe. Yet even
there, popular imagination, we are told, saw warring armies in any
unusual formation of clouds. 1494, the “unlucky year which forever
opened the gates of Italy to the foreigner”, was said to have been ushered
in by many prophecies of misfortune.' In all Italian families horoscopes
of children were drawn up as a matter of course. Not unlike the Mexica,
even the sophisticated Florentines looked on Saturday as a fateful day
when everything good or bad had to happen. Leo X, the brilliant
humanist who was Pope in 1518, thought the flourishing condition of
astrology to be a credit to his pontificate. King Ferdinand the Catholic of
Aragon, the model of a modern monarch, listened to prophecies which,
accurately as it happened, predicted his acquisition of Naples. In Europe,
also, monsters were considered to indicate divine anger: Montaigne, in
his essay “On a monster child”’, wrote (later in the century) that he had
seen a child aged fourteen months who was attached below the breast to
another child with no head. He said, “This double body and these sundry
limbs all depending on a single head could well provide us with a
favourable omen that our kmg will maintain the sundry parties and
factions of our state in unity . . .’
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In a spirit of scepticism engendered by such correspondences between
the old world and the new, some have argued that these portents in
Mexico were artfully devised in the 1§30s or 1540s on the ground that
simple people find catastrophes easier to bear if it can be argued that they
have been foretold.”

Yet most of these phenomena in Mexico were unsensational. Assum-
ing that one or other of them occurred at all, they might have been
forgotten had the Mexican empire subsequently prospered. The unusual
glare could have been caused by zodiacal light, or even an aurora
borealis. Storms on the Lake of Mexico which caused water to foam were
not infrequent. Fires on thatched roofs on the top of pyramids should
have been expected since braziers were nearby. The two-headed beings
could have been Siamese twins. If they existed, they might easily have
been secretly murdered. Both they and the bird with the mirror sound as
if they were figments in the imagination of someone who had eaten sacred
mushrooms. '

Finally, comets and eclipses were in fact seen in these years: there was
a comet in 1489; a total eclipse in 1496; and another comet in 1506.!°
This last was sighted in China in July of that year, subsequently in
Japan, and then in Spain, where it was thought to have foreshadowed
the death of King Philip the Beautiful. In China the comet seemed to be
like a pellet, with a “darkish white” colour and faint rays. It had no tail
to begin with. The Japanese also recorded it, and described it as ““a large
sphere with a bluish tint”. It started in the constellation of Orion but,
because of the time of the year and the layout of the heavens at that
time, the comet would have been close to the sun and so only just visible
before sunrise and after dusk. As it drifted westwards, it would have
become visible longer into the night. It would have been a spectacular
sight by mid-August. It would have appeared every day further and
further to the north, would have vanished in the west, and would have
developed a long nebulous tail pointing to the south-east.?° The Mexica
would have been certain to have drawn some sensational conclusion
from this.

The most likely interpretation of the story of these portents is that
some, if not all, of them occurred; that given that rumours of atrocious
happenings in Panama and the Caribbean had reached Tenochtitlan,
gloomy conclusions were instantly drawn; that though they may have
been temporarily forgotten, both the portents and the interpretations
were recalled in 1519; and that clever Mexicans and friars, writing later of
the Mexican empire, were happy to link those memories with what they
knew occurred in Europe, adding picturesque details drawn from
European classics. (The Spanish friars who told the story of the portents,
such as Fr. Olmos, Fr. Motolinia, and Fr. Sahagin, were all born about
1500, and would have remembered the comet of 1506 from their Castilian
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childhoods.) Stories of men riding on “deer’” may have reached Mexico
from Darien.

The Emperor of the Mexica in these years seemed well equipped to deal
with all these difficulties. Montezuma II (his name meant “he who angers
himself”’) was the fifth ruler since his people had broken away from
subjection to the Tepanecs; and the eighth since the royal house had been
established at the end of the fourteenth century. He was a son of the rash
Emperor Axayicatl, who had lost the war against the copper-armed
Tarascans. He came to the throne, or the sacred “mat”, in 1502, and in
1518 was about fifty years old. He was referred to as Montezuma
“Xocoyotzin”, “the Younger”, in order to differentiate him from his
namesake, his great-grandfather, the conqueror who had ruled in the
mid-fifteenth century.?!

Montezuma II is one of the few Mexica of those days whom modern
readers can see in the round. Most of the others remain two-dimensional,
dominated by their offices, their unpronounceable titles often con-
founded with their difficult names, and hidden in the anonymity of the
collective splendour. Montezuma was, like most Mexica, dark and of
average height. His hair was wavy, his nose aquiline. He was well
proportioned, spare, with a large head and somewhat flat nostrils. He
seemed astute, wise and prudent; and in speech sharp, firm and eloquent.
“When he spoke, he drew the sympathy of others by his subtle phrases
and seduced them by his profound reasoning . . .” His subjects thought
him the most eloquent of their rulers.?

Again like most Mexica, he was courteous: “as polite as a Mexican
Indian” was a well-known phrase in Spain in the seventeenth century.
That courtesy was necessary. Government depended on personal
communication; and Montezuma spent most days in consultation. The
leaders of the community and their servants would cram the palace, even
spill out into the street. When they achieved their audience with the
Emperor, they would speak in a quiet voice, without raising their eyes to
his. That was an innovation. But, as with many new traditions, it was
scrupulously maintained. When Montezuma answered, it was in a voice
so low that he did not seem to be moving his lips. When he went into the
city, to the temple or to visit one of his secondary palaces, he would be
greeted with an extravagant respect: “None of his predecessors attained a
fourth part of his majesty,” commented the author of the Codex
Mendoza. Most people, when they went to see him, would approach him
with bare feet. Fr. Durin asked an old Indian in the 1560s what he looked
like. The Indian replied that, though he had lived in proximity to the
ruler, he did not know, since he had never dared to look.?

Montezuma was a successful general before he came to the throne. As
earlier mentioned, he had also been for a time chief priest. Though he
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could laugh, even giggle helplessly, and appear kind, he had a name for
being inflexible.?* That seemed an advantage. He was said to have had
seven corrupt or procrastinatory judges jailed in cages and then killed. 25
Montezuma believed that the way to rule was to inspire people “with
fear, not affection”.?¢ His predecessor Ahuitzotl had often acted without
consultation of the Supreme Council. Montezuma did the same. He
carried out his official duties with solemnity. He seems to have been a
stickler for accuracy: thus the festival of the month Tlacaxipehualitzli was
supposed to take place when the sun, at the equinox, could be seen in the
middle of the Great Temple. Because that edifice was a little out of
alignment Montezuma wanted to pull it down and rebuild it.?”

He wanted to tighten all rules. For example, he had not only insisted
that all official appointments be performed by nobles; he had the old
office-holders killed for fear that they might pass on news of what had
happened in the past. But it is fair to say that different people held
different views: thus Fr. Durin, who talked to survivors of Montezuma’s
court, said that he was “modest, virtuous and generous, and with all the
virtues which one could look for in a good prince”.28

The Emperor maintained a guard composed of provincial lords, as well
as many armed men ready for any emergency. At meals, he would be
waited uport by a large number of boys.?” Montezuma would choose a
few mouthfuls from the innumerable dishes, while handing on titbits to
those wise men who sat with him. He might then be amused by jugglers,
jesters, dwarfs and hunchbacks, or listen to music: there were instru-
ments enough to have filled his palace continually with music had he so
wished, as had occurred in the days of Ahuitzotl:>> Montezuma had a
large family: a legitimate wife (Teotalco, a princess from Tula), and
several other important wives (one being the daughter of the King of
Tacuba; one the daughter of the ruler of the small city of Ecatepec; and
one his cousin, the daughter of the cthuacoat! Tlilpotonqui, Tlacaelel’s
heir).>! But he also had numerous concubines. Estimates of his children
vary from nineteen to a hundred and fifty, though from his chief wife he
was said to have had only three daughters.’? He changed four times every
day into separate tunics, none of which he ever wore a second time. His
retreats every two hundred and sixty days to the Quaubxicalco, “the
house of the ceremonial blood dish”, afforded him good opportunities
for sober reflection.??

Montezuma’s reign, though marked by increased inequalities, had had
several successes. The conquest of Soconusco, for example, had enabled
the realm to be provided for the first time amply with green quetzal
feathers: “The craft of feather design,” reported the Florentine Codex,
came to fruition in his time.>* He had defeated as many cities as his
predecessor, the “conqueror’” Ahuitzotl. Many of them were in the
fertile coastal region near what is now Veracruz. The rebuilding of
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Tenochtitlan after the flood caused by Ahuitzotl’s mistakes had been a
triumph. Montezuma was responsible for many of the famous works of
art (particuarly in stone) which are looked upon as characteristic of the
Mexican civilisation.?>® He had taken the initiative in establishing a temple
of other cities’ gods.*® It was probably under Montezuma that rules were
introduced making it obligatory to cultivate land.

Having been high priest, Montezuma knew the sacred calendars well.
Failing to secure good advice from his counsellors and the priests as to
what to do about the mysterious news from the sea, and the “portents”,
he sent for magicians. Their responsibilities were, it will be remembered,
different from those of the priests. They operated under the authority of
the mischievous god Tezcatlipoca, and used all kinds of hallucinatory
plants to assist them in their divinations. Montezuma was said by his
grandson, the historian Tezozomoc, to have asked: “Have you seen
strange omens in the sky? Or on the earth? In the caves under the earth or
in the deep lakes?”” Had they observed strange weeping women? Or
unusual men? Visions or phantasms?*’

The magicians said firmly that they had seen nothing of this sort. They
could give no advice. Montezuma told his majordomo: “Take away these
scoundrels, and lock them up in Cuaulhco prison. They shall talk to me
tomorrow.” It was done. Next day, Montezuma called for the major-
domo and ordered him to ask the magicians again what they believed was
going to happen: “Whether we are going to be struck down by sickness,
by hunger, by locusts, by storms on the lake, or by droughts, and
whether it will rain torrentially. Let them tell me if we are menaced by
war, or if we must expect sudden deaths, or deaths caused by wild beasts.
They must not hide the facts from me. They must also tell me if they have
heard the voice of the earth goddess Cihuacoatl for, if something
unpleasant is gomg to happen, she is the first to predict it.”’” (Cihuacoatl,

“woman snake”, who so curiously lent her name to the deputy emperor,
was the leading denty of the nearby city of Culhuacan.)

The magicians were not helpful. One told the majordomo when he
went to the prison: “What can we say? The future is already determined.
What has to come, will come.” No one could have quarrelled with that
conventional statement. They are also supposed to have added: “A great
mystery will come to pass. It will come quickly. If this is what our lord
Montezuma wants to know from us, so be it. Since it is bound to happen,
he can only await it.””*® (The Historia de los Mexicanos por sus pinturas, a
document of the 1§30s, probably written by a Franciscan, stated that
Montezuma was told by these wizards that the omens indicated that he
had to die.)®® Yet another magician, presumably informed about
Spanish activities in Central America, said that he foresaw men “with
beards coming to this land”.*°
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The majordomo returned to Montezuma. When he heard of the
gloomy predictions, he was alarmed. These men seemed to be agreeing
with the predictions of the late King Nezahualpilli. He is said to have
asked the majordomo: “Ask whence the danger will come, whatever it is,
from the sky or the land, from what direction, what place and when.”
The question may have seemed superfluous, for the news of the bad
bearded men came from the south and the west.

The majordomo went back to the Cuaulhco prison. When he unlocked
the doors, nobody was there. He returned to Montezuma and said: “My
lord, command that I be cut to pieces or whatever else you wish, for you
should know that, when I reached the prison, there was no one there. Yet
I had special guards at the prison, trustworthy men, whom I have known
for years. None of them heard the magicians escape. I believe that they
flew away, for they know how to make themselves invisible. They do
that every night and can fly to the ends of the earth”.

Faced with such a mass escape, Montezuma embarked on a prescrip-
tion: he ordered the elders in the places where the magicians lived to seize
those men’s families, kill them, and destroy their homes. This was
apparently done. But the magicians did not reappear.*!

Montezuma put similar questions to some randomly chosen ordinary
citizens: he received similar disturbing answers. Some people said that
they had dreamed of waves sweeping into Montezuma’s palace, of the
Great Temple in flames, of lords fleeing to the hills. Perhaps they were
recalling stories about the end of the Tepanec capital of Azcapotzalco
about ninety years before. Perhaps too they were subject to hallucino-
genic delusions. Montezuma imprisoned these unwisely candid
dreamers. It was said that he had them starved to death.*?

No doubt Montezuma had recourse to conventional divines: including
those consulted about the meaning of certain birthdays. We picture them
gazing nervously into mirrors of obsidian or jars of water, tying and
untying knots, perhaps casting kernels of maize on to the pages of holy
books. They too showed themselves inadequate.

Montezuma considered building a new, colossal shrine to Huitzilo-
pochtli. Perhaps that would ward off all evils. He consulted the lord of
Cuitldhuac, a small city on the lake whose ruler was said to descend
directly from the god Mixcoatl. That potentate bravely replied that that
plan would exhaust the people and offend the gods. Montezuma is said
also to have had him executed, with all his supposedly holy family. He
abandoned the idea of a new temple, though, and turned his attention to
trying to bring down a colossal new sacrificial stone from the mountains
above Chalco.*

Montezuma’s reaction to the suspicious activities on the coast, and the
apparent predictions of the end of his empire, was thus to embark on a
frenzied witch-hunt, the reports of which, inadequate though they may
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be, indicate the freedom enjoyed by the Emperor of the Mexica to carry
out all kinds of arbitrary brutalities, even outside the city of Tenochtit-
lan, if he thought them even momentarily in the public good.

In the spring of 1518 a common labourer came to the imperial court. He
was unprepossessing, for he was not only dressed roughly, but he was
said to have had no ears, no thumbs, and no big toes. He came from
Mictlanquauhtla, near the eastern sea: an unpromising beginning, for the
word indicated “wood of hell”.** This individual brought the news that
he had seen ““a range of mountains, or some big hills, floating in the sea”.
Montezuma told his majordomo to put the man in prison and keep him
under watch. He ordered one of his four chief advisers, the “Keeper of
the House of Darkness”, the tlillancalgui, perhaps his nephew, to go to
ask the Mexican steward near the sea if there were something strange on
the water; and, if there were, to find out what it was.*®

The thillancalqui and a servant, Cuitlalpitoc (probably a slave), set off
for the coast. They were carried in hammocks by experienced bearers.
They went first to Cuetlaxtlan, the only place near the coast which had a
Mexican steward. It had a small Mexican colony, deriving from
emigration during the famine at Tenochtitlan of the 1450s. The steward,
Pinotl, told the emissaries to rest. Some of his people would go and see
what there was to see.

The people concerned came back to say that the news was true: two
towers, or little hills, were to be seen on the sea, moving backwards and
forwards. The agents of Montezuma insisted on going to look for
themselves. In order not to expose themselves, they climbed a tree near
the shore. They saw that the deformed peasant had told the truth. There
certainly were mountains on the waves. After a while, they saw a number
of men coming towards land in a small boat, to fish. They had hooks and
a net: methods of fishing familiar to the Mexicans. But they heard
unfamiliar talk and laughter. The thillancalgui and Cuitlalpitoc later saw
the boat returning to one of the objects in the sea. They themselves
climbed down from the tree, returned to Cuetlaxtlan, and made their way
quickly to Tenochtitlan.

When they reached that capital, they went directly to Montezuma’s
palace. After the usual greetings, the tlillancalqui is reported to have said:
“It is true that there have come to the shore I do not know what kind of
people. Some of them were fishing there with rods; others, with a net.
Until very late they were fishing. Then they got into a canoe and went
back to the thing on the sea with the two towers, and went into it. There
must have been about fifteen of them, some with red bags, some blue,
others grey and green . . . and some of them had red handkerchiefs on
their heads and others, scarlet hats, some of which were very big and
round, in the style of little frying pans, against the sun. The skins of these
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people are white, much more so than our skins are. All of them have long
beards and hair down to their ears.””*

Montezuma was dismayed. Mexican Indians were usually beardless
and did not need to shave. Except for the priests, they as a rule cut their
hair short. A white skin was also rare. Its possession usually led to the
person concerned being sent to the Emperor’s human zoo for oddities.

Montezuma gave orders for craftsmen to set about making a series of
fine gold and feathered objects, bracelets for both feet and wrists, fans,
and chains. These were to be presents for the foreigners. Among them
were two large wooden discs covered with gold and silver, representing
the calendars used in the Valley of Mexico. But no one was to know of
these commissions. Montezuma also ordered the peasant from “the
wood of hell”’, who had brought news of these events, to be freed from
prison. No one seems to have been surprised to find that, like the
magicians of a year previously, he had escaped. Perhaps he had been
quietly murdered to stop him from talking.

Montezuma gave orders for a watch to be kept on all parts of the
coast.*’” He asked the tlillancalgui and Cuitlalpitoc to return there. They
were to take presents for the leader of the visitors. The two discs were not
finished, and so were not sent. But an ample treasure was soon ready. The
Mexicans set off for Cuetlaxtlan. Some food was prepared there and
taken to the coast. The emissaries realised this time that the mysterious
objects in the water were boats: of a size which they had not previously
imagined was possible. They had themselves rowed out to them, and
kissed the prows of the ships in respect: They carried out “the earth-
eating ceremony at the prows of the boats.”*?

The people on one of the ships called out to them through an
interpreter, whose skill must have left much to be desired: “Who are
you? Where is your home? Where have you come from?”

They replied: “We have come from Mexico.”

“If in truth you are Mexican, what is the name of your ruler?”

“Our lord’s name is Montezuma.”

The Mexicans then offered the strangers their presents: cloaks — one
with a design of the sun on it, with a blue knot; one with the design of a
jar, with an eagle on it; one “with the wind-jewel . . . one with the turkey
blood design”!!; one with a mirror; and one with a serpent mask.*’ The
strangers gave the Mexicans some less impressive objects, including
some ships’ biscuits, some bread (presumably made from cassava) and
necklaces of green and yellow beads. The Mexicans expressed pleasure
which the strangers assumed was naivety rather than, as was no doubt
the case, politeness. Mexicans had their own beads: jade ones were an
item of tribute paid by Soconusco to the Mexica, and were often putin
the mouth of dead bodies to pay for the soul’s journey in the
underworld. But any green necklaces were welcome in a society for
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whom that colour, either in birds’ feathers or in stone, was especially
pleasing.*°

The tlillancalqui proposed eating. The strangers warily suggested that
they would like the Mexicans to begin. They did so. There was joking
over the turkey stew, the maize cakes, and the chocolate. The Mexicans
drank some wine. Like most Indians when they drank it for the first time,
they liked it.>! The strangers then said: “Go in peace. We go first to
Castile, but we shall not delay in returning to Mexico.”

The Mexicans returned to land, and swiftly made their way to
Tenochtitlan. Their report to Montezuma ran along the following lines:
“O our lord . . ., mayest thou destroy us! for behold this we have seen,
behold, this we have done, there, where thy grandfathers stand guard for
thee before the ocean. We went to see our lords . . . in the midst of the
water. All thy mantles we went to give to them. And behold they gave us
of their noble goods.” And they told him what the strangers had said.*

Montezuma replied: “You have suffered fatigue. You are exhausted,
rest.” These words were formal ones of greeting. He added, “No one
shall speak anything of this, no one will spread the news, you will keep it
to yourself.”

The Emperor then examined the presents. He liked the beads. He ate
one of the biscuits. He said that it tasted of tufa rock. He weighed a piece
of rock and another of the biscuits against each other, and naturally found
that the rock weighed less. Montezuma’s dwarfs ate some of the bread
given by the visitors. They found it sweet. The remains of the biscuits and
the rest of the bread were taken solemnly to the temple of Quetzalcoatl in
Tula.* The beads were buried at the foot of the shrine to Huitzilopochtli
in Tenochtitlan. Montezuma talked with his senior counsellors:
probably all the thirty members of the Great Council. They agreed that
the only thing to do was to keep a close watch on the coast.>*

The mysterious visitors, the givers of the beads and the hard biscuits,
left the coast. The few Mexicans who had known of the strangers’ arrival
were threatened with death should they speak of it. The authorities in
Tenochtitlan sought to discover what had been said in the past about such
mysterious arrivals. For they found it hard to imagine anything without a
precedent.>® But here their own past policies hampered them. Tlacaelel
and Itzcoatl had burned the Mexica’s own histories at the beginning of
the people’s imperial adventure. Texcoco still had much historical
material. But the relations between the two cities were not what they had
been. Montezuma ordered his court artist to paint a picture depicting
what had been seen at the coast. He showed it to his archivists. None of
them had seen anything like these ships, with their great sails, their
rigging, and their extraordinarily high poops. Some magicians of
Malinalco are then said to have prophesied the arrival of one-eyed men,
others foresaw the coming of men with the bodies, below the waist, of
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snakes or fish. One old man, a certain Quilaztli, who lived in
Xochimilco, had a library of old, pre-imperial codices. He was said to
have seen similarities between one of these documents and what had been
seen on the coast. The men on the sea, he thought, were not strangers.
They were people long dead, returning to their own land. They might
have left for the moment but they would, he thought, be likely to be back
in two years. Quilaztli was transferred to live in Tenochtitlan. But
Montezuma was ever more gloomy.>¢

A year passed. Montezuma became once more immersed in his
imperial duties. His favourite concubine brought him a new son, the
court hunchbacks danced, the dwarfs sang, the jesters made their master
laugh. Jugglers lay on their backs and, with their feet upwards, spun balls
round in the air. The regular programme of sacrifices continued. There
was the dancing and the music of flutes and drums; the dressing-up and
the painting of faces; the singing, the collecting of flowers and, no doubt,
the uncontrollable laughter caused by the eating of sacred mushrooms.
The priests kept the fires burning in the great temples. Another year’s
tribute came in on the backs of patient bearers. Merchants brought
back beautiful long green feathers of the quetzal bird and rumours of war
from the Pacific. Workers in precious stones rejoiced that Montezuma
had conquered the territories where there was good sand with which to
polish their raw material. Ordinary men and women, macebualtin and
mayeques, pursued their regular pattern of work, celebrated pregnancy
and childbirth, educated children, sought to instil moral codes, died, and
descended to Mictlan, that place of gloomy emptiness to which everyone
who had lived an unadventurous life expected to go. Poems were
composed at Texcoco by courtiers mourning the brevity of life and the
decay of empires. The Emperor made fine speeches about his forebears.
He almost forgot the strangers of 1518.

But the strangers did not forget Mexico. As they had promised, the
next year, “Year of One Reed”, 1519, they came again.
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Spain of the Golden Age






5
The golden years begin

“O King Don Fernando and Dosia Isabel
With you the golden years begin . . .»"
Song of c.1495 by Juan del Encina

foreigners. For they were, of course, Spanish conquistadors. Had

Montezuma known precisely how these men had conducted
themselves in the Caribbean during the previous quarter-century, he
would have been aghast. Yet though the Mexican rulers were aware of the
importance of espionage in war, they had no knowledge of the
archipelago which lay only seventy miles off their eastern seaboard. They
had no boats beyond canoes which were incapable of making long
voyages by sea; or indeed, any voyages, apart from short ones along the
coast or on lakes and rivers. The Mayas and some other peoples on the
coast of what is now known as the Gulf of Mexico may have had primitive
sails. But they did not seek to leave the coast.?

“We are capable of conquering the entire world,” the sinister
fifteenth-century cibuacoatl, Tlacaelel, is supposed to have told
Nezahualcoyotl, King of Texcoco.> A hint of the same rhetorical
ambition was conveyed to those rulers who were obliged to visit
Tenochtitlan on the occasion of the inauguration of the great new temple
to Huitzilopochtli: “The enemies, guests and strangers were bewildered,
amazed. They saw that the Mexica were masters of the entire world, and
they realised that the Mexica had conquered all the nations and that all
were their vassals.” “Are not the Mexicans masters of the world?”
Montezuma is said to have once demanded.* But this “world” ended at
the Gulf of Mexico. It scarcely extended to Yucatan. The Mexica traded
in the Gulf of Honduras, even as far south as what is now Costa Rica and
Panama. They had some cultural influence there.® They may have learned
the art of casting metal from Colombia, and obtained emeralds from
there.® But no Mexican seems to have coveted those territories as
colonies. For the ancient Mexicans the earth was a flat disc surrounded by

Tm-: MEexica WERE right to be apprehensive at the sight of the
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water, or perhaps a giant crocodile swimming in a sea covered by water
lilies. Of that earth, Tenochtitlan, an island city surrounded by a lake,
was a microcosm.” To investigate too far was unnecessary.

One reason for this lack of interest is explained by the north-south
current between Cape Catoche, as it is now known, in Yucatan, and Cape
Corrientes, in Cuba. The one hundred and twenty-five miles between the
two were as a rule crossed only by accident, and in bad conditions.

Such contacts as there were had modest consequences: as indicated
earlier, a few Jamaican castaways were a little later found in Yucatan;
some beeswax, known to have come from Yucatan, was discovered in
Cuba in the early sixteenth century; and some Maya pottery also reached
Cuba.? There were some other infrequent crossings, though the only
authenticated one seems to have been in 1514 in circumstances still not
fully explained. The argument that the people of Hispaniola took their
drum from the mainland does not seem proven.” The Caribbean had
derived its population from the north of Venezuela via the Lesser
Antilles, not across this strait.'°

The native population of the Caribbean also seemed ignorant of the
Mexica. Their lack of a high culture was, of course, not the determining
element in the Mexicans’ lack of interest in them. For the Mexicalivedina
cocoon of self-preoccupation. Montezuma Il is said to have been curious
about nature. But like everyone else in his realm, he was unconcerned
about human beings.

The Castilian activity in the western Caribbean, which had been reported
in Tenochtitlan, is easily identified. In 1502 Columbus himself, on his
fourth voyage, had touched at several places in Central America. His first
stop, and furthest point north, was one of the Bay Islands in the Gulf of
Honduras, three hundred miles south, as the crow flies, from Yucatan.
Here, Columbus came on a large canoe manned by men who were probably
Jicaque or Paya Indians. They seem to have been on their way from trading
in Yucatan. The canoe carried cacao beans (which the Admiral thought were
almonds), obsidian, copper bells and axes from Michoacan, as well as
coloured cotton goods. Columbus was presented with some long swords,
with sharp stone blades, which sound as if they were Mexican. He accepted
some pulgue: the fact that the inhabitants of tierra firme had alcohol helped
to convince the Spaniards of their superiority to the abstemious islanders.
Columbus also became the first European to eat turkey. He exchanged
some goods.!! The embroidered clothes of some of the twenty-five Indians
on board, and the quality of their cottons, confirmed to the Spaniards that,
somewhere inland, there was a more sophisticated world than anything
which they had met in the Antilles.!? But Columbus did not sail on west
with these Indians, as they invited him to; he wished to follow the wind
south; and, for a few years, no further European enquiry was made in the
direction in which the Indian canoe had disappeared.
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Then in 1508 the two stars of Spanish maritime enterprise at the time,
Vicente Yinez Pinzén, a native of Palos, who had captained the Pinta on
Columbus’ first voyage, and Juan Diaz de Solis, from Lepe, another little
port between Huelva and Seville, set out to look for a route which would
take them west from the Caribbean to the Spice Islands. They made
landfall at Honduras, not far from where Columbus had turned south in
1502, and then sailed north. Yinez Pinzén and Diaz de Solis could find
nothing like a strait. They probably sailed along the coast of Yucatan,
they perhaps reached Tabasco, they may have reached what is now
Veracruz, or even Tampico. They were certainly the first Europeans to
see the coastline of what has become known as “Mexico”. But they did
nothing about what they had seen.!?

Two years later, Martin Fernindez de Enciso, later a famous
geographer, with Francisco Pizarro, the future conqueror of Peru, and
Vasco Nunez de Balboa, the “first caxdillo of the New World”, founded
a European settlement on the mainland of the Americas, at Darien, in
what is now Panama. In 1§11, several men from a convoy returning from
there to the main Spanish entrep6t at Santo Domingo were shipwrecked
off Yucatan. Two of these were still alive in 1518. They were in Maya
hands. These men were Gerénimo de Aguilar, a priest from Ecija,
between Seville and Cérdoba, and Gonzalo Guerrero, from Niebla, near
Palos. Once these men learned Maya, as they did, they presumably
became a good source in Yucatan and eventually perhaps, through
translation, in the Valley of Mexico, about the Spanish activities. Next, a
Spanish expedition, on its way back from the discovery of Florida, led by
Juan Ponce de Leén, apparently landed in 1513 in Yucatan.!* Distressed
by his failure to find the Fountain of Youth, he thought that he had
reached Cuba. This stop on his journey did not, however, register in the
minds of his compatriots, though his pilot, Antonio de Alaminos,
another native of Palos, had travelled with Columbus on his fourth
voyage, and later recalled what had happened. Several Maya texts
recorded this landing.'®

In 1515 there was another well-documented communication between
Castile and Mexico. A judge named Corrales in the Spanish colony of
Darien reported that he had met a “fugitive from the interior provinces of
the West”. This man, seeing the judge reading, started with surprise. He
asked, through interpreters, “You also have books? You also understand
the signs by which you talk to the absent?’” He examined the book which
Corrales was studying and saw that the letters were not the same as those
signs to which he was used. He then said that, in his country, “the towns
were walled, the citizens normally wore clothing, and they were
governed by laws”.'® He was presumably talking of Yucatan, but it could
have been Mexico.
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The Spaniards involved in all these voyages were mostly Andalusians,
Castilians, or Extremenos (from Extremadura).!” Most of the leaders
were members of the minor nobility, hidalgos, who, though they
probably had little money, were certainly “not reared from behind the
plough”.!® They were often younger sons (or younger sons of younger
sons) forced, by the size of their parents’ families, to find a career in
order to live, and had been obliged to choose between church, the sea or
the court (iglesia, mar o casa real). They were men driven by several
motives: to become rich; to become famous — by which they meant they
wished to distinguish themselves in the service of the King or of God
(and to become recognised for it); and to extend the dominions of
Christianity.

Among the rest of the volunteers, an increase in sheep rearing and
cattle farming in Castile, and especially Extremadura, and the consequent
decline in the acres devoted to arable agriculture, had stimulated
emigration. An economic crisis in Spain between 1502 and 1508 was
another encouragement.'? “The poverty is great,” wrote an Italian, the
historian and diplomat, Guicciardini, in 1512. “Hunger and disease are
never wanting,” a conquistador from Leén, Diego de Ordaz, would
write in 1529.2° A simple desire for freedom, not only from the poverty
of Castilian country life, but from obligations to lords, bishops, and the
still powerful military orders, was also a motive. The historian,
missionary, propagandist and bishop, Bartolomé de Las Casas, described
meeting in 1518 an old man aged seventy who wanted to emigrate. He
asked: “You, father, why do you want to go to the Indies, being so old
and tired?”’ The answer was, “By my faith, sir, to die and leave my sons in
a free and happy land.”?!

Andalusians, and to a lesser extent Extremenos, had, of course, been
living on the frontiers of Christian Spain with Islam for centuries.
Nearly all the Christian families of Seville had been immigrants after the
liberation in the 1240s: and so Andalusia had afforded a demographic
rehearsal for the colonisation of America. At the same time, Seville, the
biggest city in Spain (though probably a mere quarter of the size of
Tenochtitlan), was still (indeed, was every year more) a melting pot of
Castilian peoples. Merchants from Burgos, the great wool-exporting
city of the north, usually had representatives in Seville. So did the
Genoese, the entrepreneurs of the age. Seville was the home of the far
from negligible late medieval Spanish navy, and had been the city most
enterprising in trading with Africa, for gold as for slaves. In the
neighbourhood of Seville, along the coast towards Portugal, there were
several small, newly thriving ports, such as Lepe, Palos, Moguer and
Huelva, whose citizens had become accustomed to the sea. This part of
the realm was full of men who contemplated journeys to the New
World with zest; and would be happy to sell a passage to it for about
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eleven or twelve gold ducats (for, of course, the journey was not free) to
anyone able to pay.?

The philosophy of the discoveries, the emigration, and the colonisation
was Christianity. Ferdinand and Isabel, King and Queen of a new, if
precariously united, Spain, had conquered Granada in 1492. They had
been hailed by the Pope not only as the “Catholic kings” but as ““athletes
of Christ”. The primate of Spain, Cardinal Ximenez de Cisneros, likened
himself, not wholly inappropriately, given his fighting spirit, to a new
Joshua.

The discoverers of America, from Columbus onwards, presented their
findings as new triumphs on behalf of God. In this, the Castilians were
supported, as were all who, from the mid-fifteenth century onwards, had
left Europe with similar ambitions, by papal authority. For the bull Dum
Diversas of 1452 had authorised the King of Portugal “to subdue Saracens,
pagans, and other unbelievers inimical to Christ, to reduce their persons to
perpetual slavery and then to transfer for ever their territory to the
Portuguese Crown”. When discoveries began to be made, in the 1490s,
under the auspices of the Spanish Crown, the Pope was Alexander VI, who,
as Rodrigo Borgia, came of a family of lesser nobility from Jativa, near
Valencia. He had reached the throne of St Peter in August 1492, the same
month that Columbus embarked on his first voyage. He was under an
obligation to the Catholic kings for their help in securing his election. Hence
he gladly issued new bulls which were helpful to Castile. The most famous
one, of 4 May 1493, gave the Catholic kings dominion over all the lands
which they discovered three hundred miles to the west of the Azores, on

condition that they converted to Christianity the peoples whom they found.

The militant Christianity which characterised Spain in the late fifteenth
century had several springs: there was a millenarian expectation that the
monarchy could revive the Christian presence in Jerusalem; there was a
revived threat from Islam which, for the first time, had in those years
become a maritime power in the Mediterranean (the menace of Islam had
previously seemed to derive from its cavalry); and there was renewed
anxiety about what was curiously perceived at the time as the growth of
Judaism.

The need to meet the threat of Islam, and the requirement to prevent
the spread of Judaism, was the culmination of the Spanish Crown’s desire
to create a Catholic monarchy which would act as the sword of
Christendom. The imperial mission would be a cement to keep the newly
unified kingdom together.

Both the anti-Islamic and anti-Judaic drives came to a head in 1492
with, first, the surrender of the city of Granada in January, bringing the
Reconquista to a triumphant conclusion; and, secondly, the decree in
March expelling Jews from Spain unless they converted to Christianity.
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These events were surprising. Islam and Christianity had for
generations lived side by side in Spain. Christian heroes, including the
greatest one, El Cid Campeador, had fought for Moorish kings against
Christians. Even his title, “El Cid”, was a corruption of an Arab
expression. In Christian Spain the dominant architecture was still the
Moorish (or mudéjar) style of Islamic Spain.

The Jewish minority of Castile was at the same time intellectually alive,
providing in some cities not only the tax gatherers but the chief taxpayers
too. Jews were clerks and craftsmen, as well as poets. When converted to
Christianity, they made admirable theologians, mystics, friars, even
bishops. But the consensus had broken down. Ever since the late
fourteenth century, Spain had been marked by suspicion. People feared
that the church had been penetrated by secret Jews; had not the prior of
the Jeronymite monastery of La Sisla near Toledo even celebrated the
feast of the Tabernacle??® The Spanish Inquisition was set up in 1481.
City after city in Castile passed ordinances against Jews. Autos de fe may
have caused the burning of eight hundred converted Jews in the 1480s in
Seville alone, and the imprisonment of several thousand others. The
policy of the Crown was not to punish Jews. It was to cut off “‘the new
Christians”, the conversos, from the temptation of remaining in touch
with Judaism. But an unexpectedly large number of Jews refused to
convert to Christianity. The Jews were, to begin with, astonished to think
that they could be attacked: ““Are we not the principal men in the city?”
asked a leader of the community in Seville.?*

If the homeland was thus in difficulty, all the more reason for
Castilians abroad to act as the sword of Christianity itself.

Yet if Christianity was the ideology behind the expansion of Spain, most
of the leaders were also driven by earthly motives. They wished to rise in
status, to become noblemen, to attract the attention of the monarch and
the court.

In these ideas their imaginations were excited by both old songs and
new publications. Thus most leading conquistadors would have learned
in their childhood frontier ballads, sung for Andalusian knights in praise
of military values. Sometimes these would tell of the Moor Gazul, or of
half-forgotten local heroes of the territory between Seville and Ronda,
endlessly skirmished over in the fourteenth or fifteenth century.
Sometimes the theme would be the Cid, the mysterious victor of the late
ninth century, or Pedro Carbonero, a more recent Christian knight who
improvidently had led his men into Moorish territory. At other times
Charlemagne, Alexander, Caesar, even Hannibal, or other classical
personalities who had made the curious transition from being well-
documented historical figures to ones of myth, would inspire a whole
cycle of stories.””> How sweet to cross the Rubicon! How noble to



THE GOLDEN YEARS BEGIN

fight in two continents as Alexander had done! But usually the allusion
derived from a ballad, not from a reading of Plutarch.

The men in the ships seen by Montezuma’s messengers in 1§18 near
what is now Veracruz were those who, born between 1480 and 1500,
were, t0o, a first generation of readers for whom printed texts could be
not just an instruction; they could give entertainment, even delight.2
Readers to begin with felt themselves transformed by the mere act of
holding these “almost divine instruments”.?’

Thus there were now to be found printed versions of many ballads.
From now on, too, there would also be romances which, from the
publication of Térant lo Blanc in 1490 to that of Amadis de Gaulain 1508,
would recount extraordinary stories to this, the first generation of mass
novel readers. Amadis de Gaula, the most successful printed book of the
early sixteenth century in Spain, though written far earlier, accompanied
conquistadors as much as did prayerbooks and books of hours.
Sometimes these novels too would form the themes of ballads. These
writings are now remembered because Cervantes in Don Quixote made
fun of them. At the time they satisfied a deep need.

Further, sailors and conquistadors of the “generation of 1500” were easily
made conscious, through printing, of innumerable fantastic expectations, to
be found in the works of Sir John Mandeville and others, about men with
two heads, Amazons, and the Fountain of Eternal Youth which would
revive the fading sexual powers of elderly men, and which even rational
people would expect to find in the Americas beyond the next cape.

Some of the most famous place names of the Americas derive from
these romances: the river Amazon; California was an island in
Sergas de Esplandidn, a sequel to Amadis de Gaula: Patagonia occursas a
country in the romance entitled Palmerin de Oliva; while the name
“Antilles”, as used for the islands of the Caribbean, derives from
Atlantis, the myth of which much excited sailors of the fifteenth century.

Another influence on Castilians in the early sixteenth century was
more genuinely that of antiquity. One conquistador, Francisco Aguilar,
who may have been among those seen by Montezuma’s messengers at the
coast, subsequently became an Augustinian monk. He wrote in the 1560s
that, from his childhood onwards, he had been “concerned to read and
study histories of Greek romance and Persian antiquity”.?® In conse-
quence of this fashion any formal piece of writing would be decked out
with quotations from Cicero and Caesar, whether or no the writer had
read the authors in question; or whether, as was as likely, he had
found the reference in a collection of old sayings such as that of the
Marquis of Santillana, whose book of proverbs which “old women repeat
by the fireside’” had been immensely successful when it first came out in
print in Saragossa in 1488.%

Then there was yet another inspiration: Spain! The surrender in
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January 1492 of Granada unleashed what seems, even in the limited
circumstances of the time, to have been an era of genuine patriotism. The
conquest of Granada itself was described as “the most distinguished and
blessed day that there had ever been in Spain”. Fr. Iiigo de Mendoza, a
popular satirist at the court, declared that he became aware in those years
of a will to empire.’® The humanist philologist Antonio de Nebrija, tutor
of both public servants and noblemen, published in 1492 his Spanish
Grammar: the first for any language other than Latin (for which he had
produced a comparable work). It was written, said the author, in order to
make Castilian a fit language for the historical narratives which would
surely be written, so that the deeds of her great kings would be
remembered for ever.

These memories invigorated the imagination of the conquistador who,
riding or tramping through remote jungles, or trapped in faraway creeks,
allowed a vision of the homeland to inspire him; and the homeland as one
nation, not a confederation of Ledn, Castile, Andalusia and Aragon. He
would, if a leader, christen some improbable village of a few huts covered
by palm roofs with the name of his pueblo; and would give to a bigger
city, full of sceptical Indians, the name Sanlicar, or Valladolid, or even
Seville. In combat in tropical swamps he would shout some medieval
battlecry such as “;Santiago y cierre Espania!” at a time when such cries
were out of date at home.

The commercial motives behind Spanish and Portuguese expansion were
important. Bartolomeu Dias was looking for spices as well as “the
kingdom of Prester John” when in 1497 he sought the sea route to India.
In the New World, commerce, in the twenty-five years after Columbus’
first journey in 1492, had come to mean primarily the pursuit of gold. If
the Mexica looked back to Tollan and the Toltecs, the Castilians were
drawn to that earlier golden age which marked their eleventh century: the
time of El Cid, who found such stores of that precious metal when he
conquered Valencia (“The gold and the silver, who can count it?”’ ran a
line in the Song of the Cid).>! Fixed tributes in gold were for years paid by
Muslim rulers to Christians in return for peace. But in the fifteenth
century Spanish and European demand for gold increased. All monarchs
wished to copy the Florentines, and use gold for coins. Gold was
demanded for chains across velvet robes, and to embellish altars and the
dresses on effigies of the Virgin. Gold thread was needed for tapestries.

Nor did the romances of chivalry forget the pursuit of gold. Thus
Gasquilan, King of Sweden, in Amadis de Gaula, had on his shield “a
griffin grasping a heart in his talons, wrought in gold, and fastened to the
shield with golden nails . . .2 Yet before the discovery of America, the
gold of Europe itself mostly came from West Africa: the Upper Volta, the
Upper Niger, and the Senegal rivers.
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The pursuit of new sources of this metal became an obsession. For
riches, in the luminous words of Huizinga, had not yet acquired ““the
spectral impalpability which capitalism, founded in credit, would give
later: what haunt[ed] the imagination was still the tangible, yellow
gold”.>> Columbus thought that a man with gold could do what he liked
in the world: “He can succeed in bringing souls to paradise.””>* Before his
first voyage, he had even promised the sailors of Palos that, if they would
only follow him, they “would all have houses with tiles of gold”.>

The Spain of Ferdinand and Isabel seemed to later generations to have
been a golden age in a political sense. “We have discovered that the new
state [which we are seeking] is nothing other than the Spanish state of the
Catholic kings,” wrote a Carlist politician in the 1930s.>® The legend
began at the time. The phrase “the golden years” was coined in 1495 by
the playwright Juan del Encina.

In some ways, this identification of the reign of Ferdinand and Isabel
with the picture of Spain at its zenith is true. Aragon (with Catalonia) and
Castile were brought together for the first time. The union was a
conscious work of art in true Renaissance style, by the majestic Queen
Isabel and her prudent husband, Ferdinand. Their symbol, the yoke or
knot of Ferdinand, and the arrows of Isabel, with the motto, “Tanto
Monta’, literally “Each as good as the other”, expressed the nature of the
new association (though Castile was always to be the politically
dominant partner).”’ The victory over Granada had certainly been a
triumph. Spain, hitherto merely a geographical expression, genuinely
came into being, and not just in the minds of the conquistadors. For good
or evil, Jewish and Moorish Spain ceased to exist as separate sources of
loyalty. Noblemen were obliged to see the benefits as well as the
responsibilities of the sovereign state: a consummation symbolised by the
Crown’s seizure of the masterships of the overbearing knightly orders of
Santiago, Alcintara and Calatrava. The government’s finances were
reinvigorated. A monetary reform was carried through in 1497. The
creation of the Holy Brotherhood in 1476 gave Castile the beginnings of a
police. A supreme tribunal was established in Valladolid. The Crown was
henceforth usually (rather than, as theretofore, sporadically) represented
in large cities by a corregidor, or co-council member, whose appointment
marked the beginning of administrative centralisation. The Council of
Castile was made effective as the supreme organ of power. The national
endeavour received artistic commemoration: first under Flemish, then
Italian, influence. Spain was also beginning, in a hundred small ways, to
receive the spirit of humanism from Italy, with the famous Mendoza
family as the triggers of cultivated change. Despite King Ferdinand’s
authoritarian instincts, the two kingdoms over whose affairs he presided
began, even if incompletely and partially, a cultural awakening. Had not
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Queen Isabel herself learned Latin? Were not scholars beginning to be
prized as much as warriors? Were not even Spanish noblemen seeing the
point of education and entrusting their sons to the attention of Italian
humanists such as Lucio Marineo and Peter Martyr?

But though the energy and the achievement were undoubted, the unity
was fragile. The artistic innovations, the sculpture of a Berruguete, the Latin
of a Nebrija, were bright spots on the surface of a still medieval, half-
Moorish country. The kingdoms were held together only at the top and bya
common foreign policy. The culture, however brilliant, was on the surface.
Beneath, everything was divided. The measures against secret Jewry ledtoa
profound intolerance which prevented the emergence of a real Spanish
Renaissance. The court was especially fragmented. Friends of King
Ferdinand intrigued against old supporters of his dead son-in-law, King
Philip the Beautiful. Ferdinand’s Aragonese civil servants were widely
hated. Big cities and small had consuming family disputes, such as that in
Seville between the Ponce de Le6n and the Guzmin families, or in Trujillo
between the Altamiranos and the Bejaranos. Some noblemen believed that
the Infante Ferdinand, a son of Queen Juana, who had been brought up in
Spain and spoke Spanish, should be King instead of his elder brother, the
French-speaking Charles, with his Burgundian ways and international,
imperial ambitions. Both aristocrats and bourgeoisie despised and feared
King Charles’ Flemish courtiers.

Political agitation was also to be seen in the cities of Castile. This was in
theory an expression of the municipalities’ concern about the King’s
foreign interests. In practice it was soon to be directed by uncontrollable,
popular, even democratic movements, upon which family feuds became
superimposed. Just men, such as the Dominicans, disposed to be tolerant
to the Indians in the Caribbean, distrusted the Jewish conversos. The
Dominicans dominated the Holy Office, the Spanish Inquisition.
Erasmus’ works swept into Spain in 1516 to conquer intellectual lifein a
way which increased the risk of political as well as religious combustion.

It is thus ironically fitting that even the Crown should have been
divided: between, on the one hand, the tragic Juana, in 1518 in her ninth
year of confinement as mad, in the black castle of Tordesillas; and, on the
other, her son Charles, who acted in her stead, but seemed too young,
and too influenced by too many foreign interests, to give to Spain the
patriotic direction which, under Ferdinand and Isabel, it had been
coming to expect. Yet conquistadors, writing home from their tropical
New Sevilles and New Santiagos, would address them, the imprisoned
and the free, the unbalanced mother and the inexperienced son, as co-
equal monarchs of vast power.

The Castilians who were met by the tlillancalgui and his slave in 1518
were mostly men who had come to the Caribbean in the last few yearsas a
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second generation of colonisers. They had travelled out, as paying
passengers in search of fame and fortune, in one of the two hundred or so
ships which had left Spain for the Indies between 1506 and 1518.%° Their
mentors, the first generation, had, however, presided over, though they
had not instigated, a major tragedy.

At first, in 1492, the Castilians who followed Columbus thought that
they had discovered paradise in the West Indies. The local inhabitants,
the Tainos, were skilled weavers, potters and carvers of shell, bone and
stone. They sometimes inlaid their carvings with beaten gold and shells.
They could not cast metal, and were militarily negligible. But their
agriculture was successful. They cultivated cassava, sweet potatoes and,
to a lesser extent, maize, edible tubers, beans, peppers, peanuts and
cashews. They gathered fruit. They smoked tobacco for pleasure. They
made pottery and, like the Mexica, played games with rubber balls.
Hunting and fishing thrived. They lived in wooden houses ranged in
large villages of a thousand to two thousand people, and traded by canoe
with peoples in the Lesser Antilles and even in South America. Their
deities, zem:s, seemed mild, the lord of cassava and the goddess of fresh
water being prominent. Peter Martyr (a well-informed courtier from
Lake Maggiore who had come from Italy to Spain in the train of the
Mendoza family) described glowingly the Indians whom Columbus met:
“Amongst them the land belongs to everyone, just as does the sun and the
water. They know of no difference between the mexm and the tuum, that
source of all evils. It requires so little to satisfy them that, in that vast
region, there is always more land to cultivate than is needed. It is indeed a
golden age, [for] neither ditches nor hedges nor walls enclose their
domains; they live in gardens open to all, without laws and without
judges.”*?

On his second journey, in 1493, Colombus took an expedition of
nearly 1,500 to set up a colony in La Isla Espaiola, or “Hispaniola”. It
included two hundred volunteers who were “‘gentlemen and craftsmen™;
and, among the gentlemen, twenty knights who conducted themselves
with undisciplinable arrogance. The goal was to build a trading factory,
such as the Portuguese had created in West Africa. These conquistadors
expected to remain only a few years before returning home rich. The hard
work was to be done by the Tainos.

Spain’s initially friendly relations with these Indians in Hispaniola
soon ended. The conquistadors seduced women, enslaved men,
imposed unjust punishments, and insisted on being provided with gold.
The Taino chiefs protested. They were overthrown, transported or
killed. Consequent Indian “rebellions” were followed by pacification.
The Spaniards also fell out among themselves: Columbus and his brothers
were no good at administration. In 1500 the tyranny of “the pharaoh”, as
Columbus had come to be known, was ended by the Crown. The
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Columbus brothers were replaced by officials: first Francisco de
Bobadilla, majordomo to the King, a success in the war against Granada,
and a brother of the Queen’s best friend, Beatriz, Marchioness of Moya;
then an able administrator, Fr. Nicolis de Ovando. They were effective.
Bobadilla sent Columbus home in chains for mismanagement. Ovando
created something like a successful colony.*® He was high-minded and
persistent, if cold and stony-hearted. He broke the native revolts. He
created order among the colonists. He introduced European crops. He
divided the island into seventeen municipalities, to one of which every
settler had to belong. He made these town councils the heart of his
administration: a decision which permanently influenced the Spanish
empire towards an urban history. As Comendador de Lares of the Order
of Alcintara, which had worked well in Extremadura, he knew the
benefits of the encomienda, a system based on the handing-over of a
specified number of the conquered population to the care of a single
landowner. So following earlier attempts by Columbus to do the same in
a more ad hoc fashion, he sought to transfer what had been done in Spain
to the Indies. He thus founded the colonial version of the encomienda, a
word which has been misunderstood as much as it has been attacked.*!

But Ovando was harsh. One of his monuments was the massacre of
Xaragua, where, in 1503, Anacaona, the native queen of the west of the
island, was tricked into accepting an invitation to dine. She was hanged
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while her chief followers were burned alive. The pretext was that a native
revolt was planned and that the Spaniards barely acted in time. The story
may have been true. But that scarcely justified the reaction.*?

Columbus being dead, his son Diego Colén, who had been brought up at
the Castilian court, came out in 1509 to succeed Ovando as Governor.** As
children in Valladolid he and his brother remembered being shouted at:
“There go the sons of the Admiral of the Mosquitoes, who discovered lands
of vanity and delusion, the grave of Castilian gentry.”* Diego Colén’s
intentions towards the Indians were an improvement on Ovando’s. But he
could not impose his will on the settlers who were by then established as

monarchs on large properties. The second Admiral - Diego Colénhad
inherited the title from his father — ruled ineffectually if benignly till he was
succeeded in turn in 1516 by the curious experiment of a board of four
Jeronymite friars.

The Indian population of Hispaniola, meantime, which may have been
over 100,000 in 1492, dropped to about 30,000.** Traditional agriculture
had been based on the cultivation of cassava and the sweet potato. Those
crops declined because of the demands of the conquerors for precious
metals. There was soon not enough food: indeed, not enough for the
conquerors. Many Tainos died of hunger. The execution, or flight, of
traditional rulers caused the survivors to abandon hope. Many of those
who died did so by being worked to death. The collapse of the Taino
population was completed by the association of many Taino women with
the Spaniards. Assimilation thus played a part, perhaps a more important
part than is usually realised, in the eclipse of the native culture.*® All the
same, there certainly was a demographic catastrophe.

The Spaniards did not limit themselves to Hispaniola. That island
became the base for other expeditions. These resulted in the capture of
Puerto Rico and Jamaica, in 1508 and 1509 respectively. The conquerors
were Juan Ponce de Leén and Juan de Esquivel, the first a bastard son of
the best-known family in Seville, the second from a less famous family of
the same city. Cuba was circumnavigated in 1509-10 by Sebastiin de
Ocampo.¥’ It was then invaded by Diego Velizquez, from Cuéllar, near
Valladolid, in 1§11. The leaders of these expeditions were all survivors of
that famous company of “gentlemen’ who had travelled out to the Indies
on Columbus’ second voyage.

Several temporary colonies were established too on the mainland, in
what had become known as Little Venice, Venezuela (where the regime
of the German Fuggers soon demonstrated that northern Europeans
were no better at managing hostile Indians than Castilians were). Florida
was found, but not colonised, also by Ponce de Leén, on Easter Sunday
(Pascua Florida) 1513. A settlement was made, as has been indicated, on
the mainland of Central America. This territory was hopefully called
Castilla del Oro: it was supposed from some trifling discoveries there that
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gold would be forthcoming in quantity. Far to the south, meantime, that
same Juan Diaz de Solis from Lepe who had voyaged along the coast of
Mexico in 1508 discovered the river Plate in 1515.

Most of these discoveries had their black moments: where Hispaniola
had Xaragua, the occupation of Cuba had its massacre at Caonao. A
general rising of natives in Puerto Rico occurred in 1§11 as a result of the
harshness of Cristobal de Sotomayor, a lieutenant to Ponce de Leén. It
failed, though Sotomayor and his son were killed. Meantime everywhere
in the Caribbean, the Indian population declined aimost to nothing in the
course of two generations.

First, as in Hispaniola, traditional agriculture was destroyed: the first
Governor of Cuba, Diego Velizquez, told the King in 1514 that the
handful of pigs which he had brought to that island four years earlier had
already turned into 30,000.® Ferdinand, the wealth of whose kingdom
depended as much on its five million sheep as its four million inhabitants,
presumably approved. In fact both Hispaniola and Cuba went through a
more radical version of a depopulation which had been happening in
Castile: men gave way to animals. Wild cattle, wild horses and even wild
dogs did untold damage.

Then there was the search for the precious mineral which everyone
coveted. “Let us be strictly truthful,” wrote Peter Martyr to the Pope,
“and add that the craze for gold was the cause of their [the islands’]
destruction. For these people were in the past accustomed, as soon as
they had sown the fields, to play, dance, sing and chase rabbits. But now
they have been set to work mercilessly . . . extracting and sifting gold.”*’
In Cuba those who did not succumb because of “the cruelty and avarice
of the colonist”, the continuous hard labour, and the shortage of food,
sometimes killed themselves, while their wives practised abortion.*

The Bahamas and, to a lesser extent, the Leeward Islands, as well as the
little islands off the coast of South America such as Curagao and Aruba,
were ruined in a different manner. These “useless islands”, in Ovando’s
haughty phrase, were depopulated as a result of a slave trade to compen-
sate for the demographic losses in the larger colonies. The few indigenous
people were replaced by cattle. The exceptions were the Windward
Islands, where the Caribs, who were used to fighting, held out
successfully; and the island of Margarita, off Venezuela, which was out of
bounds to slave traders because of the discovery there of pearls.

The imported and enslaved Indians did not adapt very well Out of
15,000 taken to Hispaniola, all but 2,000 died within ten years.*!

Part of the trouble was that all these expeditions of discovery were
private ventures. Columbus’ first and second voyages had been financed
by the Crown. Pedrarias de Avila’s journey of 1 14 to the Castilla del
Oro had also been paid for by the King, though everyone was expected to
live at their own cost after they had arrived. All other expeditions were
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financed by their captains. The need to recover their outlay perhaps
explains, though it scarcely excuses, how well-mannered Castilian
gentlemen such as Juan de Ayora, a judge and veteran of the Italian wars,
would threaten Indian chiefs in Darien with being burned alive or thrown
to the dogs unless they quickly brought gold.*>?

The Spanish Caribbean in 1518 thus seemed a ruined place. The
Indians washed for gold and died young, while the Spanish fed livestock,
seduced the native women and read romances. The Crown seemed
uninterested, except where profit could be obtained to finance the royal
adventures in Italy. King Ferdinand, in sole control of Castile after the
death of first his queen Isabel in 1504 and then his son-in-law Philip in
1506, allowed his civil servants to approve Caribbean autocracies such as
even the sleepiest Castilian town would not have tolerated for a moment.
Those domestic officials, always ill-paid and therefore corrupt, were avid
for fortunes from those Indies which they did not choose personally to
visit. They allowed the tropical autocrats a free rein, provided that they at
home could enjoy bizarre titles indicating Cuban or Puerto Rican
responsibilities, and provided that products were sent home which could
be turned into money; especially gold.>

The great Bishop de Las Casas later made much propaganda out of the
collapse of the population in these islands. His Short Account of the
Destruction of the Indies was one of the most successful polemics in
history.>* But by exaggerating the original numbers of the inhabitants, as
he did, he damaged his cause. The world was left after reading him with
the impression that the conquistadors killed directly three million people
in Hispaniola, and only modestly fewer in the other islands. The facts are
less dramatic, though they are certainly tragic: the native population did
disappear. Perhaps 200,000 people died in the four large Caribbean
islands in a quarter of a century. They did so from overwork, fear, and
loss of faith in the future, not from Spanish steel. Nor at this stage did
European diseases seem to have been decisive.

There was, however, hope for change. This did not derive from the
movement in several colonies to render genuine the work of the
procuradores, or city representatives, such as would lead to a near
revolution in 1§20 in Castile itself; though some such local leaders did
seek to assert themselves as spokesmen of their communities. No, the ray
of light in the Caribbean was provided by the efforts of a few remarkable
churchmen.
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6
The Pope must have been drunk

Comment of the Ceni Indians when being told that Alexander VI had
divided the world between the Portuguese and the Spaniards, c.1512

There is even a suggestion in his writings that one of his aims might

have been not to reach China, but Jerusalem, from the rear.! The
most ruthless of the conquistadors lived in fear of hell. Even the conquest
of Cuba was saluted as a religious triumph. Thus it is logical, if
surprising, that the Spanish Caribbean in 1518 should in theory have been
managed by four Jeronymite priors who, for two years, had been
formally the Crown’s commissars of the Indies. They were not exactly
royal governors. They were supposed to gather information, and then
both recommend, and carry out, reforms. They lived in Santo Domingo,
then the headquarters of Castilian operations in the Americas.

The designation of the Jeronymites to a place of political power in the
West Indies can be traced to the coming of Dominican friars to Santo
Domingo in 1510. These were led by Fr. Pedro de Cérdoba, a man
“endowed with much prudence and an exceptional gift for teaching . . .
he it was who, with his religious fervour, turned the natives away from
their primitive beliefs.” That fervour created trouble among the hard-
faced colonists. If the natives could become Christians, they obviously
could not be treated as savages. One of Fr. Pedro’s colleagues, Fr.
Antonio de Montesinos, took the matter further, in a sermon on the first
Sunday of Advent 1511. Using as a text the insistence of St John the
Baptist in the Gospel of Saint Matthew that he was “a voice crying in the
wilderness” (“Ego vox clamante in deserto””), he told his appalled
congregation that they were living in mortal sin because of their
treatment of the Indians. “Are they not men? Do they not have rational
souls? Are you not obliged to love them as you do yourselves? On what
authority have you waged a detestable war against these people?”?

The colonists called for the return to Spain of the Dominicans. Fr.

COLUMBUS BELIEVED THAT he was led to his discoveries by God.
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Montesinos outmanoeuvred them by going home himself to plead the
cause of the natives. He at first gained no hearing. But a debate was
eventually joined. A theologian, Matias de Paz, in his Concerning the
Rule of the King of Spain over the Indies, argued that Christian princes
were not entitled to make war on infidels purely out of a desire to
dominate or to capture their wealth. The spreading of the Faith could be
the only justification for such conflicts.> A meeting was held at Burgos
to discuss the matters arising. King Ferdinand was present. Fr.
Montesinos found himself arguing against a skilled polemicist, Juan
Palacios Rubios, a university professor of distinction, who defended the
conquistadors.* Palacios Rubios argued that the founding charter of the
Spanish empire in the New World was the donation of the Indies to the
Catholic kings by Pope Alexander VI. So far as the issue raised by Fr.
Montesinos was concerned, he cited Aristotle’s Politics. Aristotle had
discussed whether certain peoples were “slaves by nature”.> That
discussion had interested thinkers in Europe in the late fifteenth
century. It had enabled them to contrast freedom in the West with
subjection in Turkey. Palacios Rubios argued that the natives in the
Indies were so barbarous as to be natural slaves, if anyone were. They
were in need of correction.® Yet the Italian philosopher Pico della
Mirandola had caused one of his characters, in a dialogue, to say that
“he who looks closely will see that even the barbarians have intelligence
~ not on the tongue, but in the heart”.

The consequence of this discussion was the adoption of the Laws of
Burgos (27 December 1512), the first legal approach to “the Indian
question”. The most important provision in it was that Indians were to be
made Christians. They were to be assembled in villages, taught the creed,
the Lord’s prayer and the Salve Regina, how to pray and how to confess.
They were to be given Christian baptism and Christian funerals. The sons
of chiefs were to be educated in their teens by Franciscans. A special
teacher, a certain Herndn Xuirez, was to go to the Caribbean to teach
Latin grammar. Natives who worked for wages were not to be ill-treated.
Every town was to have an inspector to ensure that the settlers conducted
themselves humanely.” There were some less philanthropic provisions.
The naturales (natives) were forbidden to dance. Church-going was
compulsory: Old houses were to be burned, to prevent sentimentality. A
third of all Indians were to work in the mines. Despite these and other
such clauses, these laws began an intellectual revolution. The practical
consequences were more uncertain.

A further Spanish discussion was held in 1§13 at the Dominican
convent of San Pablo, in Valladolid. Some provisions supplementary to
the Laws of Burgos were passed. Martin Fernindez de Enciso, a
geographer who had been among the founders of the colony at Darien,
expounded the thesis that the Indies had been given to Spain (by the
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Pope), just as Canaan had been given to the Jews (by God). The
Spaniards, he insisted, could, therefore, treat the Indians as Joshua treated
the citizens of Jericho.® King Ferdinand then commissioned a new
proclamation to be read formally aloud by conquistadors on the
occasion of new conquests. That procedure, he hoped, would at least
legalise the position.

That document was the Requerimiento, the Requisition, drafted by
that same professor Palacios Rubios who had argued with Fr.
Montesinos at Burgos.” There were medieval precedents. Indeed, the
thing may have had its origin, like many other instances of Castilian
chivalry, in the Muslim practice of challenging opponents before a battle
to embrace the true faith or to die. A similar declaration had been used in
the Christian conquest of the Canary Islands. But the new document was
more all-embracing. It began with a short history of Christendom up till
the “donation” of Alexander Borgia. It called upon Indians to accept the
authority of the Spanish Crown as the temporal representative of the
papacy. Palacios Rubios, a realist, described the document as intended to
“calm the conscience of the Christians”. He could see the macabre side of
reading on, for example, a tropical beach, a document of this nature
before Indians who could understand neither the language nor the
concepts presented.'® Bishop de Las Casas said that he did not know
whether to laugh or to weep when he heard of the instruction.
Fernindez de Enciso once described reading the Regquerimiento to two
chiefs of the Cenu in what is now Colombia. The chiefs accepted that
there might be one God, and that He might rule earth and sky, but they
thought that “the Pope must have been drunk” when he gave to the
Catholic kings so much territory which belonged to others.?

This text was first read in seriousness by Rodrigo de Colmenares on the
shores of Panama, in the presence of the future historian of the Indies,
Gonzalo Fernindez de Oviedo, in 1514.!3

A serious argument about the legality of empire was now joined in
Spain. But it might not have been taken any further, and there might
never have been an ecclesiastical government in Hispaniola, had it not
been for another Dominican monk of persistence, courage, humanity,
and eloquence: Fr. Bartolomé de Las Casas. Las Casas had faults: he was,
as has been seen, inclined to exaggeration, and he quarrelled with
everyone. He was at the same time naive and overweening. But of his
generosity of spirit and his determination there can be no doubt.

Las Casas was a native of Seville, as were so many of those involved in
the tale of Spanish expansion. His father, Pedro de Las Casas, went to
Hispaniola as one of the “gentleman” colonists on Columbus’ second
journey in 1493. The family may have been Jewish in origin.'* When
Pedro de Las Casas went back disillusioned to Seville in 1498, he brought
with him a slave whom he was later obliged to return in consequence of a
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decision of the Queen. (She remarked: “What power of mine does the
Admiral hold to give my vassals to anyone?”’)!?

The Las Casas family retained property in Hispaniola. It was therefore
logical that Bartolomé, aged eighteen, should have gone out with
Ovando in 1502 to thatisland, in a great fleet of thirty ships, with another
2,500 men and women. This was the first time that people went to settle,
as they supposed permanently, in the New World, as opposed to going
out to make a fortune and return. After a while, to the astonishment of his
friends, Las Casas went to Rome to be ordained a priest in 1506. He
returned and was the first man to give his first mass in the New World.'¢
In 1510, he went as chaplain to a reinforcement of Spanish soldiers in
Cuba to assist the governor there. His presence at the burning of the
chief Hatuey perhaps turned his attention to the sufferings of the
Indians.'” He took part in the subjugation of central Cuba: “I do not
remember with how much spilling of blood he marked that road,” Las
Casas later wrote of his commander, Pinfilo de Narviez.'® But though
these experiences distressed him, his protest was delayed. For a year or
two, priest or no, he managed an estate, presumably an encomienda, on
the river Arimao near Cienfugos in Cuba. Las Casas maintained a fish
farm. But in 1514, he renounced this property, preached pas-
sionately to his neighbours, on Whit Sunday, much as Montesinos had
preached in Santo Domingo, returned to Spain, and devoted his life
thereafter to the sufferings of the Indians.'?

The King saw Las Casas in Plasencia, where he had gone for the
marriage of a bastard granddaughter. He promised to help Las Casas
when he reached Seville. But Ferdinand was not put to the test. He died in
a farmhouse before he attained his destination. Las Casas went next to see
the Regent, the octogenarian Cardinal Archbishop of Toledo, Ximénez
de Cisneros. Cisneros would remain Regent for two and a half years,
until the arrival in September 1518 of the late King’s young Flemish
grandson, who would become eventually the great Emperor Charles V,
but was, for the time being, merely the improbable young Charles I,
King of Spain. Because of the survival of his mother, Juana, Charles had
an uncertain claim to the royal dignity.?°

Ximénez de Cisneros, reformer of the Spanish Franciscans, inspiration
of the first polyglot Bible, founder of the University of Alcali de
Henares, patron of the arts (especially in the cathedral of Toledo),
inquisitor-general, and commander-in-chief of a North African expedi-
tion in 1509, was one of the greatest men of his age.?! Las Casas once
asked with what justice could the enslavement of the Indians be accepted.
“With no justice,” Cisneros fiercely answered, “for are they not free?
Who can doubt that they are free men?’?? Yet for all his wish to be kind
to Indians, Cisneros had been the hammer of the Moors. Nor, like the
great Isabel, his-benefactress, was he tolerant of Jews.
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Las Casas presented a powerful memorandum to Cisneros. He
suggested that the Indians in Hispaniola should be asked to work for
wages, not as slaves. They should be gathered into new villages and
provided with churches and hospitals. Castilian farmers rather than
adventurers should be encouraged as settlers. Each new farm would take
under its wing a prescribed number of Indians, who would be instructed
in European agriculture. A third only of the Indians between twenty-five
and forty-five should at any one time work for the Castilians; then only
for two months and at no more than sixty miles from home.

Fortresses would be established three hundred miles apart along the
north coast of South America. Their purpose would be to act as centres of
peaceful trade, comparable to the places which the Portuguese had set up
in Africa. Each would have allocated to it a bishop, supported by friars. A
special colony, Las Casas imaginatively proposed, should be set up at
Cumani in Venezuela to be staffed by a new knightly order, the “knights
of the golden spur”, on the model of the old orders of Santiago or
Alcintara. They would trade with the Indians. Further entradas,
expeditions, into the hinterland of Indian territory would be prohibited.
Finally, the slave trade in Indians in the Caribbean would be ended. If
slaves were needed — this was a suggestion which Las Casas later regretted
— they should be brought from Africa.?> Cisneros was convinced. At
eighty, he was easier to impress with ideas than are most men of thirty.

Cisneros sent out three Jeronymite friars — Fr. Luis de Figueroa, Fr.
Bernardino de Manzanedo and Fr. Alonso de Santo Domingo — to
Hispaniola to act as commissioners (comisarios) in the place of Diego
Colén (to these three, Fr. Juan de Salvatierra was later added). The
Cardinal never had any doubts about the benefits of churchmen in
power, though the Jeronymites, after several generations of growing
influence since their foundation at the end of the fourteenth century, had
been somewhat shaken by the discovery that they had been penetrated by
Jewry. Cisneros chose the order to avoid making trouble between the
Franciscans and the Dominicans; Las Casas chose the men. As “religious
persons in whom there could be no spirit of greed””,?* the priors were to
carry out a full investigation of the Indian problem, to seek to end the
system of encomienda, and to explore the idea of Indian self-government.
Alonso de Zuazo, a fair-minded judge from Segovia (or near it), was to
carry out a judicial enquiry (residencia) into what had occurred in recent
years.

The priors arrived in December 1516, Zuazo in April 1517. All five
worked hard. They visited the mines and the villages, which they found
sadly empty: Zuazo wrote that, unless something were done, in a few
years there would be nobody left. There were already as “few [natives] as
grapes after a harvest”.2¢ The priors asked questions.?” Their first report
was that the island lacked both Indians and Spaniards. Their second
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echoed, strongly, Las Casas’ demand for African slaves.?® They believed
that sugar, cotton, lumber and cassia might substitute for gold as an
export. Wives, suggested Zuazo, were.also needed for the Spanish
settlers. Only thus would the colonists feel that they had a home there.
The islands should be treated as if they were the Azores or Madeira:
permanent places of residence. Immigration should be unlimited. People
should be encouraged to come from everywhere in Spain, not from just
the “needle’s eye of Seville”.?’

Of these men, the strongest character, and the noblest man, was the judge
Zuazo. He was brave, imaginative and, at least at that stage of his life,
honest. Fr. Luis de Figueroa turned out to be as ambitious as any Aragonese
civil servant. Fr. Santo Domingo and Fr. Salvatierra were old, grey and
weak. Fr. Manzanedo was well intentioned and eloquent, but as ineffective
as he was ugly. None of them knew how to behave when faced, so far from
home, with brutal adventurers, insolent colonists and dying Indians. They
longed to return to their fashionable monasteries in Castile. They even
received praise from the corrupt treasurer, Miguel de Pasamonte, who had
survived every change in Santo Domingo for ten years.>** No condemnation
could have been more damning. They only found one Indian in the whole of
Hispaniola whom they defined as “ready for liberty”. The rest were to be
gathered into villages or towns under Spanish administrators and priests.
Las Casas had come back to Hispaniola as “protector of the Indians”. Buthe
had quarrelled with his protégés and returned to Spain to denounce them.
His ideas of reform were undercut by the continuing fall of the population.
There was almost nothing which anyone could do by then’' In August
1518 the new king removed judicial questions from the control of the priors.
In December he would transfer all their authority to a judge, Rodrigo de
Figueroa, one of whose tasks was to carry out an enquiry. Power passed to
him formally in December 1518. But he did not arrive in Santo Domingo till
August of the next year. Till then, theocracy struggled on.*? Conquistadors
continued to come out from Spain. But they looked after cattle with little
help from the Indians.

Of the other Spanish rulers in the Caribbean, the outstanding man was
Diego Velizquez, the Caudillo (leader) of Cuba. He was a fair-haired
giant, with an amiable face, turning to fat.>> He came from a noble family
long established at Cuéllar, an old city in Castile lying halfway between
Valladolid and Segovia. The door of his family’s later ramshackle palace
could until recently still be seen in the steep Calle San Pedro running
down from the main square. Cuéllar lay in the shadow of the castle of
Albuquerque. That colossal pile was the seat of the famous Beltrin de la
Cueva, Duke of Albuquerque, the favourite of Enrique IV, to whom the
town, previously royal, had been presented about the time of Diego
Velazquez’s birth in 1464. Among Diego’s brothers, Antén had followed
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him to Cuba; Cristébal was captain of the Castilian militia; and a third,
Juan, was also a conquistador in the Caribbean. A cousin, another Juan
Velizquez, having been treasurer to the now dead Infante Juan, was at
this time one of the two chief accountants, contadores mayores, of Castile
(Inigo de Loyola had been brought up in his house in Arévalo, of which
city he was governor). Another cousin, Sancho Velizquez de Cuéllar,
had been a member of the first national council of the Inquisition in
1484.%*

Diego Velazquez’s home city, Cuéllar, was famous in the 1470s, when
the Governor had been a boy, for a rabbi whose eloquence drew not only
Jews but old Christians to his sermons in the synagogue. Cuéllar, today
seemingly remote, was, in the late fifteenth century, close to the centre of
many complicated political negotiations. It was a day’s ride from
Segovia, the favourite city of Enrique IV. Arévalo, the childhood home
of Queen Isabel, was no distance. The great battles of the tlme had been
fought nearby: at Valladolid, Torquemada and Olmedo.*

Diego Velizquez probably served in the Granada campaigns in the
1480s. From them he emerged “poor and ill”.>® Then, at the age of
twent)y-exght, he accompanied Columbus on his second voyage in
1493.>” He became a member of the household of the Admiral’s brother,
Bartolomé Colén. Before long, he was one of the richest men in
Hispaniola. Ovando, the Governor, and a man on whom Velizquez later
modelled himself, named him his lieutenant in the wars against the
Indians in the west. He was one of the two captains in charge of the
disgraceful massacre of Xaragua in 1503. Ovando made him Governor of
all the “cities” of western Hispaniola: poor places, with wooden houses
with straw roofs, roads of mud, and wooden churches and makeshift
town halls.*®

From west Hispaniola it was an easy step to Cuba. The ostensible
reason for the Spanish invasion of it was that Hatuey, a chief in
Hispaniola, had fled there after Xaragua. In 1511, some weeks before Fr.
Montesinos’ famous sermon, Velizquez assembled about three hundred
and thirty conquistadors, with some supporting Indians, at the little port
of Salvatierra de la Sabana. They crossed the strait now known as the
Windward Passage. Velizquez established himself at Baracoa — Nuestra
Sefiora de la Asuncién, as he renamed it — at the far east end of Cuba.?®

Cuba was less populated than Hispaniola, even though it was far
larger. The Tainos who lived there were, however, related to those of that
first Spanish outpost, whose ball games, customs and language they
shared. Like the people of Hispaniola, their staple crop was cassava. But
their tree-covered plains were less suited to extensive cultivation with the
digging stick than was Hispaniola. Their main food was green turtle,
caught by suckerfish, sometimes held till needed in large corrals (similar
to that once owned by Las Casas on the river Arimao). The natives also
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hunted, in the forests of mahogany and tropical cedar, innumerable
parrots, doves and pigeons. According to Las Casas, one could then walk
the entire length of the island (1,000 miles) under trees. Certainly, at that
time four-fifths of the island was covered by jungle.*

The Cubans offered little resistance to the Spanish: the only chief who
did so was that same Hatuey who had fled from Santo Domingo. He is
said to have refused baptism before being burned alive. Had he agreed to
become a Christian, he would merely have been executed with a sword.
But he was told that, if that were to happen, he would spend eternity with
the Castilians; an eventuality which he wished to avoid.*!

The conquest of Cuba was carried through thoroughly. Velizquez’s
chief lieutenant was Pinfilo de Narviez, a near neighbour of his in
Castile. He came from Navalmanzano, fifteen miles south of Cuéllar, on
the way to Segovia. He had played a part in the conquest of Jamaica.
Now he slashed his way with fifteen crossbowmen and a few
arquebusiers across the southern part of the island. The people fled and
neglected cultivation.*? As in Hispaniola, many native women became
associated intimately with the conquerors.

Within a few years Velizquez and his lieutenants had founded seven
townships in Cuba, all of which survive — though it would be hard to
argue that the firm beginnings laid by Velizquez ensured that.*’ In 1518
none of these places had houses of stone, the churches (if there were
any) being of wood, with roofs of palm leaves.** The main city had been,
first, Baracoa, on the north side of the far east tip of the island. But the
Castilian headquarters soon passed to Santiago de Cuba, a site with a fine
harbour on the south coast, and also not far from the easternmost point.

Cuba was first christened “Juana” after the Queen of Spain. But that
name soon seemed unfashionable since the Queen was in semi-captivity.
So it became ““Fernandina” after the King. That designation did not last
either — though it was still being used in the 1§20s. The island recovered
its indigenous name, Cuba, soon after the native population had
been destroyed.

Gold was found in Cuba in several streams in the central mountains.
For some years, there were considerable returns for the settlers near the
two new towns of Trinidad and Sancti Spiritus. The local population,
overworked and leaderless, followed that of Hispaniola into unpitied
extinction.

Despite his role in the massacre at Xaragua, and the burning of Hatuey,
Velizquez was far from being the most brutal of the conquistadors.
Indeed, one witness at a later enquiry into his actions, a Basque
shipmaster, Juan Bono de Quejo, testified that he was a good Christian as
well as a good servant of their Majesties, who treated his Indians well.*
Though concerned to make Cuba prosperous, he had resisted a division
of the Indians in Cuba into encomiendas along the lines of what had
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happened in Hispaniola until it seemed that there was no alternative. He
thereafter did what he could to limit the size of encomiendas to two
hundred Indians. He had, Las Casas admitted, a happy temperament.
His talk was all about pleasure. Conversation with him had the style of
banter between undisciplined youths. He enjoyed banquets.*¢ Although
he had a bad temper, he was not vindictive. He pardoned most things
once his angry mood had passed.*’ All the same, he was proud of his
family (though he had no children), and he knew how to maintain his
dignity if it were necessary.

The tropics had become home for Velizquez. He was by 1518
accustomed to the local foods: green turtle, cassava bread, cotora birds,
iguana. He owned or had interests in ten haciendas in different parts of
the island, some of which he held in association with the well-known
Genoese merchants of Seville, Juan Francisco de Grimaldo and Gaspar
Centurién.*® He remained on good terms, by means of letters, with the
authorities in Spain. They in turn looked on him favourably, as a
counterweight to Diego Colén, whom they were always seeking to make
uncomfortable; and to whom Velizquez was both indebted and disloyal.

Velazquez’s wife, his cousin Maria del Cuéllar, had died in Baracoa in
1512 soon after their wedding. It was said thereafter that the Governor
aspired to marry one of the nieces of the powerful Bishop of Burgos, Juan
Rodriguez de Fonseca. The idea was just a tropical tease: the sort of fancy
with which the Governor would entertain his friends in the evenings in
his improvised palace as to what he would do when he returned to
Castile: which everyone knew that he never would. (Both the Bishop’s
nieces, Maria and Mayor, had anyway married.)

These discussions in Santiago had the character of a tertulia. The
Spaniards would smoke tobacco: the first Europeans, perhaps, to take full
advantage of the charms of that famous Cuban product (the Spanish
colonists began to cultivate tobacco themselves about 1520).*? Present
often would be the Governor’s cousin, Antonio Velizquez Borrego,
though he left in 1516 for Spain as procurador general, or representative
of the colony. There would be other cousins and nephews from the huge
Velizquez clan: Juan, another Diego, another Antonio, and Bernardino,
all men born in far-off Cuéllar, their memories full of stories of when that
city had been so close to the court of Spain. There would be the
Governor’s father-in-law, Cristébal de Cuéllar, the treasurer of Cuba,
who was known to be a little slow about handing over the King’s share of
Cuban gold, but who had interesting tales of the days when he had been
cupbearer to the long-dead Infante Don Juan (said to have died from
excessive lovemaking in the first months of his marriage).>® Cuéllar, who
had come to the Indies as chief accountant to Ovando (another sometime
member of the Infante’s circle) in 1502, was wont to say that his service to
that prince, in a brilliant and self-indulgent circle, was something which
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woulA give him “two or three tumbles in hell at the right time”’.>! Perhaps
he explained why that court had been so especially friendly to Columbus,
_both before and after his first voyage. There would be Velizquez’s
secretary, Andrés de Duero, a tiny man from Tudela del Duero, a small
town on the Cuéllar side of Valladolid, and his accountant, Amador de
Lares, a native of Burgos who was shrewd if illiterate. The former was
usually silent; the latter talkative and astute. He too would hold the floor
with stories — of the years when he had been steward (maestresala) to the
“Great Captain”’, Gonzalo Hernindez de Cérdoba, in Italy.>? Another
member of Velizquez’s tropical court was Manuel de Rojas, also a
Cuellerano, married to Veldzquez’s niece Magdalena, and brother of that
Gabriel de Rojas who would one day be famous in Peru (Rojas had lived
practically next door to the Velizquez family in Cuéllar).>® The
Governor’s jester, Francisco Cervantes, would say provocative things or
quote lines from romances in a disconcertingly appropriate manner.
Velizquez himself might recall the time when he had ridden over to
Seville from Granada to take part in Columbus’ second voyage. He
surely talked sometimes of what it had been like to work with the
Admiral, as Columbus always called himself. Sometimes at the tertulia
there would no doubt be an ex-secretary of the Governor, the magistrate
of Santiago, an obsequious, clever and unpredictable settler from
Medellin, in Extremadura: Hernin (or Hernando) Cortés, who had
made money from gold on the Duabin river.

The native population in Cuba was meantime declining as fast as that of
Hispaniola. Only about fifteen settlers had more than a hundred Indians,
but for the moment there were servants enough.>* Amador de Lares had
begun to bring in a few black slaves from Africa to compensate for the
shortage.>®> Wine, olive oil, flour, vinegar, and leather shoes, even satin
and damask, would come in shipments from Seville, making money for
merchants of that city or of Burgos, and for the Governor too, since he
owned the best shop in Santiago.>® (Actually Velizquez did not legally
hold the title of Governor: he remained Diego Colén’s lieutenant
governor for the island of Cuba, and the distributor (repartidor) of
Indians there: a junior status which he was in constant hope of changing.)

Second in importance among the Caribbean rulers in 1518 was
Francisco de Garay, the Basque Caudillo in Jamaica, an island which for
a time was known by the name of “Santiago”.?” Like Velizquez, Garay
had also come to the Indies from Spain (in fact as a notary) with
Columbus in 1493. He became even closer to Columbus than Velizquez
had done, for he married the Admiral’s sister-in-law, Ana Muniz.>® Also
like Velizquez, Garay made himself rich in Hispaniola: an Indian woman
in his employment, resting for lunch, had found, on the side of the River
Ozama, a big lump of gold weighing thirty-five pounds. That led Garay to
found the so-called New Mines, which he and an Aragonese friend,
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Miguel Diez de Aux, cleverly exploited. The undertaking made both
rich. Garay was still the only man, apart from officials, to have a house of
stone in Santo Domingo.*’

After a few years, Garay became restless. Most conquistadors liked
variety. He tried, therefore, to capture — or, as he put it, “discover the
secret of”” — the island of Guadalupe (Columbus had firstly discovered
and so named it, just as he had given names to most of the Lesser
Antilles). But Garay was repelled by Caribs, who were better fighters
than the Tainos. He then traded pearls. Some years later, he was named
Governor of Jamaica, to succeed Juan de Esquivel, the first Spanish
caudillo there.®® Esquivel had built two towns, Santa Gloria and Sevilla la
Nueva, but allowed imported livestock to run wild all over the island.
Once more, the native agriculture was ruined. By the time that Garay
went to Jamaica in 151§, the population had already begun the major
decline which marked the other islands of the Spanish empire. Though
Peter Martyr regarded him as “the best of the governors of the New
World”, and though Las Casas conceded that he was “an honourable
man”’, Garay was not the man to reverse this decline. Probably it was by
then impossible. He too built two towns, Melilla and Oristin, he
pioneered the eating of potatoes, and he lived an idyllic existence on an
island which still seemed “Elysian™.¢!

Puerto Rico need not delay us long. The first conquistador had been
that brave and swashbuckling bully, Juan Ponce de Leén, who had also
come out as a “gentleman” in 1493 with Columbus.®? As with others on
that expedition, noble birth and experience in fighting against Granada
did not prevent him from being preoccupied by money. He and Esquivel
(later Governor of Jamaica) conquered east Hispaniola. Ovando then
permitted Ponce de Leén to establish a property there, at Salvacién de
Higuey. Ships passing bound for Spain would stop at his harbour to buy
cassava bread. He crossed the narrow Mona Passage to Puerto Rico in
1508. He was initially well received by the naturales. The subsequent
conquest was simple, marked by the achievements of his dog Becerillo,
who, with his terrifying red hair and black eyes, became renowned for hns
skill in distinguishing by smell between friendly and enemy Indians.*?

The barbarities of Ponce de Leén aroused rebellion among the natives.
But though they were supported by the Caribs from the island of Santa
Cruz nearby, they were no match for the conquistadors. Ponce de Leén
settled in Puerto Rico. He made money. But he tired of administration.
He enjoyed great journeys. He returned to Spain to persuade the King to
give him a licence to seek the Fountain of Youth. That unique source of
happiness, which figured in many popular romances, was believed
to exist in what is now known as Florida. Ponce then set off on a series of
adventures. He was, in consequence, as has been seen, the first European
to touch at Yucatan. He (or his pilot Alaminos) was also the first
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European to report the existence of the Gulf Stream. Back in Puerto
Rico, he gave way to a grave lawyer, Sancho Velizquez, probably a
cousin of the Governor of Cuba, whose mission was to investigate the
achievements and errors of his predecessor over the last ten years.®
Ponce busied himself with organising a new expedition to Florida. Once
again, the Indians died overworking in streams looking for gold, carrying
the Spanish baggage, or growing food for them in a country whose
cultivated areas were suffering from the ravages of wild cattle.

The last of the caudillos of the Caribbean in 1518 was Pedrarias -
properly Pedro Arias — de Avila, who was ruler of the one Spanish colony
already established on the mainland, at Darien in Castilla del Oro, a
territory approximately coterminous with what is now Panama. It was
given its encouraging name by King Ferdinand in 1513 because it was
reported that there were “rich rivers of gold” there: thus fulfilling an
ancient fairy tale.> Pedrarias was the brother of the Count of
Pufionrostro. His converso family had been important in Segovia for
several generations.®® His grandfather, Diego Arias, had been treasurer
to King Enrique IV. His uncle had been that Bishop of Segovia who had
established Spain’s first printing press. Pedrarias had as many nicknames
as his cousins had titles: “the Gallant”, “the Jouster”, “the Courtier”.
Like some of his fellow caxdillos in the Caribbean, he had fought against
Granada; and probably he had fought in many of the civil wars of the
1470s, for he was in 1518 a man of seventy-eight. He led out to the
isthmus in 1514 an expedition with many gentlemen of fortune: “the
most splendid group of men who had ever left Spain”, it was thought,
since they were “dressed in silk and brocade”; though those things served
them little in their fight against heat, mosquitoes and sickness.®” These
men had been attracted to this expedition because they had been led to
suppose, so Las Casas said, that in Darien one fished for gold with nets.*®
Pedrarias had been ordered to take over the government of Darien from
Vasco Nifiez de Balboa, who as interim governor had seemed too self-
assured to be acceptable to a suspicious royal authority. Balboa might
have been the first European to see the Pacific - in 1513. But he was also
the first rebel of the New World.

Pedrarias established himself successfully, at a high cost. He antago-
nised the native Indians by methods which Balboa had eschewed: for
example, his pacification of the region was marked by a brutal use of
dogs. It was from then on that the expressive word aperrear, to throw to
the dogs, began generally to be used.®® The Indians were so estranged
that it was soon said that “no Christian dares to go a league from town
except in company”.”° The gifted Balboa was imprisoned, being
executed for rebellion in January 1519 —the first time that a European was
done to death by a compatriot on the American mainland. “The Gallant”
himself lived on at Darien, organising expeditions into the interior
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in order to obtain slaves to sell to Hispaniola (or to give his
underemployed countrymen something to do), hated by the Indians,
feared by his own men and joylessly exerting a supreme power which was
no less despotic because it was on a tiny scale and exercised by a
resourceful septuagenarian in a steamy backwater.”!

This picture of the governance of the Caribbean in 1518 omits one
element: the survival of Diego Colén as a contender for power. Though
he had left Hispaniolain 1515 as Governor, he still aspired to a hereditary
viceroyalty over the entire Caribbean. Dull, tenacious, well connected
through his marriage to Maria de Toledo, a niece of the Duke of Alba,
Diego Colén, “the Admiral”, as he liked to be known, was in these years
constantly haunting the court but often ignored by it, a living ghost of
great voyages past, a reminder that even then, as later, the achievement of
his father was impossible to measure appropriately.

This new empire was neglected in Spain itself. Isabel the Catholic had
succumbed to the charm of Columbus’ vision. She even interested
herself, if sporadically, in the welfare of “her”” Indians. But her husband
Ferdinand never did so. His plans were ambitious but they were
Mediterranean plans. His chief interest in the Indies was to secure the
maximum income from them. The late Queen had left him half the
income which the Crown of Castile received from the Indies. But
everyone knew that the islands were in decline. For though no book
could after 1501 be published in Spain without official approval, there
was no censorship of private reports from the New World. In 1511 it was
even declared that no official was to prevent anyone sending to the King
or anyone else letters and information which concerned the welfare of the
Indies.”? The few Spaniards who were interested in Columbus’ heritage
were therefore well informed.

Through much of his reign, Ferdinand was happy to leave the affairs of
this empire in the safe, experienced hands of Juan Rodriguez de Fonseca,
the Bishop of Burgos — and after 1511 titular Archbishop of Rossano in
Naples — who had once, years before, been a protégé of the late Queen
Isabel.”

Fonseca was feared in his time, despised afterwards. Peter Martyr
described him as a man “of illustrious birth, genius and initiative”.”* He
came from a family of bishops and loyal servants of the Crown: a “link in
a priceless chain”, wrote a later enthusiast.”® Thus his father, Fernando,
had been corregidor of Burgos and had been killed at the Battle of
Olmedo by the Duke of Albuquerque, apparently in person, fighting for
the Catholic kings. His brother Antonio was captain-general of Castile:
in effect commander-in-chief of the royal armed forces. Three genera-
tions of Fonsecas had been archbishops of Santiago de Compostela: one
being Bishop Juan’s uncle, the second his cousin, the third (the



THE POPE MUST HAVE BEEN DRUNK

archbishop in 1518) that cousin’s bastard son. These connections
enhanced Fonseca’s value to the Crown: monarchs respect the principle
of birth even when those concerned are churchmen and bureaucrats
rather than noblemen. Fonseca was loyal, experienced, tireless, hard and
intelligent: he had once been a pupil of the humanist Nebrija.”® He
organised Columbus’ second voyage, with all its “gentlemen volun-
teers”, very well, and in a short time. He also managed the Great
Captain’s first expedition to Italy. He seemed better at “arming warships
than in hearing masses”,”” but then much the same had been said of
Cisneros. It was Fonseca who insisted that trade with the Indies should
be concentrated in Seville; who arranged a special postal service which
took letters from Seville to the court quickly; and who, in 1503,
organised the Casa de la Contratacidn, a regulating body for Atlantic
trade, which operated from a suite of rooms in the Alcizar in the heart of
that city. Naturally, protégés of his own, Sancho de Matienzo, a native of
Aguilar de Campo, whom he had met when both were in the chapter of
the cathedral of Seville, and Juan Lépez de Recalde, a Basque from
Vizcaya, were, respectively, the treasurer and accountant. (Matienzo was
“Abbot of Jamaica”, an island which he had no intention of visiting but
which he hoped would one day produce gold for him: as indeed it did.)®
The Casa’s chief task was to ensure that the tax, the Royal Fifth, was
levied on all profits made by subjects of the Spanish Crown in the New
World. But it also acted as a trustee of those who died in the Indies. It
fitted out the few fleets which sailed at the cost of the Crown. It licensed
navigation, it checked all cargoes in and out, it enforced limits on size of
ships in the interests of safety. It commissioned charts and established a
school of navigation. Fonseca carried out an investigation of the Casa de
la Contratacién in 1511. When he reorganised it, with a tiny staff (there
was only one porter), he gave it judicial as well as executive powers. He
did not forget to equip it with a prison.””

Though unimaginative, and opposed to anyone original having
anything to do with the Indies, Fonseca was interested in the arts, of
which he, like others of his family, was a generous patron. He used his
frequent diplomatic mlssnons to Flanders, for example, to bring back
paintings; even painters.*

Fonseca was a symbol of continuity. In 1518 he was still the individual
on the Council of Castile who dealt with the affairs of the empire: in
reality, minister for the colonies in all but name. Imperial treasurers and
governors fawned on him. He was slowly turning the ad hoc committee
of the council which dealt with the Indies into a special council of its own,
that of the Indies proper: an institution which, once founded, would last
over two hundred years.®' Fonseca was also a protector of conversos,
whether Jewish or Muslim: the first including his bland, devious, corrupt
but able chief secretary from Aragon, Lope de Conchillos;®? the second
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including Miguel de Pasamonte, also an Aragonese who, formally the
treasurer of Hispaniola, was in practice the financial dictator of the
Caribbean.®> But Fonseca did not exercise such protection out of
kindness. On the contrary, it was because he needed competent and loyal
men who would be compliant, since they knew that their fortunes,
perhaps their lives, were in his hands.

Fonseca’s deceptively benign, calm features, then forty years old, as
the donor in the picture of the Virgin of la Antigua in the cathedral of
Badajoz, or the fifty-year-old donor in a triptych in the cathedral in
Palencia, depict the face of the perfect civil servant certain to quarrel with
adventurers.®* He once unwisely wrote to Antonio de Guevara, the
author of The Golden Book of Marcus Aurelius (another very popular
book in Spain), asking what people were saying of him at court. The reply
was honest if complicated. Guevara wrote: “All say that you are a very
solid Christian but a very peevish [desabrido] bishop. They also say that
you are fat, prolix, and as careless in respect of the contracts which you
have in your hands as you are indecisive with the petitioners who appear
before you. They say that many of the latter return to their homes
exhausted, with their suits still unsettled. They add that you are bullying,
proud, and impatient, if high-spirited . . . Others admit that at least you
are someone who deals in truth . . . and that a liar is never your friend.
They say that you are direct in what you do, and both just and moderate
in your sentences and in how they are executed. They also say that you
have no passion nor affection where justice is concerned . . . But I would
add myself that there is no virtue more necessary in a man who governs a
republic than patience . . .”’%

Fonseca had passed difficult days during the regency of Cardinal
Ximénez de Cisneros. Cisneros did not like him. He did not dismiss him.
But he pushed him into the background. Fonseca’s long-serving
secretary, Lope de Conchillos, was forced to retire. But when Cisneros
died, in October 1§17, and the new King Charles came to Spain, Fonseca
recovered his position, so that, as the Governor of Cuba well knew, at the
time when the first Castilian expedition touched the Mexican coast, he
remained the dominant influence on policy towards the Indies.



7
Better lands have never been discovered

“In all the islands of Santo Domingo and in Cuba and even in Castile, the
fame of it arrived and they said that, in all the world, better lands have never
been discovered . . .”

Bernal Diaz, on Yucatan, c.1518

Ferdinand in Spain, on 1 April 1§14, to say that he had been “told

by chiefs and Indians that, on occasion, certain Indians had come
from the islands beyond Cuba towards the side of the North navigating
five or six days by canoe and . . . there gave news of other islands that lie
beyond”.!

No other news exists of these Indian expeditions. How recently had
they come? Were they Mexicans or Mayas in search of information? To
confirm rumours of bloodshed? Did they perhaps take back the reports
on which the Mexica built a legend of fear? Were the expeditions
deliberately contrived or did they reach Cuba by accident? How did they
travel? The answers to these questions are unclear, partly because they
have never been put. But the fact is that the eastern coast of the Mexican
empire was at that time exactly “five or six days by canoe” from northern
Cuba, and the report, for which there is no other evidence, suggests that
there must have been some expedition by the Mexica or the Mayas.

Velizquez naturally wished to investigate. But for the moment he did
not do so. Such maritime initiatives as he carried out in those days were
raids for slaves to make up for the shortage of labour from which he, like
the settlers in Hispaniola, was beginning to suffer: from the Bahamas;
from his friend Pedrarias in Panama; or sometimes from the Bay Islands,
a tiny archipelago off the coast of Honduras. Some of those slaving
expeditions had brought difficulties: in 1516 Indian captives from
Nicaragua staged a rebellion against the Castilians on the south coast.?

At that time, the idea still predominated that Central America and
what was known of North America were outlying parts of, or islands off,
Asia. A map of the world of the geographer Waldseemiiller shows North
America as “Asiae Partis”.> Even for someone so easy-going as

THB GoOvVeErRNOR OF Cuba, Diego Velizquez, wrote to King



Velizquez, it was difficult to rest tranquil while no one knew exactly
what lay between that Cape Gracias a Dios, where Columbus had turned
south on his last voyage, and Florida. Pinzén and Diaz de Solis, and then
Ponce de Le6n, might, separately, have sailed along part of the coast of
Mexico. But it was unclear where they had been. Was there a strait to the
“Southern Sea”, as the Pacific was known (till Magellan opened the
way into the latter ocean in 1520)? It seemed probable, for Balboa had
shown that the isthmus was narrow when he first saw the Pacific. It was
known that to the far west of Cuba there was a long, east-facing coastline.
But there was an uncertain hinterland.

In the end, the initiative to find out what lay beyond the west end of
Cuba was taken by three of Velizquez’s friends: Francisco Hernindez de
Cérdoba, Lope Ochoa de Caicedo, and Cristébal de Morante. They
were conquistadors established in Sancti Spiritus, about forty miles from
the sea in the centre of the island. The first two came originally from
Cérdoba, while Cristébal de Morante was from Medina del Campo.
Hernindez de Cérdoba may have been remotely related to the “Great
Captain”, the hero of the Spanish wars in Italy, but that family was an
enormous one. Had there been a close connection, it would have been
known in the Caribbean: the admiration for that commander was such
that Francisco Pizarro, now in Darien, always wore white shoes and a
white hat, simply because the famous general had done so.*



These three men financed two ships, naos? and Diego Velazquez
himself paid for (or lent money for) athird, a brigantine.6 Hernandez de
Coérdoba, asoldier, was intelligent but lacked subtlety. They carried one
hundred and ten men with them - among them several who had set off
from Spain with Pedrarias in 1514 for Castilla del Oro, and had then
gone, disillusioned, to Cuba where, in the case of some, there was further
disappointment: the Governor had promised to give them Indians,
“when there were any to spare”. But there were now none available.
After being in Cuba for three years, without prospects, they were ready
for a new adventure. The prime purpose of the expedition, above all
in the mind of Governor Velazquez, was to find slaves. But those who
directed the little armada wanted also “to find new lands and new
employment”.7 To that end, the planners hired the *“clever and
experienced” Antonio de Alaminos of Palos as their pilot. He had, of
course, been to that coast before, with both Columbus and Ponce de
Leon. He had just come back from Spain on the San , the ship
which he piloted for Hernandez de Co6rdoba.8

The other two pilots were Pedro Camacho, from that village of Triana
just across the river from Seville which had given so many seamen to the
cause of discovery; and Juan Alvarez, “e/ manquillo”, the lame, who
came from Huelva. Herndndez de Cdérdoba captained one of the two
naos. The other was captained by Francisco Ifiiguez, receiver in Cuba of
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the revenues of the King. Being from Santo Domingo de la Calzada, he
was one of the few Navarrese to seek his fortune in the Indies.

The Governor of Cuba played a major part; and it was important to
have his permission. The Crown had in 1513 prohibited the mounting of
such expeditions without royal approval.” Velizquez had already
secured a licence for expeditions of this kind from the Jeronymite priors
in Santo Domingo: in December 1516, Antn Velizquez, the Governor’s
brother, had procured the right document.'®

Hernindez de Cérdoba had all the appropriate officers with him: a
priest, Fr. Alonso Gonzilez;'! and a veedor, or royal inspector,
Bernardo Iniguez, perhaps a brother of Francisco. The sailors on the
expedition were paid wages by the captain. But the soldiers expected to
receive a portion of the profits: perhaps a two-thirds share would be
divided amongst them. As usual in expeditions of this sort, the Castilians
had on board a supply of food and water for the voyage: some beef or
pork pickled in brine; salt fish; perhaps sardines and anchovies; cassava
flour; probably sun-dried bacon, some onions, cheese, garlic, dried
chickpeas, biscuits salted against weevils; and a daily ration of one and a
half litres of wine. Once the ships had made landfall, the conquistadors
were expected to live from what they could get.

Among those on board one of the naos was the future historian, Bernal
Diaz del Castillo. He was the son of a town councillor of Medina del
Campo, the great city of commerce and notaries, and the home of
Cristébal de Morante. According to his own account, Diaz had been
among those who left Spain to go to Darien with Pedrarias.'? Dissatisfied
with his prospects, he had gone to Cuba, where he had high hopes. He
claimed to be related to Diego Velizquez'? (Medina del Campo is only
thirty miles from the home of the Veliazquez family). But Velizquez had
many relations. At a loose end, Bernal Diaz jumped at the prospect of
taking part in a new expedition.

Hernindez de Cérdoba’s three ships set out from Santiago on 8
February 1517. They first turned east. Rounding the far eastern point of
Cuba, they travelled westwards along that island’s north coast, stopping
briefly at Puerto Principe (now Nuevitas), Axaruco (Boca de Jaruco),
then, after six days of sailing, at Cape San Antonio, on the far west of the
island, in order to pick up wood and water. The chief pilot, Alaminos,
apparently then persuaded Hernindez de Cérdoba to head due west, not
south-west to the Bay Islands. He said that he knew, from having been
there with Columbus (and Ponce de Leén), that, in the west, there was a
rich land. But in the Bay Islands there was nothing. Even slaves were hard
to come by there. His captain agreed to follow his recommended route.'
This suggests that a major initiative, from which much would follow, was
proposed by a professional technician, not a gentlemanly leader.

The expedition found land when they had travelled between a hundred



BETTER LANDS HAVE NEVER BEEN DISCOVERED

and fifty and two hundred miles, after precisely six days of sailing: those
six days of which Velazquez had spoken when talking of the mysterious
Indians’ journey.!® This was probably the island later called the Isla de
Mujeres because statues of goddesses were found there, dressed only
from the waist down. Both the island, like others nearby, and Yucatan,
were flat. Land cannot be seen by ships until they are close. Both
territories were covered with trees, though a recent hurricane had
destroyed the tallest of them. It was hot at all seasons of the year. The
place was full of birds: “On the sea,” wrote Bishop de Landa fifty years
later, “the variety and multitude of the birds” was remarkable, as was
also the beauty of each one of the species. There were “birds as big as
brown ostriches, and with larger beaks. They move on the water hunting
the fish and, when one is seen, they rise in the air and launch themselves
with great force upon the fish. They never make a mis-stroke and, on
making the dive, continue swimming and swallowing the fish, without
any preparation.”!¢

The Castilians moved on towards what they considered to be the
“main island” of Yucatan. Five large canoes, possibly with sails, full of
Maya Indians, came out to meet them.!” The Mayas were good makers of
canoes, though it was a sphere in which they were less accomplished than
the Tainos and the Caribs (who made vessels capable of carrying a
hundred and fifty people in hollowed-out ceiba tree trunks). The
Castilians made signs of peace by waving cloaks. The canoes drew
alongside. The Mayas were wearing cotton shirts, loincloths and sandals
of dried deerskin. So the Europeans knew these men to be superior to
those of the Caribbean, who as a rule wore nothing. Alaminos would
have remembered Columbus making a similar judgement fifteen years
before.

Other aspects of Maya life must have seemed less admirable: the hair of
the people was grown long, ringed with a tonsure; their faces and bodies
were often painted, or tattooed, red; their ears were usually pierced for
earrings and much tattered by the habit of extracting blood from the lobes
as a sacrifice; their chins were beardless; they often had bow legs, due (it
was said) to having been from infancy carried on their mothers’ hips.
Their frequent cross-eyes were considered a sign of beauty and were
artificially encouraged in childhood.!®

Some thirty Indians came on board Hernindez’s flagship. The
Castilians offered them some of the presents which expeditions of that
kind always took with them: green glass beads, silk, woollen clothes, and
copper bells, as well as bacon and cassava bread.'” These the Mayas
gratefully acknowledged. As suggested earlier, when discussing the
Castilian gifts to the Mexica near Veracruz, it is hard to believe that they
were impressed, for “they themselves made far more brilliant objects”. 2

The following day a chief came with another twelve large canoes,
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apparently saying “Ecab cotoch”, which meant “We are from Ecab” -
Ecab (or Ekab) being the name of that small Maya kingdom where the
Spaniards had landed. The Castilians therefore named the point where
they had made landfall “Cape Catoche”: a name which it retains.?!
Hernindez de Cérdoba realised that he had reached new land rather than
an extension of something well known.? But he still thought that the
territory was probably an island.*> With no interpreters, communica-
tions were presumably by signs. Probably there were some Cuban
Indians on board one or other of Hernindez’s ships. But the Taino
language was almost as far from Maya as it was from Castilian.

Maya civilisation was then in decay. True, there were organised cities,
priests, a dominant religion, and a pantheon of gods similar to that which
existed in Mexico. Mayan writing, with its eight hundred or so
hieroglyphs, was much the most elaborate in the Americas.?* Their
version of paper, a bark cloth, made like that of the Mexica from the wild
fig tree (occasionally from deerskin), was superior in texture and
durability to the Egyptians’ papyrus.?® There was a lively commercial
class, and much trade with Mexico, as well as with other peoples both to
the north and to the south. The Mayas produced salt, a much prized
product. They also exported both slaves and cotton cloth. In exchange
they imported cacao, obsidian, copper, gold and feathers, mostly
through what is now Tabasco. Mexican merchants from Xicallanco and
Potonchan often travelled to the eastern coast of Yucatan. Mexicans had a
warehouse on the nearby island of Cozumel.? Remarkable featherwork,
fine pottery and a little work in gold were made by skilled craftsmen. The
Mayas retained a strong sense of time, as shown by their calendars. The
peasants, though apparently in most respects free, were obliged to give
service to the upper classes as well as to support religious and communal
activities. Human sacrifice was practised, though not on the scale of that
among the Mexica.”’

But the people were divided into about sixteen separate entities. Wars
among them were constant, often over access to fresh water. Three tribes
led by three families were the main disputants: for example, the Chel,
living by the coast, would not trade fish and salt with the Cocom family.
The Cocom, in the interior, would, in turn, not allow the Chel access to
game or fruit.?® There was no imperial centre. A few settlements could be
called towns. But houses were mostly scattered and rural. The classical
age of Maya culture had after all ended in the tenth century ap. Its
successor civilisation, a silver age, inspired by emigrant Toltecs, had been
ruined by AD 1200. The sacred centres of, for example, Palenque and
Chichen-Itza had been overgrown by forest. It is true that the languages
spoken in the region — Chontal, Chol and Chorli — were dialects of the
same tongue. Yucatec, though a different language, was so similar to
Chontal that merchants from any of these areas could communicate
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easily with one another.?’ But no one could paint or sculpt with the skill
that had been shown in the ninth or eighth century. Even a literate Maya
of 1517 could not read an inscription of the classical era. Yet though
people looked back, not forward, they had forgotten most of their
history. The experience of the Mayas is one more reminder that any
interpretation of human evolution based on the idea of unilineal progress
forwards (or upwards) is an illusion. Peoples decline as well as rise.

The population of Yucatan at the time of this first Spanish expedition is
as difficult to estimate as that of Hispaniola, Cuba and Mexico. A figure
of 300,000 would seem possible.*°

The Maya leader at Cape Catoche invited the Spanish to land.
Hernindez de Cérdoba agreed to do so, apparently after asking the
advice of his men.’! They went to the shore in small boats, taking
crossbows and arquebuses with them. They were amiably received. They
asked the name of the place where they were. The Spanish thought that
the Indians replied “Yucatan”. But they probably said, in answer to some
other question, “Ciuthan”, which merely means “They say so”” in Maya.
(There are at least four alternative derivations of the word ‘“Yucatan™:
first, that the word comes from “U yu tan”, an expression of
astonishment at hearing the barbarous language of the Spanish; second,
that it is a corruption of “Tectetan”, “I do not understand you”; third,
that it indicates in Maya “mounds [tlati] of yucca”; and last, thatitis a
corruption of a word which indicates a common language.)*?> The
Castilians christened the whole island, as they thought it to be, “Santa
Maria de los Remedios™, after the Virgin of that name in the cathedral of
Seville.

Hernindez, in the name of the King of Castile, took possession
formally of the territory. He had a statement to that effect, either the
famous Requerimiento or some similar document, read out in the
presence of a clerk.’® It is not recorded whether the Mayas listened.
Certainly they could not have understood. The expedition then moved
inland. The beauty of the forests was probably no surprise to those who
had lived in Cuba and Santo Domingo. But the vegetation seemed even
more lush than it was in Cuba. The adventurers would have been
attended by innumerable birds — some singing, some hammering; and by
some birds of prey.** There would have been continuous noise in the
undergrowth: of deer, hares, weasels, moles, perhaps of foxes —as well as
more rare beasts such as tapirs, Yucatec badgers and little skunks, which
defended themselves against their enemies by loosing a foul urine whose
smell nothing could tolerate.

Despite their welcome, the Castilians had no sooner entered the forest
than they were attacked by a group of Maya soldiers in cotton armour,
wielding all the customary weapons of the region: missiles and darts,
arrows, stones by special slings.> It is unclear from where these warriors
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came, nor whether they wore the costumes of feathers which all the
Indians of Central America and Mexico used; indeed loved. They seem,
though, to have come from the very people who had just welcomed the
Castilians, and who would shortly receive them again as guests. Fifteen
of the expedition were wounded. Yet, whatever their origin, as had
happened so often before, in conflicts in the Caribbean, the European
swords, crossbows (they had fifteen of them) and arquebuses (of which
they had ten) put the attackers to flight. Fifteen Indians were said to have
been killed. It was here that the Indians of what is now Mexico first
heard, saw, and smelled gunpowder, which caused them to think that “a
thunderbolt had fallen from heaven™.3¢

Moving on, Hernindez de Cérdoba soon found a fortified town on the
banks of a river which they had already observed from the sea. Here were
“houses with towers, magnificent temples, regular streets and market-
places” — and presumably pyramids.>” This was the first time that the
Spaniards had seen stone buildings built by naturales. This place must
have been close to the small modern town of Porvenir. The Spanish
christened it Great Cairo, “El Gran Cairo”, since, though none of them
could have been to the capital of Egypt, all would have associated
pyramids with that city. Perhaps some members of the expedition had
read, or had heard of, Legatio Babylonia, the account by Peter Martyr of
his embassy to Cairo in 1498. That book had been published by
Cromberger in Seville in 1511. There were also a few so-called Levantine
sailors (marineros levantiscos) on the expedition: these may have been
Greek.?®

The Castilians remained at “Great Cairo” several days as guests of the
Mayas. They must have slept in long rooms in houses covered with
thatch, the roofs dropping low against both rain and sun, the walls
whitewashed, with no doors: an open loggia was usual. The beds were
probably built on bundles of dry grass or sticks and covered with cotton
mats.>® The visitors no doubt observed with amazement a number of
crosses which the Mayas worshipped as rain goddesses.*® Could it be,
they asked, that Christians had been to Yucatan before? They continued
to be impressed too by the fact that these naturales wore clothes: even if
the loincloths, hip-cloths and cloaks of the Mayas were, because of the
heat, more exiguous than those which they later saw in Mexico.*! The
Spaniards would have observed the labour performed by women - in
most communities they made tortillas twice a day: a pleasing similarity to
life at home.* '

There was probably at least one feast with the Mayas. This would have
been an elaborate carouse, with the Indians becoming drunk on pulgue in
a way that the Castilians probably did not recognise for what it was. Hard
liquor was rare in Spain at that time except in apothecaries’ shops and
certain monasteries, where a fine liqueur was already made.*’ Various
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sherries were, however, probably taken on some Castilian ships: for
example, manzanilla.

The Mayas spent a great deal of energy on banquets. There would have
been dancing to drums, trumpets, tortoise shells, whistles of cane or deer
bones, conches and reed flutes.*4

The Mayas, courteous as hosts, as was normal among them, soon tired
of the Spanish presence. “Visitors who prolong their stay are never
welcome,” Peter Martyr once wisely commented.*> The one hundred
and ten Castilians, after all, ate a great deal: principally maize in various
types of preparations, but also vegetable, game and fish stews, often with
sauces of pepper: They probably drank cocoa. They also used a great deal
of water, which was more difficult to come by in Yucatan than on the
Caribbean islands.

Hernindez de Cérdoba ordered a re-embarkation. He took with him a
number of small discs of gold and silver, some other gold and copper
objects, several effigies of gods, and some pottery. Whether he and his
men stole these things or whether they were given them is unclear. The
objects themselves are lost. The gold ones would have been melted down
in Spain in the generally accepted philistine style of the day. But the
treasures from Yucatan were evidently elaborate enough to lead to a train
of reactions which, in Cuba and then in Castile, led to a transformation in
the history of the world. Actually, there was no gold in Yucatan. It was
imported from lower down Central America as well as from Mexico,
even if it was worked, elaborately, by Maya craftsmen.*® One or two
Mayas wore golden earrings or labrets. Golden objects were thrown into
the famous cenote, the natural well at Chichen-Itza, to the benefit of later
generations.

Hernindez de Cérdoba also took with him two cross-eyed Indians who
were respectively nicknamed “Old Melchor” and “Little Julidn”. The plan
was to make these prisoners into interpreters (it does not seem that they
became Christians). The need for interpreters had always been recognised in
the Caribbean: just as it had been in medieval Spain which had boasted of
many great translators.” Hernindez de Cérdoba was acting thus in an
entirely expected manner, though he could scarcely have understood that
cross-eyes were considered a sign of beauty. This scheme did not work very
well: “Melchor” was a fisherman, with a limited vocabulary even in Maya;
“Julidn” suffered depression at being away from home.

They sailed on west, close enough to the coast to see that “men and
women came from all directions with their children to look at . .. the
great size of the floating hulls.” The Spaniards likewise saw, with
amazement, temples on pyramids resembling fortresses which stood near
the shore. They threw overboard the bodies of two soldiers who had died
of wounds incurred in the engagement near El Gran Cairo: the first
casualties of Spain in what is now Mexico.*® Hernindez de Cérdoba
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decided to anchor next near what is now Campeche, about three hundred
miles from Cape Catoche, and a hundred miles after the coast had turned
south into the Gulf of Mexico. The Castilians saw what seemed a large
town. Hernindez de Cérdoba decided to try to take on water. A
detachment went ashore in boats, leaving the ships some way out.

They found a good pool of drinking water and filled their casks. While
that was happening, fifty Indians came out from their town and invited
the Castilians to look at it. They did so, in “good formation”’. They were
then shown several temples in which some dead snakes had been draped
before an altar clotted with blood. There were evil-looking idols. These
temples were attended by priests, dressed in long white cotton robes,
with long black matted hair “like a horse’s braided mane”.*° They reeked
of blood. Gathered around were many soldiers in cotton armour, as well
as some women who seemed friendly. According to Peter Martyr they
were offered a banquet, the menu being elaborate: turkey, qualil,
partridge and several sorts of duck.>® But the Castilians were left with the
impression that they had been led to the temples so that they could see
that sacrifices had been recently made, to ensure a Maya victory over
them. Around the temple, firewood had been piled up. The priests
fumigated the Castilians with incense, perhaps because these conquista-
dors smelled heavily of sweat and dirt in a way which would have been
inconceivable among the Mayas.’! The priests showed by signs that the
conquistadors should leave before they began to burn the firewood, or
else they would be attacked. Hernindez de Cérdoba then sensibly did
withdraw and re-embark, having called the town which they had just
visited “Lizaro”, since they had arrived there on St Lazarus’ day. No one
opposed him. But the expedition seems to have been seriously
frightened.>?

They continued, but encountered high winds. So, having travelled
only a short distance in six days, they dropped anchor again about three
miles offshore, close to another Maya settlement, near the modern town
of Champoton.>® Once again the Castilians were impressed to see houses
of stone. They also saw well-cultivated plantations growing maize. They
looked for water and were told by some Mayas that there was a spring the
other side of a hill. The information seemed suspicious, for they saw
Indians painted black and white. Since they were also carrying weapons,
the Castilians rightly took this to be war paint. So the expedition took
water from another place, but obtained too little of it. While they were
doing so, a large force of Indians came up, not only painted in black and
white, but with several wearing feathered crests. The Indians asked by
signs where the Castilians came from. Did they by chance come from
where the sun rose? The Castilians said that they did indeed. The Mayas’
question may have been a roundabout way of asking whether they came
from the Caribbean, where it might have become known that
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terrible events had occurred in the previous twenty years. The Indians
went off and the Castilians most unwisely settled down for the night on
shore: something which they were probably formally forbidden to do by
their instructions.>*

They did not sleep well. All night they heard the noise of preparation
for battle, the beating of drums, the playing of flutes, the shouting of
commands. The Maya chief, Mochcouoh, was an intelligent man. He
realised that an immediate strike against these newcomers was essential:
(it also suggested that he must have considered that the newcomers were
barbarians, not gods).”> When daylight came, the Indians were seen to
have surrounded the Castilians on all sides. Their leaders adorned with
feathers, and prefacing the battle with a deafening war cry made by
beating their mouths with their hands, the Mayas immediately launched
an attack. It was well directed. The Mayas used both stone-headed and
copper-headed axes for agriculture, but they turned these to military use
when necessary. This was a major technological contrast from what
prevailed in the Caribbean.*®

Within a very short time, over twenty conquistadors were dead. Most
of the rest were wounded. Hernindez de Cérdoba himself was said to
have received thirty-three wounds.’” The damage was done by stones
cast by slings, by arrows, or by the obsidian-edged swords which the
Indians used in hand-to-hand fighting. This was the first Castilian defeat
in a pitched battle in the New World.

Two of the expedition, Alonso Bote and an old Portuguese, were
captured and the Castilians presumed that they were soon sacrificed.®

The battle probably arose from the Spanish seizure of the local water
which, as earlier noticed, was in much less good supply in Yucatan than
the Castilians supposed. The battle must have shown to the Spaniards the
effectiveness of the Mayas’ swords, the superiority of their bows and
arrows to those of the Caribbean islanders, and the store which these
people placed in psychological warfare waged with feathered costumes
and war paint. '

Hernindez de Cérdoba ordered a retreat to the boats — a manoeuvre
which he accomplished with difficulty. The surviving members of the
expedition nearly sank these craft through overcrowding. Some had to
swim to safety.’’ After they had treated the wounded, Hernindez, with
half his expedition dead, decided to return to Cuba. He abandoned the
third ship, the brigantine, which had for some time been in a bad way.
Before leaving they again looked for fresh water but unfortunately filled
their casks with what turned out to be salt water. They then made for
Cuba via Florida, which the pilot Alaminos knew from having been there
with Ponce de Ledn - though it made the journey longer. There they at
last found fresh water, but were attacked by Indians with long bows and
arrows in canoes. Several of the Castilians were injured, including
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Alaminos. A certain Berrio, one of the few men not to have been injured
at Champoton, suffered the fate which the Spaniards came to know had at
all costs to be avoided: capture. But twenty Indians were said to have
been killed. From there, the two ships of this ill-fated expedition limped
‘back to the Bay of Carenas, whose port is now the modern Havana. They
had been away about two months.

Hernindez de Cérdoba struggled to Santiago to report to Diego
Velizquez. Velizquez made clear that he was going to send another
expedition to Yucatan under another commander. Hernindez vowed to
go to Spain to complain to the King. But death caught up with him first.
He died of his wounds apparently at his house in Sancti Spiritus.*° His
surviving comrades also went to Santiago and, despite their losses, were
enthusiastic. They were quick to tell Diego Velizquez that they “had
discovered a new land and that it was very rich”.®! They had seen good
stone buildings, fine cotton goods, signs of an agriculture superior to
anything in the Caribbean, and people wearing clothes. The little gold
objects which they brought with them showed such workmanship that it
was soon said that “better lands have never been discovered”.®? Fr.
Gonzilez also brought back some pottery figurines. Some seemed to
depict obscene images, by which was meant acts of sodomy. Thereafter
many Castilians, nothing like so steeped in humanism as their leaders
gave out, looked on the naturales’ priests as all liable to be homosexuals.
The comment was misjudged. The Florentine Codex is full of fierce
condemnation of such people.**

Diego Velizquez questioned the cross-eyed prisoners, “Little Julidn”
and “Old Melchor”, as to whether there were gold mines in their land.
They replied in the affirmative, though there were actually none in
Yucatan.* They also told Velizquez the astounding news that there were
several Christians, perhaps six, in the power of certain chiefs of
Yucatan.%® Probably these Mayas thought that these answers would lead
to the promotion of a new expedition, and so enable them to escape and
return home.

Bernardino de Santa Clara, a leading converso settler of Cuba, wrote to
his friend, Francisco de Los Cobos, secretary to the King, about the
marvels, the riches, and the size of the population which had been
discovered on this new island of Yucatan. He hoped that Los Cobos
would help Velizquez to receive a licence to exploit the discovery.® So,
therefore, everyone in Spain could have known the news soon. Most
people there were, however, too preoccupied by the recent arrival of the
new young King Charles and his Flemish courtiers to realise the
significance of what was reported.



8
What I saw was so splendid

“I do not know what more to say of these people because what I saw was so
splendid that one could scarcely believe it.”
Fr. Juan Diaz of the land near Vera Cruz, 1518

the importance of the unsuccessful journey of Hernindez de

Cérdoba. He quickly sent one of his friends, Juan de Salcedo, back
to the Jeronymite fathers in Santo Domingo. Salcedo told the friars that
Velizquez had dispatched a fleet to Yucatan and that he had discovered a
rich land; but that the natives had not let his people into the interior. The
Castilians were, therefore, unable to penetrate the secret of it. The
naturales had even fought. The Castilians had to re-embark, though not
before they had seen that the people customarily carried many rich things
of gold. So Velizquez asked the priors to extend their permission to him
to explore the coasts where Hernindez de Cérdoba had been, and to
trade in gold and pearls. Such an undertaking, he insisted, would lead to a
valuable share of the profits being available for the Crown: presumably,
as was usual in the circumstances, a fifth.!

Velizquez also sent another friend, Gonzalo de Guzmin, to Spain
to ask of the Crown a special concession which would enable him to
benefit from any new discoveries which he would make. He was to
ask that the title adelantado, or proconsul, be given to Velizquez in
respect of Yucatan. Guzmin, who had become treasurer of Cuba,
was no doubt, like many conquistadors, an impoverished member of a
great cousinhood — in his case, that of Guzmin, Dukes of Medina
Sidonia, the family which disputed the leadership of Seville with the
Ponces de Leén. No doubt he was an effective manager of Velizquez’s
interests at court. Just in case he might be, however, inadequate, the
Governor also sent his personal chaplain, Fr. Benito Martin, to Spain
to assist him.?

The double request for approval, one to Santo Domingo, the other to
Spain, shows Velizquez’s political shrewdness. He no doubt guessed

THE GOVERNOR OF Cuba, Diego Velizquez, instantly understood
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that, after the death of Cardinal Ximénez de Cisneros, the days of the
friars’ power would soon come to an end.

A Mexican historian about fifty years later argued that Velizquez had a
great desire to “conquer and populate these new territories because he
wished first to spread our Holy faith; and, second, to gain honour and
wealth”.> As to the first aim, there is no evidence for it. Velizquez had
cheerfully fought his way through Hispaniola in his late twenties and
through Cuba in his forties without much consideration of the naturales.
He was not a sadist but, if the Indians had souls, it meant little to him.

Yet the Governor was ambitious. He wanted, in particular, to break
free from the formal jurisdiction of Diego Colén. Bartolomé Colén, the
first Admiral’s brother, had been for a time adelantado in Hispaniola.
Ponce de Ledn had been so in Florida. If he, Velizquez, were to gain that
title in respect of Yucatan, it would give him the authority which he
coveted. It was a title invented in the middle ages for a commander
allocated political control of the territory which he had conquered. There
had also been adelantados for Jewish populations. The word had come to
be associated almost as a title with certain families. For example, the
Fajardos had ruled Murcia as adelantados with, to the court, a perturbing
independence. Velizquez thought that such a nomination would crown
his career.

Though, like most conquistadors, Velizquez coveted fame, riches and
power, he wanted those palms without dust. He had no wish to go
himself to these new islands in the west. He wanted to send others to
bring back the prizes for him. To ensure this he was even prepared for
deceit. Thus he told the pious fathers in Santo Domingo that it had been
he who had financed the voyage of Hernindez de Cérdoba, even if he
may have had only a quarter share in the expedition.*

The reply from the priors naturally came quicker than that from the
King. Advised by allies of Velizquez such as Miguel de Pasamonte, they
gave their approval. Without waiting for the answer from Castile,
Velizquez began to make plans for a second expedition to Yucatan. On
this occasion, he himself financed the four ships, while the captains
contributed the provisions. As usual in Caribbean expeditions, cassava
bread and salt pork were the chief stores. A suitable quantity of beads,
scissors, and looking glasses were also taken for exchange with the
naturales.

The new captain appointed by Velizquez was his nephew, Juan de
Grijalva, who, like the Governor himself, came from Cuéllar.” He was a
“charming young man, beautiful to look at and very well mannered”,
without a beard,® “a person inclined to virtue, obedience and good
manners, and very obedient to his superiors”. He was about twenty-
eight when he accepted the command. He had gone quite young to Santo
Domingo, in 1508. Then he accompanied Velizquez to Cuba in 1511.
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Velizquez had given him an encomienda with thirty-four Indians.” In
1517 he apparently took part in a disgraceful slaving enterpnse to
Trinidad under the Basque shipmaster, Juan Bono de Quejo.®

Grijalva took a fleet of four ships: two naos, both confusingly called
San Sebastiin; a caravel called La Trinidad; and a brigantine, the
Santiago. The force was about two hundred men.? The pilots included
those who had travelled with Hernindez de Cérdoba: namely, the
famous Alaminos, Juan Alvarez the lame, and Pedro Camacho from
Triana. The pilot on the brigantine was Pedro Arnés de Sopuerta.
Grijalva, like Hernindez, had a chaplain: Fr. Juan Diaz, a thirty-eight-
year-old Sevillano. The royal inspector (veedor) of the expedition,
Francisco de Pefialosa, was a Segoviano, while the treasurer, Antonio de
Villafaiia, came from Zamora.!° Grijalva took with him as interpreter the
depressed cross-eyed Yucatec, “Juliidn’, captured the previous year by
Hernindez de Cérdoba. But he left behind his silent colleague
“Melchor” in Cuba.

The captains under Grijalva were Castilian gentlemen such as he was
himself, of reasonable family but no money: Pedro de Alvarado,
Francisco de Montejo, and Alonso de Avila. The first came from
Badajoz; Montejo was a native of Salamanca, while Avila was from
Ciudad Real. All were hidalgos, that is, minor members of the nobility,
with coats of arms. Like Grijalva himself, these were all men who, had it
not been for the opportunity offered by the Indies, would probably have
lingered about the court, hoping to catch the eye of more prosperous
cousins or even of the King himself. They might also have been
implicated in the innumerable brawls for which their countryside in the
previous generation had become remarkable. Earlier they would, given
their temperaments, have no doubt sought their fortunes in the constant
frontier wars which had for so long been available as a field of combat to
ambitious men of knightly families in Castile.

Alvarado, the most famous of these men, was in his middle thirties,
and was well proportioned, cheerful, winning, good-mannered and
handsome. He was also brave, impulsive, and cruel. He appeared always
to be smiling. He was a good if indiscreet talker. He liked rich clothes and
wore both a gold chain round his neck and rings on his fingers. He was a
fine horseman. In his youth, he had been known for escapades: he had
walked across a dangerous stretch of scaffolding over one of the highest
windows of the Giralda in Seville.!! He came from a family which had
distinguished itself as comendadores of the Order of Santiago, to which
both his uncle Diego and his grandfather had belonged, and of which
indeed his uncle had once been briefly, if in irregular circumstances,
grand master. He had himself been ironically known in both Santo
Domingo and Cuba as “‘e/ comendador’’, from the fact that he often wore
his uncle’s white cloak with the red cross — a garment to which he had (as



100

SPAIN OF THE GOLDEN AGE

yet) no right.'"> Montejo on the other hand seemed more a man of
business than one of war, yet he was extravagant, open-handed, cheerful,
and liked merriment, being also an excellent horseman.!* This first
journey to the territory of the Mayas must have made a great impression
on him, for he was the future conqueror of Yucatan. Like most
conquistadors he had lived for some time in Seville, where he had an
illegitimate son by a well-born lady, Ana de Ledn, daughter of a well-
known lawyer, Licenciado Pedro de Leén. That son was already in Cuba
and would one day become lieutenant to his father. Montejo had been in
Panama with Pedrarias, and taken part in that expedition against the
Cent where the geographer Fernindez de Enciso had had such a
sophisticated exchange with the chiefs. He is said to have invested heavily
in the expedition of Grijalva.'* Finally among these captains, Alonso de
Avila was brave and not only articulate but frank to the point of
indiscretion, and “somewhat given to turbulence”. He was definitely a
man born to command rather than to obey but, when given command,
could seem both jealous and quarrelsome.!® All three captains were in
their middle thirties, a little older, that is, than their “general”, Grijalva.
The four leaders supplied most of the fleet’s supplies from their own
properties.'¢

One innovation was the equipment of Grijalva’s ships with one or two
pieces of artillery. These were probably culverins, guns able to fire a
twenty-pound ball about four hundred yards horizontally. These
weapons had had a decisive effect in the Spanish wars against Granada.
The heavy bombardments knocked down big walls. Lighter guns
prevented the defenders from repairing them. No doubt Grijalva insisted
on taking them after hearing what had happened to Hernindez de
Cérdoba, who had had no such weapons. Grijalva had also about twenty
arquebusiers. He seems to have taken a few dogs but no horses. There
were considerable difficulties in carrying horses on board these small
ships, and Grijalva had no plan to establish a colony in any new
territory which he might find.

Velizquez’s instructions to Grijalva have not survived. Probably the
new captain was told simply “to trade and leave in peace the people
amongst whom he went””.!” He may not have received any instructions as
to whether or no to make settlements. Bernal Diaz wrote, however, that
he was led to assume that, if it seemed advisable to form a settlement, he
should do so.'® Perhaps Velizquez expected him to go further than, or
even to ignore, his instructions, if it seemed right to do so, thereby
founding a place where a springboard might be established for the
Governor’s own later, grander expedition.

The little fleet set off from Santiago at the end of January 1518.! They
first travelled, as Hernindez de Cérdoba had done, along the north coast
of Cuba, stopping at Boyucar in what is now the Bay of Matanzas to pick
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up men and sailors. For reasons of hygiene all the soldiers” hair was cut
short, in Venetian style: the first time that such an order had been given.
Previously the Spanish had worn pigtails.?

Grijalva and his men moved on to Cape San Antonio. By that time they
had lost their brigantine. They are said to have found a note in a tree,
which said that the crew had turned back because they had run out of
food. But another, similar, ship, the Santa Maria de los Remedios, joined
them, so that the expedition still constituted four ships in all.?!

They left Cuban waters at the end of April 1518 and, as expected
sighted land after a week. This was the island of Cozumel, fifteen miles
off the coast of Yucatan. The name derived from “Ah-Cuzamil-Peten”,
“Swallow Island” in the Maya tongue. It is thirty miles long by twelve
miles at its broadest point. The population may have been 2,000 to 3,000
in 1518.22 The island was without streams: water came from wells. It was
not a place at which Hernindez de Cérdoba had touched. It was 3 May,
the day of Santa Cruz. So Grijalva gave the island that name.?

Cozumel was an important centre of pilgrimage. For there was the
shrine to Ix Chel, lady of the rainbow, patroness of medicine, a goddess
of weaving, procreation and illicit love. To some people she also stood for
the moon. Ix Chel was especially venerated by the Chontal Maya, whose
main centre at this time was the province of Acalan, on the west of
Yucatan. Its royal family came from Cozumel. Ix Chel was represented
by a hollow idol of burned clay, from which, as at Delphi and elsewhere
in Greece, a priest would customarily answer those who asked questions.
The goddess was offered incense, bread, and fruit, as well as the blood of
quail, dogs and, sometimes, men.?*

When the Spanish arrived offshore they could see houses and pyramids
such as had been seen by Hernindez de Cérdoba in Yucatan. It seemed
“a very towered land””.?® A delightful scent was wafted by a soft breeze
from the island to the fleet. This came from the large number of rockroses
whose white flowers produce an aromatic resin. The expedition was then
probably close to the town now called San Miguel. Grijalva named it
“San Juan ante Porte Latinum”, since it was 6 May, that saint’s day.
(That echo of Rome did not, however, survive.) Two canoes came out,
each carrying three Mayas. Keeping their distance, they indicated that
their chief would appear the next day: which he did. The chief came in
one of the same canoes. He stepped on board Grijalva’s vessel. Making
use of the interpreter Julidn in a no doubt primitive way, he invited
Grijalva to land. Grijalva presented to the chief some Spanish shirts and
“some good wine from Guadalcanal”, a pueblo high up in the Sierra
Morena on the borders of Extremadura and Andalucia. The historian
Oviedo said that everywhere in the Indies “once they have tried this, the
people desire it more than anything else. They drink it till they fall on
their backs if they are given enough.”?® Grijalva asked what had
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happened to the two men left behind by Hernadndez de Cordoba (Bote
and the old Portuguese). The Mayas said that one of them was still alive,
the other dead. But nothing more seems to have been done for them.

Next day, after some further sailing, Grijalva landed with a hundred
men on another point of Cozumel, where they had seen a high white
tower, and whence they had heard the beating of drums. Here were
several stone houses and temples with skilfully decorated towers on
pyramids. The streets were paved with stone, in a concave style, a gutter
in the middle. Much impressed, Fr. Juan Diaz added that the houses were
such that “they might have been built by the Spaniards”.27 That priest
was also interested in the beehives - much as in Spain, he reported, if
smaller. The conquistadors also saw more of the mysterious crosses, “ten
palms high”, used as an object of devotion to the god of rain, which had
so excited Hernandez de Cordoba’s men.28

The Spaniards expected that they would be attacked but, when they
reached the tower, they found no one. The population had fled into the
interior of the island. The only people left behind were two old men to
whom Grijalva spoke, not very successfully, through Julidn. They also
found awoman from Jamaica who had been wrecked on the island with
another ten Jamaican Indians. All save her had been sacrificed to Ix
Chel.2She surely had passed on to the Mayas something of what she had
observed among the Castilians in the Caribbean.



Grijalva, with his standard-bearer (alférez), Vizquez de Tapia, a
gentleman from Oropesa, and the chaplain Juan Diaz, climbed the
eighteen steps of a white pyramid.’® It was between a hundred and forty
and a hundred and eighty feet in circumference. At the top, they found,
as usual in Mexico and Yucatan, a platform on which stood another small
temple, in which were bones and idols.?! This was the main centre of the
cult of Ix Chel. On top of it Vizquez de Tapia raised the flag of Spain:
perhaps the famous Tanto Monta, specially designed by the linguist
Nebrija, with its yoke and arrows. The lions and the castles of that
emblem waved bravely. The notary, Diego de Godoy, a man from Pinto
near Toledo, then read out the famous Requerimiento, though there did
not seem to be anyone to hear it.*? A copy of it was attached to the side of
the tower.

When this ceremony was completed, Grijalva observed three Maya
leaders approaching. One of them was old and had had his toes cut off:
because, it later transpired, of a narrow escape from a shark.>* He carried
a pot of liquid balsam. This was not, however, for Grijalva, nor even for
the King of Castile, but for the gods of Cozumel. While offering it up, the
old man sang in a high voice. He took no notice of the Castilians. Grijalva
ordered Fr. Diaz to hold a mass. The Indians, in no way discomfited by
hearing a Catholic service in those precincts, now did offer presents:
turkeys, honey, and maize. Grijalva said that he did not need such things.
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He wanted gold. He wished to exchange what he had with him for that
great metal. The Mayas were noncommittal. But in the friendliest way,
they took Grijalva and a dozen of his followers to dine with them — a feast
which was celebrated beside a well in a stone house roofed with straw. Fr.
Juan Diaz and about ten conquistadors, meantime, set off for the interior
of the island. They saw several well-built villages, and also some farms,
mostly maintained for keeping bees. The bees, they decided, formed not
a comb but small sacs, all close together and full of honey. To secure the
honey, it was necessary only to open the sacs, allow the liquid to run out,
and then take it away when solidified.**

On 7 May Grijalva and his company sailed off south towards that Cape
Trujillo (and that Bay Island) where Alaminos recalled that he had been as
a boy with Columbus in 1502. Had they only known it, they were then
close to where Gonzalo Guerrero of Niebla, a survivor of the shipwreck
of 1510, was living happily with his chief’s daughter and their children.
They found an inlet, to which they gave the name of the Bay of
Ascension, since it was the day of that feast. Alaminos assumed that the
bay was the entry to the famous strait which connected the Caribbean
with the “Southern Sea”.

They then returned to Cozumel and took on board water, as well as
some food and also a few edible rats (utias). Next they sailed north again
towards Cape Catoche, and followed the route of Hernindez de
Cérdoba along the east coast of northern Yucatan. On the way, they saw
several places with tall towers and houses built of stone, as well as huts
with palm leaves as roofs. One of these places, perhaps it was Tulum,
seemed to Fr. Diaz, with its buildings on pillars, “as big as the city of
Seville”.>® At that time Tulum was a centre of the coastal trade and
probably did bustle with activity. On another headland there was a “very
beautiful tower believed to be inhabited by women without men ...
probably of the Amazon family”.¢

The next spot at which Grijalva anchored was a little beyond
Campeche near Champoton: the place which Hernindez had named
Lazaro. On 26 May, most of the Castilians landed in boats, with three
cannon and several arquebuses. They were well received, invited to enter
the town, and then asked to leave. The Castilians and the Mayas talked
through the services of Juliin the interpreter. Grijalva as usual requested
gold. The Mayas said that they had none. They repeated their demand to
their visitors to leave. They knew, of course, of the battle of the previous
year a little way along the coast, and must have felt confident of victory
should there be fighting. Grijalva asked for water. He was shown wells.
Having filled his casks, he decided to spend the night there. The Mayas
brought Grijalva a cooked turkey, some maize and some vegetables. The
captain again demanded gold. This time he was brought a mask of gilded
wood and two gold plates. The Mayas repeated their request to him to



WHAT I SAW WAS SO SPLENDID

leave. They said that they did not want him to take any more water. But
the Castilians decided to sleep where they were. Three thousand
suspicious naturales were not far away. The night was disturbed by the
piercing noise of drums and conch trumpets. It must have seemed to
those of the expedition who had been with Hernindez de Cérdoba that
events were taking an alarmingly familiar turn. Several of the Castilians
would have preferred to face the enemy there and then. But Grijalva
refused to attack; and ““all the men were desperate because Grijalva would
not let them fight”. Several Indians, meantime, visited the Spanish camp
that night. Some even danced to a flute played by one of Grijalva’s men.
The combination of Indian friendliness and menace was unnerving.*”

When day came, the Indians were seen to be painted in the black and
white colours of war. A Maya chief placed a torch of incense between his
men and the Castilians, and said, as translated by Juliin: “Behold this
torch which we will light and place between our armies. If you do not
make haste and retreat before the torch is burned, you will die. We do not
want you as guests.” This action, of course, was similar to what had
occurred with Hernindez de Cérdoba. The Castilians did not withdraw.
A battle was joined.

Grijalva conducted himself more intelligently than his predecessor had
done, using psychological methods as well as superior technology to
sustain his position. Thus he placed cannon in one of the towers of a
temple, by which previously the Spaniards had been so impressed. The
Mayas were frightened by the noise of these guns. Three of them were
killed by either fire or crossbows. One version of Fr. Diaz’s memoir
reported that several Indians were stabbed and later buried alive.*® The
Castilians, beset suddenly by locusts, mistook them for arrows.>® The
Mayas withdrew at finding matters difficult, having killed at least one
expeditionary, Juan de Guetaria, a Basque captain of some importance.
About forty Castilians, including Grijalva himself, were wounded: he
was said to have lost one or two teeth.*® Next day another squadron of
natives approached. Grijalva, speaking to them through his interpreter,
said that he did not wish for war, nor even gold, only wood and water.
The Maya gave him another mask of gilded wood. The majority of the
Castilians seem to have wanted to stay and avenge Guetaria. But Grijalva
wisely insisted on embarking. He sailed that night. Just before he did so,
a Maya came to say that, if Grijalva desired it, he could guide them to a
place where there were people similar to themselves, with large ships,
good swords and strong shields. The chief difference between them and
the Castilians was that the former had enormous ears. Much to the
annoyance of his men, Grijalva dismissed this offer. He was one of the
few conquistadors who was not influenced by such tales. The ease with
which the Mayas impressed the Castilians with these tales is explained by
the fact that they themselves had similar myths: there was apparently

10§



106

SPAIN OF THE GOLDEN AGE

even in their legends a territory inhabited by what sound like Amazons:
a place in the west “where it is said there only lived women™.*!

The fleet now sailed on beyond the point where Hernindez had turned
back. But it was not quite new land to everyone, since the pilot Alaminos
had been along that way with Ponce de Leén in 1513: how far he
remembered it is unclear.

Their next stop was at a good port on the narrow opening to a large
lagoon. This was where Alaminos supposed a channel would lead back to
the Bay of Ascension. They in consequence christened the water “la
Laguna de Términos”.*?

Grijalva allowed his men to stay nearly two weeks in this haven,
careening one of the ships, and eating the delicious fish of the lagoon.
They called the place “Puerto Deseado”, the Desired Port, because they
had not previously found a good port at all.** It was in the position of
what is now Puerto Real. The area was deserted. But they saw the ruins of
Tixchel, a former outpost of the Acalan people.** They could also see in
the distance the commercial capital of the area, Xicallanco, on the site of
the modern Cerrillo, a place of Chontal Maya-speaking people, if ruled
by Mexican merchants.*> As before, they observed temples. They saw
what they thought were fishermen with golden fishhooks. Presumably
they were copper, though sometimes gold ones were known in Colombia
and Ecuador.* They would have seen some of the herons for which the
lagoon was famous. Here they by mistake left behind, among the rabbits
of Tabasco, a mastiff bitch (reunited with her European masters the
following year).*” They also seized, and baptised, four Indians to act as
interpreters since Julidn could not understand Chontal. One of these new
captives was named “Pedro Barba” after his Spanish godfather, one of
Grijalva’s captains.

About 8 June, the Spaniards moved on to the mouth of the river
Tabasco which they rechristened the Grijalva — a name which it retains.
There was a good harbour there. The current of the river carried
drinkable water some miles out to sea. Grijalva and most of his
expedition went up the river in small boats. Here again they saw a large
number of Indians, armed, several carrying gilded shields. These were
Chontal Mayas, probably from Acalan, in the foothills of the mountains
of Chiapas. Some of them came out in a canoe, and asked Grijalva what
he wanted. The answer was that he wanted to trade. He gave them some
strings of his popular green beads, as well as some mirrors. Shortly
afterwards, a chief came aboard Grijalva’s flagship. He paid homage to
that captain by having him dressed in a breastplate and bracelets of gold,
as well as with a golden crown of delicate leaves, and by giving him shoes
of a kind of lace, also ornamented in gold. Grijalva, in polite reply,
ordered the chief to be dressed in Spanish clothes: a green velvet doublet,
pink stockings, espadrilles, and a velvet cap. The native chief said that he
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wanted to take the name of Grijalva. Grijalva expressed enthusiasm for
the suggestion. He added that he and his men desired to be friends, and
would exchange some of his ornaments for more of the naturales’ gold.
Yet no more of this was forthcoming. There were many other presents
given.*® There was a banquet and more promises of trading. Several of
Grijalva’s friends wanted ““to enter the territory” and look for gold on
their own, but the captain prevented it. That was sensible. The region was
not a gold-producing one. The gold possessed by these Mayas had been
traded, not mined. The chief did offer to exchange a captive (perhaps
Pedro Barba) for his weight in gold. Grijalva refused to wait, understand-
ably fearing a trick (there can be no other explanation).*’

Grijalva talked to the Indians through a double translation. He spoke
to Julidn, who by now knew some Spanish and who in turn spoke to
“Pedro Barba”, who talked both Yucatec and Chontal Maya.

Grijalva now began to sail on north-westwards. In the next few days
his expedition stopped at several places: at the mouth of the river Tonal,
and at the site of what is now Coatzacoalcos. Local Indians offered more
jewels and ornaments. At Coatzacoalcos, the local chief gave a dinner for
Grijalva and established his followers in attractive cabins with green
branches overhead. Grijalva was offered a twelve-year-old boy as a slave.
Once again he refused this present.

This region, known as Tabasco, was prosperous from the local
production of cacao, prized both in itself as providing a chocolate drink,
and for the beans which were the currency of the Mexican empire. The
region also served as a source of tanned jaguar skins, carved tortoise
shells, and the green stone (chalchibuite) which was so much appreciated in
Mexico. These things were produced in the foothills of the mountains of
Chiapas and brought down to the coast on the river Usamacinta. In
return, the Mexica offered gold, copper, dyed rabbit skins, obsidian and
slaves: the latter being useful in a place which enjoyed continuous
cultivation.

The journey continued towards the site of what has since become
Veracruz. Grijalva had some difficulties with one of his captains, Pedro
de Alvarado, who annoyed him by making a long detour of hisown up a
beautiful river, the Papaloapan (which was subsequently called the
Alvarado after him).

The expedition continued along the Mexican coast. Francisco de
Montejo, the aristocratic Salamantine, sailed close to the shore in a
brigantine. The others kept a little further out to sea. All the way along
this stretch of the continent were numerous Indian habitations. While the
Castilians continued to be surprised by the sight of temples, the Indians
were again astonished by that of ships.

About 17 June, Grijalva reached an island a mile and a half long by
three-quarters of a mile broad, a short way from the coast at Veracruz.
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When they went ashore, they saw two stone temples on pyramids. On
climbing one of these, they found at the top a marble puma. A basin stood
before it. In this there was blood, which they judged (on what evidence is
obscure) had been there for eight days. There was an idol, probably of the
mischievous god Tezcatlipoca. Before this effigy, they found cloths, a fig
tree, four dead Indians (two being children), and a number of skulls and
bones. There was much dried blood on the walls. The Castilians met a
local Indian to explain the meaning of these things. He nearly died from
fear on the way to his meeting with Grijalva, but was able to explain the
technique of human sacrifice.*

This was the first full description given to the Castilians of the kind of
offerings practised by the Mexica and their dependants. It made a sombre
impression. They therefore called the place the Island of Sacrifices.
Among the other buildings on the island was an arch which they thought
as impressive as the Roman one at Mérida in Spain.>' Archaeological
evidence suggests that the two temples on the island were to Quetzalcoatl
and Tezcatlipoca respectively.

The Castilians from their boats next day saw two white banners being
waved on the mainland. So Grijalva sent Montejo to the shore in a small
boat with about forty men, including the arquebusiers and crossbow-
men, as well as an interpreter (either Julidn or Pedro Barba), to discover
what they wanted.”? On arriving, the Indians gave them many pretty
coloured cloaks. Having accepted these, Montejo naturally asked them if
they had gold. They said that they would bring some in the evening. With
that, Montejo returned to the ships. In the evening, some Indians came
out to the fleet in a canoe. They merely brought more cloaks. Their leader
said that they would bring gold another day.

Next day the Indians reappeared on the sand dunes opposite the Island
of Sacrifices, again waving white banners. They called to Grijalva, who
this time landed himself with a few of his captains. He was warmly
received by a local chief and his son, being asked to sit in a hut with newly
cut branches as its roof.>®> Grijalva was offered sweet-smelling incense,
and tortillas to eat. He was also presented with some cotton cloaks of
differing colours. Grijalva was now outside an Indian town called
Chalchicueyecan situated near the modern port of Veracruz. It was said
to have had five hundred houses. One report, improbably, says that it
had a wall round it.>* In the distance, Grijalva could see the snow-capped
peak of Mt. Orizaba.

These naturales treated the Spanish with extravagant respect. This was
a contrast with the manner with which they had been welcomed by the
Mayas, who in Yucatan had seen the Spaniards as a potentially dangerous
new breed of conquerors (perhaps from having learned something about
Spanish activity in the Caribbean). These new people were Totonacs,
who were among the Mexica’s most reluctant tributaries.
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The Totonacs had come down to the coast from the mountains in the
north of the modern state of Puebla about the beginning of the Christian
era. One tradition was that they had built the temples of the sun and
moon at Teotihuacan. There is a possibility that they were the people
who inspired an elaborate culture in the region of Veracruz, its greatest
achievement being the centre of ceremonial games at El Tajin. The people
of Veracruz, whether Totonac or not, about AD 700 had made fine
terracotta heads, for both burials and shrines. The sculpture of Veracruz,
both in moulded terracotta and in stone, probably influenced the Mexica.
The Totonacs also produced vanilla (if not on the scale that they did
later). This was already used to flavour chocolate. They had numerous
curious myths; among them, the belief that in the past fish had been men.*

The Totonacs formed a dozen or so small principalities, most of which
had been conquered in the mid-fifteenth century, first by the Texcocans,
then by Montezuma I. Some of these polities, however, survived
independently until the time of the conqueror Ahuitzotl. Then, as was
usual with their conquests, the Mexica did not overthrow the local
principalities: they exacted tribute.

In this instance, the Mexica took substantial deliveries of the fine
cotton clothing for which the region was known: twice a year, the
Totonacs had to send 400 women’s blouses and skirts; 400 small cloaks,
with black and white borders; 400 half-quilted cloaks; 400 large cloaks
four brazas big (a braza being six feet); 400 white cloaks, also four brazas
big; 160 “very rich cloaks for lords”; and 1,200 black and white striped
cloaks. Once a year, the province had to deliver two warrior’s costumes
with shields, one necklace of green stones, 400 quetzal feathers, two lip
plugs of crystal with blue and gold mounts, twenty light amber lip plugs
mounted on gold, one hair ornament of quetzal feathers and 480 pounds
of cacao beans (in twenty “loads”).”® Some of these things had to be
obtained by trade from elsewhere. Beautiful local birds, the cotinga, the
roseate spoonbill, and the Mexican trogon, were also caught and their
feathers extracted for the benefit of the overlords. The dimension of these
burdens explains the warmth of the Totonacs’ welcome to Grijalva. Their
resentment may have been the greater because they considered the
Mexica new rich people in an ancient environment. The Mexica on the
other hand looked on the Totonacs as the embodiment of an easy life,
where women wore well-woven clothes with flair, and where sexual
freedom was greater than it was in the austere highlands.”

There were several garrisons of Mexicans in the region: at Actopan,
Nauhtla and Tizpantzinco just inland to the north, and at Cuetlaxtlan in
the south. The tribute from the Totonacs was in some cases sent to those
garrisons and then taken back to Tenochtitlan; in other instances it was
delivered direct to the Mexican capital. One place, Tlacotlalpan, on the
river Papaloapan, in the next-door province of Tochtepec, had a lord
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appointed by the Emperor in Tenochtitlan. This was unusual in the
Mexican empire whose rulers, as we have seen, preferred indirect to
direct rule.

The Totonacs were cultivated people. They were known for their
coloured embroideries. They were tall, and usually had good skins, with
long heads. They were good dancers. They used fans against the heat,
often looked at themselves in mirrors, and wore beautiful sandals. They
hung elaborate decorations on their lips, their noses and their ears — with
holes through those orifices big enough for large jewels to pass through.
The labrets of the Totonacs in particular disgusted the Spanish:
sometimes they were blue and sometimes gold, but they always had the
alarming effect of dragging the lower lip down so that the teeth showed.
Every day before work, the Totonacs burned incense, and sometimes cut
their tongues or ears in order to obtain blood to sprinkle in the main
temples, and also on food before it was eaten. Human sacrifices were
celebrated, but apparently exclusively of prisoners taken in war.’®

This region was hot, unhealthy but fertile. The north was dry and the
south, below the modern Veracruz, wet. A wave of immigration to this
coastal territory arrived during the famines in central Mexico in the early
years of the sixteenth century.’® Thus some of those Indians seen here by
the Castilians may not have been long in the region.

The Totonacs had their own “barbarous” language, as the Mexica
thought it. But some spoke Nahuatl. Their distinguishing mark was the
special importance which they gave to a dance of “voladores” whereby
men would climb to the top of a high pole, dance there on a platform, and
then swing upside down in fifty-two expanding circles (ifty-two to recall
the years in a Mexican “century”’), their legs attached by a rope tied to the
top of the pole. The main city of the Totonacs was Cempoallan, twenty
miles from where Grijalva had landed. It had a population of several
thousand gathered around a ceremonial centre.*

The Castilians stayed ten days at Chalchicueyecan: or rather off it,
since they slept on their ships. Every day they landed and the Indians
provxded new branches to keep the heat from them. The chief showed the
visitors “such affection that it was a marvellous thing”.®' The Castilians
nicknamed him “Ovando” - because he looked like that great governor.
He and his son talked easily to the newcomers as if they had known them
for years, and as if the problem of translation did not exist. The Totonacs
were in no way shy. Grijalva kept saying that he needed gold. The
Totonacs therefore brought some in bars. Grijalva said that he wanted
more than that. The next day they brought him a pretty gold mask, a
figure shaped as a man, with a smaller mask of gold, and even
something like a tiara — ““like that of the Pope, in gold” — as well as other
golden objects.®? Grijalva then said that he really wanted gold for melting
down. The Totonacs said that they would get some gold dust from the hills
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where they were accustomed to send people during the day. They would
come back at night with a pipe of it the same size as a finger. They also
described their methods of finding gold in the streams, and how they
turned it into bars or plate.

During all this time the relations between the Castilians and the
Totonacs seem to have been excellent. Even ordinary soldiers were
constantly offered presents by their hosts. Food was delivered every day.
Tobacco was smoked: no doubt some of the Castilians had already
participated in that ritual in Cuba. The visitors were also made aware of
the importance of the “great city of Mexico”;® as of the resentment felt
by the coastal people for it. It was now that the thillancalqui,
Montezuma’s emissary, made contact with Grijalva in the way men-
tioned in Chapter 4. Perhaps some of Montezuma’s anxiety at hearing of
the Castilian arrival was due to the news of the good relations that the
visitors had established with his tributaries.

The Franciscan monk, Fr. Toribio de Benavente, known as Motolinia,
who reached this territory in 1§24, would in the 1§30s write how at the
beginning the Castilians inspired “wonder and admiration. To see a
people arriving by water, which was something which they had never
seen nor heard of happening, in a costume so strange, being so intrepid
and so animated, and so few of them to enter this territory . . . with such
authority and daring, as if all the natives were their vassals . . . they called
the Castilians tetexh, which is to say gods, and the Castilians, corrupting
the word, said texles.”®*

The effect was twofold. If the Totonacs admired the Castilians (partly
for strategic reasons, due to their hope of help against the Mexica), the
Castilians used superlatives in writing home: “We believe this land to be
the richest in the world in stones of great value,” wrote Fr. Diaz.*®
During these days of conversation, Grijalva was evidently told that the
Mexica had an empire of which the place where they were talking was
part; and that they had “a political life”, with “laws, ordinances and
courts for the administration of justice”.%® He was given to understand
that the Mexica were ingenious, as shown by their golden vases and
elaborate cotton cloaks. He was even also told, it seems, that they
worshipped before a large marble cross, on the top of which stood a
crown of gold. On that, he was apparently assured, there had once died
one who was more lucid and shining than the sun itself. This story was
obviously an invention, probably deriving from the desire to please of the
interpreter.” Grijalva seems too to have formed the impression that the
Totonacs were circumcised — a mistake caused by a failure to realise that
all the priests of the region drew blood from their penises as a form of
self-mortification and as an offering. “Probably there were Jews and
Moors nearby,” Fr. Diaz commented sententiously.%®

Now, as well as being well received, the Spaniards could see how rich
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the soil was where they had landed. Several of them, therefore, thought
that it would be sensible to establish a colony there. There was a long
conversation between the captains. Grijalva was the commander of the
expedition. But it was essential for someone in his position to discuss
critical matters with his followers. After all, they had committed
themselves unpaid, as free men, to work under him in the hope of
eventual profit. Grijalva was against the idea of colonisation.®” He
thought that he had too few men, for thirteen had died of wounds
received at Champoton. His supply of cassava bread (on which the
Castilians had come to rely, even if they were given maize tortillas by the
Indians) was going mouldy. The mosquitoes caused a lot of trouble.
Grijalva said that Diego Velizquez had not given him permission to
found a settlement. Two other captains, Alvarado and Alonso de Avila,
argued that, though that was true, it was also the case that he had not
forbidden him to do so. Grijalva’s chaplain, Fr. Juan Diaz, complained
that the captain merely lacked the sense of adventure to try and take over
the territory.”®

All the same Grijalva read out the Reguerimiento to the people of
Chalchicueyecan, and claimed the land in the name of Queen Juana and
King Charles of Castile.”! (A new Reguerimiento was necessary because
the Castilians now believed themselves to be on the territory of a
continent, not an island such as “Yucatan”: a judgement which they arrived
at from observing the size of the rivers and the height of the distant
mountains, as well as the variety and richness of the languages.) They
named the place where they had landed ““San Juan de Ulaa”: “San Juan”
because the day of the naming was that of St John, 24 June: “Ulda”,
because of a confusion of language frequent at that time: when the
Spaniards asked the Indians where they were, the reply was “Culhda”, one
of the names used by the Mexica. They misheard.”? At that time, the
Castilians had no interpreters since neither Julidn nor Pedro Barba knew
Nahuatl, while a Nahuatl-speaking Indian boy, “Francisco”, who had
been captured along the coast to translate, had as yet learned little
Spanish.

Before the expedition set off again, Grijalva decided to send Alvarado
back to Cuba to show to his uncle Velizquez some of the things which he
had obtained and to take home some of the sick sailors. Alvarado, though
keen on adventure, accepted — allegedly because (so he said) he was
himself not very well; second, because he was in love with an Indian girl
in Cuba;”? and third, probably most important, because he chafed under
the unenterprising leadership of Grijalva.

Alvarado returned to Cuba with most of the gold which Grijalva had
been given — between 16,000 and 20,000 pesos’ worth of it — and many
other objects of beautiful workmanship but which seemed then “of little
intrinsic value”’;”* by which the Spaniards meant that, if they were melted
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down, they would be worth little. Grijalva wrote a letter to his uncle
describing his voyage. Other captains did the same to their own families.
Presumably they reported that the most sought-after Castilian objects in
the new territory were glass beads, of which Grijalva had disposed of
2,000; pins and needles, of which he had given away 2,000 and 1,000
respectively; and, finally, scissors and combs, which were even more
liked, though he had had with him only six pairs of the first, twenty of the
second.”

After Alvarado left, the rest of the Spaniards re-embarked, the Totonacs
weeping to see them go — perhaps out of politeness, more likely because
they had hoped for their help against Montezuma. Grijalva was given a
girl “so finely dressed that, had she been in brocade, she could not have
looked better””.”® Fr. Diaz wrote: “I do not know what more to say of
these people because what I saw was so splendid that one could scarcely
believe it.”””” One conquistador, Miguel de Zaragoza, was left behind by
mistake. He lived with the Totonacs, apparently in hiding.”

The expedition then continued up the coast towards the north, past
what is now Tuxpan. A town on the coast was christened Almeria after
the city in Spain which they thought that it resembled (though it has in
practice always retained the Totonac name of Nauhtla). Off a river which
they named the Rio de Canoas (the modern Cazones), they experienced a
maritime attack by Indians. These must have been Huaxtecs, coming
from yet another city which the impressionable Fr. Diaz thought was no
less grand than Seville “in size and stone”.”” Some of these naturales
sallied out at the mere sight of the Spaniards, in rather more than a dozen
canoes, with bows and arrows. Montejo’s ship had its cables cut by
copper axes. These Indians must have had some kind of commercial
relation with those of Michoacan. But Grijalva’s cannon frightened the
attackers. Indeed, the cannon, or the crossbowmen, are said to have
killed four of them and sunk one of the canoes. The Indians fell back and
their attack was subsequently thrown off.®° Some conquistadors wanted
to land and capture the town. Once again, Grijalva refused permission
for an adventurous idea.

Somewhere near the modern Cape Rojo, the fleet found it difficult to
make headway against the wind. Alaminos recommended a return to
Cuba. In addition, one of the ships was leaking. The rainy season had
begun. Two of Grijalva’s captains, Montejo and Avila, said that the men
were tired of seafaring. So the expedition did turn back. But it made slow
progress. They rested for a time at the mouth of the river Tonali, where a
port was named San Antonio, and where the leaky ship was satisfactorily
careened.®! Some of the Castilians again wanted to stay in that place and
to colonise it. But Grijalva again refused. While they were there, there
were further interesting contacts with the local Indians, who brought
them much valuable material, including some more hatchets of copper
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which they took for gold (until they became covered with verdigris).%2
Now it seems the chronicler Bernal Didz planted the first oranges of the
Americas - or so he later claimed: an action which, it may be argued, in
the long run compensated for a thousand injustices.%’

Grijalva set off again, but another setback occurred: the flagship San
Sebastidn was damaged as it crossed the bar. More repairs were needed.
The conquistadors whiled away the extended time of waiting for the
work to be done by some modest exploration. The inspector, Penialosa,
with Fr. Juan Diaz, observed a human sacrifice on top of a local pyramid.
Some of the Cuban Indians entered the forest: “Had we had a resourceful
captain,” Fr. Diaz complained, thoroughly disillusioned, “we should
have got over 2,000 castellanos out of this. But with Grijalva in
command, we could not carry out barter, nor settle the land, nor do
anything good.”%*

The fleet afterwards passed by the Laguna de Términos, at its western
end near Xicallanco and the Isla de Carmen. The fleet also stopped at
Champoton, where Hernindez de Cérdoba had had his battle with the
Mayas. The Indians there again prepared for war, but Grijalva sailed off
quickly and avoided conflict. Touching near Campeche and Cape
Catoche on 21 September, he then set off across the Yucatan channel for
Cuba. They arrived at Mariel, a little to the west of what is now Havana,
on 29 September, and reached Matanzas on 4 October, disembarking
there on the §th. Grijalva stopped to rest for some days at one of
Velizquez’s farms at a place newly christened Chipiona, presumably
after the lighthouse at the mouth of the Guadalquivir which was the last
thing most conquistadors saw of Spain on their way out to the Indies.®
Many of the expedition went straight back to their homes in Sancti
Spiritus and Trinidad. It was several weeks before Grijalva reached
Santiago. By the time that he did get there, much had happened.

Grijalva’s expedition was never regarded highly by the conquistadors
who came after him. Cortés, for example, in a later questionnaire about his
own exploits, said that the captain returned from San Juan de Ulia without
having seen any town of that territory and “without having done anythingat
all”.% The judgement is unfair. Grijalva extended the knowledge that the
Spanish had of the American mainland. He reached Cape Rojo, a thousand
miles north from the furthermost point seen by Hernindez de Cérdoba. He
brought back to Cuba the first news of the great monarchy of Mexico. He
established good terms with the Totonac Indians, and returned to Cuba
with some interesting pieces of gold and other precious objects. He initiated
the technique of using two interpreters, one from Spanish into Chontal
Maya, another from that tongue into Yucatec. He was cautious, he had no
personal magnetism, and he was unlucky. Yet his uncle Velizquez seems to
have made a profit out of the voyage.”’

That governor had been busy in Cuba since the return of Pedro de



WHAT I SAW WAS SO SPLENDID

Alvarado. He had been much impressed by the treasures which the
captain had brought. For several days indeed he did nothing but embrace
him.?®8 He sent some of the objects home to Spain to his
representative at the court, Fr. Benito Martin, for him to show to the
King and Bishop Fonseca. He knew that the Bishop would be delighted
by the sight at last of rich objects from the Americas.®®

Alvarado did not serve his late captain Grijalva well. He had been
angry at the reprimand which Grijalva had given him when he sailed into
the river which now bears his name. He complained that Grijalva had
been reluctant to found a colony. Nor had he sought to “find the secrets
of the territory”.” Veldzquez was angry. He decided that obviously he
had sent out a booby (bobo) as captain.”® That was unjust, since Grijalva
had carefully followed his instructions.

All the same, Velizquez had begun to worry lest Grijalva were lost, and
dispatched a search party to find him. This was led by Cristébal de Olid,
an Andalusian member of his household, a native of either Baeza or
Linares (though of a family which probably came originally from Olite in
Navarre), a coarse individual but a fine fighter. Provided he was kept as a
second-in-command, he was “a Hector in single combat”, as Hernan
Cortés described him — though not till after Olid had died.”? Olid
impressed his friends as being as brave on horseback as on foot. He was a
strong, tall, broad-shouldered man, with a ruddy complexion and,
though he had good features, his lower lip crinkled as if it were cleft.”?

Olid took a single ship across to Yucatan. He went to Cozumel and
took possession of it in the name of King Charles and Queen Juana, not
knowing that that formality had already been gone through by Grijalva.
He then turned towards Yucatan, along the route made familiar by
Hernindez de Cérdoba. But in the Yucatan channel he met a heavy gale
and lost his anchors. It was “the season for cyclones”. Olid landed near
the Laguna de Términos where he found traces of Grijalva’s recent stay.
But he himself decided to return to Cuba because of his own difficulties.
He reached Cuba a week before the return of the expedition which he had
failed to find.
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9
A great Lord born in brocade

“Finally, Cortés there showed himself as a great Lord and as if he had been
born in brocade and with such authority that no one dared to show him
anything but love.”

Bartolomé de Las Casas, Historia de las Indias

inspired the Governor of Cuba, Diego Velizquez, to seek to profit

further from the discoveries in Yucatan and “Ulda”. His first
move, as a responsible official, was to give the new “island” of Yucatana
name. He chose “Carolina”, after the young King:! a christening quickly
forgotten. His second move was to think of organising yet another
expedition, even before Grijalva had returned.

Velizquez wanted someone to lead the new venture who would, first,
show more imagination than Grijalva; and, second, be able to finance part,
or even all, of the expenses. But he did not want it to be a great armada of
conquest. That would be led by himself when he had authority from Spain.
The third expedition would be a holding operation, to prevent Diego Colén
or some adventurer from stealing the opportunity. It was, therefore, a
difficult task to find the right person to lead it. No wonder that Velizquez
made, at least from his own pomt of view, a mistake.

He first thought of appointing another nephew to help: Baltasar
Bermidez, a native of Cuéllar, who had married Iseo Velizquez, his
niece. Bermiudez rejected the commission, saying that his costs, say three
thousand ducats, would be greater than the profit.? Another suggestion
was Vasco Porcallo de Figueroa, an Extremeno and cousin of the Count
of Feria, who had established a ranch near Trinidad. The Porcallos were a
family of minor nobility from Ciceres; the Figueroas were grander.’
Velizquez rejected him on the ground (ironically, in the circumstances)
that he seemed an uncontrollable person who would not respect
Veldzquez’s own position as the supreme commander. It was as well,
though, that the appointment did not go through: Vasco Porcallo was
sadistic (in 1522 he was charged with mutilating his Indians by cutting off
their private parts).*

THE UNEXPECTED RETURN of Pedro de Alvarado from the new lands
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Other candidates for the command included various members of
Velizquez’s close family, such as his cousins Bernardino Veldzquez and
Antonio Velizquez Borrego. All these gentlemen from Cuéllar or
Segovia rejected the idea. They were happy on their properties in Cuba.
Some of those who had returned from the new territory with Alvarado
were in favour of offering Grijalva another opportunity.® But Velizquez
was too irritated with him for that.

In the end, Velizquez, on the advice of Amador de Lares (his
accountant) and Andrés de Duero (his secretary), nominated a man who
had been his protégé for over ten years, a nephew, indeed, in all but
name: the young magistrate of Santiago, Hernin Cortés. Both Lares and
Duero thought that they could share in the profits of the new
expedition.® So Lares, though (as will be recalled) he could neither read
nor write, signed a letter to Cortés asking him to go to Santiago to see the
Governor.

Cortés was at this time on his property at Cuvanacan on the Duaban
river, prospecting for gold in the company of a friend of his, a Sevillano
whom he had known in Hispaniola, Francisco Divila.” Cortés accepted
the invitation. A fortnight later, Divila had a letter from Cortés, telling
him that Velizquez had asked him to lead a new expedition to Yucatan,
and that he had accepted.®

Cortés seems to have been born in 1484, and so was at that time thirty-
four: the right age for leading an expedition. He had been in the Indies for
about twelve years, having reached Santo Domingo aged twenty-two in
1506.°

Hernin Cortés was descended from some of the most turbulent
families, in the most undisciplined of towns, Medellin, in Extremadura,
the wildest part of Castile. He was an offspring of an immense extended
family of hidalgos of that region, with which almost all those who went to
America from there had some connection. His father, Martin Cortés, is
usually described as an infantryman: a poor soldier who, though a
gentleman, a hidalgo or minor nobleman, could not afford to buy a horse
to take him to war.'® But Cortés’ chaplain and biographer, Fr. Lopez de
Gomara, said that Martin Cortés had at one time served in a company of
horse under “a relation, Alonso de Hinojosa” — probably a native of
Trujillo. That author usually wrote what his patron told him. Yet the
information may be true: Martin Cortés fought in several wars.

These conflicts were for the most part private ones, in which one noble
family of Extremadura fought another for control of castles, land, and
cattle: often the fighting was between two branches of the same family.
These quarrels matured, it might be said, into real civil war in the 1470s,
when they became struggles between the Catholic kings and their faction
of the nobility, and the Portuguese-backed candidate in the 1470s, “La
Beltraneja”, Isabel the Catholic’s niece, and her supporters. Outside the
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towns, meantime, ‘‘everything was robbery and murder”, there were no
bridges over the rivers, and no one travelled unless in an armed band.

Martin Cortés seems to have been the bastard son of a certain Rodrigo
de Monroy, whose resounding patronymic he, and later Hernin Cortés,
took as a second surname.'! The Monroys were a family which counted
for much in Extremadura, with their two castles, Belvis and Monroy,
their violent disputes, and their continuous production, generation after
generation, of unruly warriors. Rodrigo’s father, Hernin Rodriguez de
Monroy, had conquered Antequera from the Moors in the royal interest:
an almost unique public service in a family used to private war. Martin
Cortés’ mother, Maria Cortés, may have left her son a small property in
Medellin; hence the surname.

Martin Cortés served for a time with his father’s first cousin, the most
dramatic member of this family, “El Clavero’ Monroy, “The Keeper”,
so called since he had held that honorific post in the great knightly Order
of Alcintara. El Clavero, literally the man who held the keys of the castle
of the order, was an individual of legend. Physically “a Hercules”, it was
said that no horse could carry him. Two swordsmen were quite incapable
of dealing with him. Some defect of the eye made it possible for him to see
better in the dark than in the day. By 1480 he had been fighting
continuously for almost fifty years, sometimes against the Crown,
usually against his family, even his own brothers. Once, weighed down
with chains, he scaled the wall of the castle of Magacela, fifteen miles
south-east of Medellin, where a cousin had imprisoned him. Though he
broke both legs and many other bones in escaping, it took hard fighting
to recapture him. He once seems to have planned to hand over
Extremadura to Portugal. After the recovery of the royal peace in the
1480s, El Clavero left for Lisbon where he lived out the rest of his life in
angry exile.!?

Martin Cortés, however, like his uncle, Hernin Monroy, “El
Bezudo”, “Blubberlips™, as well as his own lord, the Count of Medellin,
and some other hidalgos from the town,'’> went on to fight in the last
stages of the royal war against Granada. He then settled down in
Medellin, some twenty miles west of the old, and at that time ruined,
Roman capital of the province, Mérida. Medellin had also been a Roman
town, having been founded by Metellus Pius in the first century Bc:
hence its name. Roman memories must have been more evident then than
they are now: the remains of a theatre, some villas, and a bridge could all
be seen. Though now remote, Medellin was in those days on the mostused
route north to Valladolid and Guadalupe from Seville.!* It lay in the
centre of a fertile valley.

Martin Cortés probably inherited from his mother his mill on the
banks of the pretty river Ortigas (a tributary of the Guadiana), some
beehives just to the south of Medellin, and a small vineyard in the valley
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of the river Guadiana. He also had some fields which grew wheat. These
properties produced about five hundred pounds (twenty arrobas) of
honey, eighty gallons (also twenty arrobas) of wine, and about sixty
hundredweight of wheat — bringing in the tiny sum of five thousand
maravedis a year — a sum which, had it constituted his entire income,
would have placed him in the class of misery.!* But Martin Cortés also
‘had a house in the main square of Medellin (in which Herndn Cortés was
born) and some other buildings in the place from which he drew rents.
With its partly urban, partly rural character, this property was typical of
that time. It enabled Martin Cortés to play a part in the town as councillor
(regidor), and even chief spokesman (procurador-general).'®

Bishop de Las Casas knew Martin Cortés. He wrote that he “was
rather poor and an old Christian” — that is, neither Jew nor Moor -
adding “and, they say, a hidalgo” — a scarcely reassuring statement of
lineage which, however, was certainly true. 17 The Monroys might be
rebels but they were undoubtedly aristocrats: while illegitimacy, by the
custom of Castile, did not prevent the inheritance of bzdalgma, assuming
that the male line was concerned. Nor did illegitimacy cast a stigma: both
the Count and the Countess of Medellin, the lords of Cortés’ town, were
bastards, as were the commander of Spain in the war against Granada,
Rodrigo Ponce de Le6n, Marquis of Arcos, and his brother Juan, the
discoverer of Florida. Any hidalgo could grant a bastard son hidalguia if
he guaranteed him a minimum of five hundred sueldos: a modest sum. To
be a hidalgo by then meant no more than having an exemption from
certain taxes.

Several people also testified, in a suitin 1§25, when Hernén Cortés was
making a petition in Valladolid to become a knight of the Order of
Santiago, that Cortés’ parents were hidalgos; and he thus had the right to
a coat of arms (in fact, the arms of the Rodriguez de Varillas, a noble
Salam:nca family, from whom the Monroys descended in the male
line).!

Cortés’ first biographer, the Sicilian humanist Marineo Siculo, gave
him, without evidence, an Italian (noble) ancestry: thereby betraying the
prejudice of a happy age when Italian blood was considered a mark of
distinction.!? That was not so, even if his hero may have had Italianate
ambitions.

The surname Monroy sounds grand. There were two large Monroy
castles in Extremadura; yet there was also a family of biscuit-makers so
called in Triana.?°

In that same enquiry as to whether Cortés was worthy to become a
Knight of the Order of Santiago, Cortés’ paternal grandparents were not
mentioned, except indirectly by a certain Juan Nufez de Prado, who said
that he assumed that they came from Salamanca, but could not name
them.?! That is why the suggestion of illegitimate birth for Martin Cortés
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seems certain.?? (Nafiez de Prado, then aged eighty, would have known
all about the Monroys, for he had married one.)

Hernin Cortés presumably learned about the art of soldiering from his
father and, at some point, he became an excellent horseman, whether or
not Martin rode a horse in his wars. Soldiering in those days would have
included the technique of early artillery as well as some elementary
methods of discipline.

Hernin Cortés’ mother, Catalina, came from as interesting a family as
his father. Her father, Diego Alfon Altamirano, was a notary and, for a
time, 2 majordomo too, in the service of Beatriz Pacheco, Countess of
Medellin.? He, too, was a notary of the King, which title gave him a
semi-official position as one whose learning was respected, probably
being the possessor of a degree from Salamanca. Most of the life of
Medellin must have been known to him, since he would have been the
lynchpin of administration, even if he did act, as was natural in a town
ruled by a count, on behalf of his master. Like Martin Cortés, he played a
part in the local politics of Medellin, though not as a councillor, rather as
a magistrate (alcalde ordinario).?* His wife was Catalina Pizarro.

Both the Altamiranos and the Pizarros derived from the nearby city of
Trujillo, some forty miles to the north. The dozen or so hidalgo families
of Trujillo and Medellin intermarried often. Thus Catalina Pizarro was
related to the conqueror of Peru?® (when Hernin Cortés received his
commission from Velizquez, Francisco Pizarro was still living ruthlessly
in Castilla del Oro: he commanded the troop of soldiers which, that same
month of October 1518, arrested Nuiez de Balboa, that other capable
and imaginative Extremefio conquistador, probably born in Jérez de los
Caballeros). Members of the families of Pizarro (““as proud as they were
poor”’, wrote the historian Oviedo)?® and Altamirano would frequently
figure in Cortés’ career, often a support in difficult times. But at the time
of Hernin Cortés’ birth, the two families were members of different
parties in Trujillo: the Altamiranos, an enormous cousinhood, were
indeed leaders of one faction; the Pizarros were supporters of another,
the Bejaranos. The matters at dispute had begun by being concerned with
the control of municipal offices, though different attitudes to the state
sheep monopoly, the Mesta, were also important. But those disputes
were half forgotten; recent brawls, insults, and murders were the points
at issue. A marriage between the families would have been as provocative
as one between Capulets and Montagues. Perhaps that is why the
grandparents of Hernin Cortés moved to Medellin.?’

But Medellin, with its two-and-a-half thousand or so residents, could
scarcely have been a restful place.?® It was on the boundary between
territories controlled by the two great knightly orders, Santiago and
Alcintara. The city itself was dominated by its castle which, in the days of
Cortés’ infancy, was run by the fierce Countess of Medellin, Beatriz
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Pacheco, a bastard daughter of King Enrique’s favourite, the Marquis of
Villena. That connection had made Beatriz a strong advocate of La
Beltraneja in the civil wars, an enemy of the Catholic kings and an ally of
El Clavero. The Countess maintained a long siege against the royal forces
in 1479. Medellin and Mérida were the two last towns of any size to
continue to recognise La Beltraneja as Queen of Castile.”? When
Beatriz’s husband, Count Rodrigo, died, he left instructions in his will
“that their son should not be brought up by his widow. The Countess
promptly shut up this heir in a Moorish well (a/jibe), from which he was
later rescued by the citizens of the town. He was converted by the
experience into a ““veritable hyena”, a passionate opponent of everything
for which his mother stood. Even so, after her death, disputes between
the new Count and the town continued, Martin Cortés taking part
against the Count. His father-in-law, Altamirano, must have had a hard
time, whether he was primarily a lawyer or a majordomo. The thefts,
murders, illegal imprisonments, brawls, acts of menace, and improper
occupation of lands in Medellin during the childhood of Cortés are amply
recorded in the innumerable cases brought to the King’s court.
Medellin depended for such wealth as it had on the cultivation of wheat
and flax. The Jeronymite monastery of Guadalupe, some fifty miles to
the north-east, used its pasturage. The Order of Alcintara employed the
richer lands of the nearby valleys of the Serena, and needed to be on good
terms with whoever controlled Medellin. The Count of Medellin, deeply
indebted in consequence of the military pretensions of his forebears,
sought, on many occasions, to compensate for economic distress by the
use of arms. The town was against him, its champion being Juan Nifez
de Prado, to whom the Cortés family gave their loyalty, and who had his
own designs on the lands, if not the title, of the Count. In the early years
of the sixteenth century the party opposed to the Count began to be used
by the Duke of Alba who was determined to extend his influence in the
region.”®
Medellin in Cortés’ childhood, like many towns of similar size, was a
city of three cultures: Christian, Muslim and Jewish. The dimensions of
each population remain a matter for speculation, but in Extremaduraasa
whole the last two sections of the population accounted together for as
much as a third of the total.>! The Castilian liberation of the town had,
after all, only been in 1234, the Christian population were almost all
immigrants since that time, while several Moorish families had remained.
The Jewish quarter numbered sixty or seventy families: say two hundred
and fifty people. It was an important city for Spanish Jewry: in 1488, for
example, only nine towns in Castile contributed more taxes to the
prosecution of the war against Granada.’? The young Cortés would
therefore have been brought up in the sight of a mosque and a synagogue
next to the Christian churches of Santiago (so called for the order
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which had liberated the city) and San Martin, whose cult was in those
days highly developed.

Most of the Jews left in 1492, when the young Cortés was seven years
old, with about ten thousand from all Extremadura, for Portugal;
whence they were no doubt expelled again in 1497.> The sudden
departure in ignominy of this large and well-established minority was
one of the main events of Cortés’ childhood. A few slaves, some Turkish,
some African imported from nearby Portugal, were probably also to be
found in Medellin. Black slaves were seen everywhere in Spain in those
days.>* The fact of observing peoples other than the Christian must have
played a major part in the formation of Cortés’ imagination, and of his
attitude towards the new societies whom he would meet in the New
World.

The nearest place of culture to Cortés’ birthplace was Zalamea de la
Serena, twenty-five miles to the south, where Juan de Ziiiga, last
independent grand master of the Order of Alcintara, Monroy’s succes-
sor, patron of the great philologist, Antonio de Nebrija, maintained an
elegant if bucolic court.” There, between 1487 and 1490, Nebrija wrote
his Isagiogicon Cosmographicae. There 100, in 1486, Abraham Zacutus,
the last great Spanish Jewish thinker, raised astrology almost to the level
of science, with his work El Tratado de las influencias del Cielo. (His
tables closely resemble the cyclic “Venus tables” of the Maya.)*
Zalamea, like Medellin, was then on the main route between Seville and
Valladolid. Perhaps some sense of the opportunities of the lands beyond
the Atlantic was, after 1492, brought by word of mouth to Cortés, either
from there or from along the river Guadiana, which flowed from
Medellin to join the sea not far beyond Huelva; or perhaps Portugal was
the source of the information that beyond the sea lay the prospects of
gold and preferment. Some of the two hundred “gentlemen volunteers”
who accompanied Columbus on his second voyage were probably from
Extremadura, even one or two from Medellin (for example, Luis
Hernindez Portocarrero).

Cortés wrote many letters in later life but he scarcely mentioned his
childhood in them. Almost the only known anecdote about that time is
that his life was despaired of at birth, and that he was saved by a wet
nurse, Maria Esteban, from Oliva, a tiny place to the south of Medellin in
the Sierra de la Garza. She attributed her achievement to San Pedro:
hence Cortés’ later loyalty to that saint.’” He is said to have been sickly
until his teens. He was also an only child. Both conditions must have
made difficulties for him in a society dedicated to martial arts and urban
brawls. Perhaps his physical weakness led his parents to wish him to be
educated. They are said too to have wished him to become a page. But
they did not find a suitable niche for him at the castle of Medellin. So
instead he became an acolyte in one of the churches, probably San
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Martin.?® In these youthful, even childish, religious preoccupations, the
future conquistador gained some of that feeling for the liturgy, and that
knowledge of the art of preaching, which would make him a most
effective proselytiser.

Although there is little record of Cortés’ childhood, he must, given his
connection with the Altamiranos, have lived in more literate
circumstances than did most conquistadors from Extremadura.

_ Cortés left Medellin in his teens. In later life he favoured people who
came from that city (for example, Rodrigo Rangel, Alonso Hernindez
Portocarrero, a cousin of the Count of Medellin, Gonzalo de Sandoval,
Alonso de Mendoza and Juan Rodriguez de Villafuerte - the last-named
in defiance of the evidence about his modest capacities). When he wasina
position to give presents on a lavish scale Cortés would send some both to
the Count of Medellin and to his grandson. He gave the name of Medellin
to a town in Mexico and sent money for a chapel dedicated to St
Anthony in the Franciscan monastery there.’® He surrounded himself by
choice with Extremefios: and Pedro de Alvarado, born in Badajoz,
became his closest confidant. But Cortés never sought, when he became
famous, to build a palace in his home town. He even made over his
family’s property to a cousin, Juan Altamirano.*® The Pizarros, on the
other hand, bought extensively in Extremadura after their conquest of
Peru, even buying land worth 1.6 million maravedis in Medellin itself.*!
The explanation for Cortés’ withdrawal from his native city must be that

he did not wish to resubmit himself to the feudal jurisdiction of such an

eccentric, demanding and unpredictable lord as the Count of Medellin
had continuously shown himself to be. Martin Cortés after all had sided
with the Count’s enemies such as Juan Nunez de Prado.*? The Count
was also a political ally of Cortés’ enemy, Pedrarias, the Governor of
Castilla del Oro (he was his brother-in-law).*? In Trujillo, a city owned
by the Order of Santiago, the Pizarros were already a dominant family in
one of the two contending factions, and there was no outstanding lord -
though it was just as disturbed as Medellin: Juan Nufiez de Prado killed a
supporter of the Count of Medellin there in a brawl in 1510.4

Cortés went in 1496 at the age of twelve to Salamanca. This was the city
in which his father was supposed to have been born. It had certainly long
been associated with the Monroys, as with the Rodriguez de Varillas
family. An epitaph in a chapel in the cloister of the old cathedral requests
God to give to the Monroys ““as great a part in heaven as by their persons
and ancestors they merited on earth”.*> Cortés apparently lived in
Salamanca for two years, with an aunt (his father’s half-sister), Inés de
Paz, and her husband, Francisco Ninez de Valera, a notary, like Diego
Altamirano.*® Cortés is said to have studied Latin and grammar, either
with him or in classes elsewhere, as a preparation for the law, thus
following in the footsteps of his .maternal grandfather.*’” There is no
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record of his having attended the university, but that “nursery of scholars
and gentlemen” (as it was overgenerously described by the Italian
humanist Lucio Marineo Siculo, already professor of poetry there) was at
the time strongly Extremefio in character.*® Probably Cortés went to
some classes. Universities in those days were not the tight bureaucratic
enterprises that they later became. Diego Lépez, of Medellin, testified in
1525 that “he had once studied in the same class [estudio]” as Cortés.*’

Las Casas, who did not approve of Cortés but knew and, to some
extent, admired him, described him as having been a bachelor of law, as
well as being a good Latinist (and Latin speaker).>® The conquistador
later displayed knowledge of law, though he certainly had no degree in it:
even if the records were faulty, he could not have become a bachelor in a
mere two years.’! Cortés’ knowledge of the classics did not seem
substantial, but it existed: Las Casas should have been a good judge, for
he spoke Latin fluently.>? Marineo, the Sicilian professor of poetry
whose Latin must have been better than that of Las Casas, was
enthusiastic: “He took great pleasure in the Latin language’** (Marineo
knew Cortés in the late 1§20s). Cortés’ various classical allusions in his
conversation and letters may, however, easily have derived from one of
the new books of proverbs. Certainly most of Cortés’ favourite sayings -
such as “Fortune favours the Brave” (‘“Fortes Fortuna adiuvat”),
originally from Terence’s play, Phormio, and “A kingdom divided
against itself cannot stand”’, from the Gospel according to St Mark - can
be found in Erasmus’ Adagio or other such volumes. Perhaps Cortés
heard people quoting from them. It was then very fashionable to cite
quotations: Fernando de Rojas, in his wonderfully racy dialogue, La
Celestina, published in 1499 in Burgos, caused even the maids to quote
Horace. Cortés perhaps saw the book: Rojas was at Salamanca in Cortés’
days there.

Cortés later impressed people as liking to read “when he had time”.
But “he was more inclined (when young) to arms”>* — and to gambling: a
habit which never left him.

These interests suggest why it was that, unlike another clever,
ambitious boy from Extremadura, Juan Martinez Siliceo, born near
Llerena in 1486 of humbler parents, also old Christians, Hernidn Cortés
never thought of the church as a career (Siliceo, born Guajirro, would
become an unbending archbishop of Toledo in the 1540s).

No doubt, among the chess-playing and guitar-picking Latinists,
several thousand strong, Cortés picked up something of the lively
atmosphere which marked those years in Salamanca. Several professors
were trying to dismantle what, after a visit to Italy, Nebrija called
medieval “barbarism’.%* Nebrija himself had gone to Zalamea but his
disciples were busy. Peter Martyr held an audience of students there
entranced in 1488 by a lecture of three hours on the second satire of
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Juvenal. Lucio Marineo, the first Italian to talk in Spain about the
Renaissance, was seeking to revive Latin as a living language.>® (The rule
in Salamanca was that Latin should be talked at all times but it was the
first of many such rules to be continuously broken.) Nebrija’s famous
parallel between the greatness of the Spanish language and the nation
itself must have been known to Cortés, if only because a new college,
with a great domed library, had just been inspired by Nebrija in
Salamanca.”” Some sense of national grandeur must have been
communciated. It was in Salamanca, just before Cortés arrived there, that
Juan del Encina, “the father of Spanish Renaissance drama”, published
his verse about the Catholic kings, quoted as a title to Chapter s.

In 1501, aged seventeen, Cortés returned to Medellin. He had been
kindly treated by his aunt, and twenty-five years later he wrote her one of
his few surviving informal letters, saying that he had never forgotten her
“kindnesses and endearments”.>® His parents are said to have been angry at
his homecoming. They had hoped that he would have had a career in the
law, as his grandfather Altamirano had done, perhaps in the royal service as
one of those new letrados, university-educated civil servants, whom the
Catholic kings were known to like, since they had no inherited power; and
who had many opportunities for making money, since anyone wanting the
royal favour had to make a private payment to an official. The Cortés family
had a distant connection with just such a person in Lorenzo Galindez de
Carvajal, already on the brink of a great career as a royal counsellor (only
twelve years older than Hernin Cortés, he was half-first cousin to Martin
Cortés’ grandfather, Rodrigo de Monroy).>®

Cortés was, however, determined on a life of action. But he seems to
have vacillated between going to the Indies and going to fight in the
Spanish wars in Italy under the legendary “Great Captain”, Gonzalo
Hernindez de Cérdoba, who was then launching the Spanish infantry on
a hundred and fifty years of victories. The temptation of Italy must have
been considerable, because of the Extremefios who were going there,
including some of his father’s relations. A powerful fleet had left Milaga
in 1501 for Italy, with several famous men on board: the “Samson of
Extremadura”, Diego de Paredes, (of whom Cervantes would cause
Sancho Panza to speak preposterously in Don Quixote);*®® Cortés’
mother’s cousin, Gonzalo Pizarro, father of the conqueror of Peru; and
Cortés’ own uncle, his father’s legitimate brother, Pedro de Monroy.*!

For reasons on which he never dwelt, but which no doubt had
something to do with family connections, Cortés chose the Indies. He
arranged to accompany the expedition which was planned to leave next
year with Fr. Nicolds de Ovando, Comendador de Lares in the Order of
Alcintara, who, also from Extremadura (his family came from Brozas,
on the road to Alcintara from Ciceres), was yet one more distant
relation, through the Monroys. In addition, a sister of Ovando had
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married a brother of the Cortés family’s friend and champion, Juan
Nifiez de Prado.®? Then Hernando de Monroy was quartermaster with
Ovando’s expedition: he must have been another cousin.®®> Ovando
planned to take with him numerous Extremenos; while his secretary was
Francisco de Lizaur, from Brozas, who would have known all about
Cortés’ ancestry, if not his character.

Cortés set off for Seville where Ovando was making his plans for his
expedition of thirty-two ships, which was intended to rejuvenate
Hispaniola after its depredation by “the Genoese”, with pigs, chickens
and cows, sixty horses and mares, not to speak of thirteen Franciscans.

Seville, with about 40,000 inhabitants, was then the largest city in
Spain. It was the capital of Spanish maritime enterprise, “a veritable
Babylon”. Italian sailors, German printers, slaves from Guinea brought
by Portuguese merchants, and descendants of earlier waves of African
slaves all crowded into the city. Long-established Genoese merchants
had infected the Sevillano aristocracy with a zeal for enterprise which
contrasted with the parochial rivalries of towns such as Medellin. The
Genoese were rivalled by the merchants of Burgos, who sold goods of all
sorts, much of it coming from the Low Countries, bought with the
profits from the sale of Castilian wool. The new, still unfinished
cathedral was then the biggest in Christendom, the port the best in Spain,
the pontoon bridge across the Guadalquivir to Triana ingenious.
Abundant water was brought by a Roman aqueduct from Carmona,
there were many paved streets, marble (and much frequented) steps lay
round the cathedral, and there were well-maintained patios in the houses,
innumerable fountains, flowers and trees. The public baths of Seville
(frequented by women in the day, men at night) must have seemed
astonishing to an Extremefio. The Sevillanos were as proud of their white
soap, made in Triana, as of their olive oil and their oranges. Cortés would
have been as impressed as the Venetian Andrea Navagero was a few years
later by Seville’s broad streets.®* Yet those roads were usually deep in
filth, and crowded with vagrant children, while the river, though the
artery of wealth, was foul, and plague was frequent.®> Cortés would have
seen also the great palace of the Dukes of Medina Sidonia, and the
Moorish castle at Triana where those accused of Judaism were held
(probably twenty prisoners when he was there). Perhaps he witnessed an
auto de fe, outside the walls in the field of San Sebastian.®® The King and
Queen were in Seville in January 1502, while in the spring there was a
forced expulsion of the resident Moors.*’

From his later devotion to her, Cortés seems to have developed a
special respect in the cathedral for the Virgin of los Remedios, whose
beautiful features, with slanted eyes in Sienese style (she was painted
about 1400), occupied, then as now, a place of honour on the west side of
the choir. But he would have realised the generally greater appeal of the
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Virgin of la Antigua, in a side chapel of the same great church, an
inspiration for the names of innumerable ships (Ovando’s flagship among
them), islands, and cities in the Americas: including the first city founded
on the American mainland, La Antigua, in Darien.

But Cortés did not leave with Ovando after all. Waiting for his ship, he
hurt himself in a somewhat obscure way, falling from a wall while trying
to climb into (or perhaps out of) a girl’s window.5®

While recovering, Cortés also caught a variety of malaria known as
cuartanas, that is, a fever which returns every four days. Seville was full
of such infections. Perhaps he was fortunate: Hispaniola was even less
healthy and, out of two and a half thousand Castilians who travelled with
O\g,ndo, a thousand soon died, and another five hundred became very
ill.

With no further great expedition to the Indies planned, Cortés again
toyed with the idea of going to Italy. He apparently set off for Valencia,
whence he expected to take ship for Naples.” That city was then the main
port of Spain, “the capital” of Spanish commerce, and, because of
political troubles in their own city, many merchants from Barcelona had
removed there.”! Being geographically close to Italy, it was a centre for
Italian ideas, among them that humanism which was expressed in
attention to the classics. Italian and German architects and sculptors had
been working in the city, as had Flemish painters. The beautiful Lonja,
with its next door Consulado del Mar, had just been finished. The Estudi
General had been recognised as a university in 1500, the “anti-barbarian”
Nebrija was as much studied in Valencia as in Salamanca, and soon the
young Joan Lluis Vives, the Valencian-born philosopher, would draw
together all the main threads of Spanish humanism in a powerful series of
original works. But an observant visitor such as Cortés would probably
have been as much impressed by the women, who were ““the most
beautiful, luxurious and agreeable that one can imagine”, as by the
variety of fine cloths, damasks and brocades which were made in
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Valencia, in particular the famous “draps d’or”” or “damasquis d’or”,
made of silk and threads of gold.”?

Had he gone to Italy, Cortés might have participated in the Great
Captain’s triumph at Cerignola in April 1503. He might even have joined
the sanguinary pack of Spanish bodyguards who attended that great
Valencian, César Borgia. But Hernin Cortés seems again to have
hesitated. Instead of going to Naples, he is said to have spent some time as
a mere wanderer, on the loose, “z la flor del berro”, in the words of his
biographer Lépez de Gémara.” This interlude (bearing in mind that
Cortés seems not to have left for the Indies till 1§06, not 1504 as has been
generally supposed) must have lasted for two years. Perhaps it was now
that he visited cities such as Granada, of whose still fine silk market he
would later seem to have a vivid knowledge.”* Then, according to
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another biographer, Suirez de Peralta, his nephew, he spent another
year, perhaps more, in Valladolid, a city only a little smaller than Seville
(it had about 35,000 inhabitants). Perhaps Cortés’ Salamantine uncle,
Nuiiez de Valera, was responsible for finding a place for him in the office
of a notary, or escribano, where he learned how that work, so important
in deciding policy in the Indies, was performed. No doubt he also saw
how well notaries were rewarded.” It must have been then that he made
himself familiar with the main code of Castilian law, the Siete Partidas,
the great compilation of the thirteenth-century king, Alfonso el Sabio
(recently printed for the first time), of which he would later show
considerable knowledge.”® At that time, the office of notary was not so
much a learned profession as one in which an experienced writer dictated
contracts, wills, writs and other legal documents. A degree in law was
desirable but not essential.””

These years in Salamanca and Valladolid, as well as the shorter stay in
Seville and, perhaps, Valencia, were important for the young Cortés in
ways other than intellectual. He observed the great world. Salamanca was
one of the cities given to the short-lived heir of the Catholic kings, the
Infante Juan, on his marriage in 1497. It was there that the Infante had so
sadly died. There was also an active commerce in drapery, silk,
textiles, and tanneries. Valladolid was even more royal in character, the
nearest thing Spain then had to a capital. There, in 1496, the doomed
Infanta Juana had been married by proxy to the philandering
Flemish Prince Philip the Beautiful (e/ hermoso). There, the Court of
Appeal for northern Spain had been established. Imposing new buildings
were being erected: the Dominican College of San Gregorio, the
Convento de San Pablo, and Lorenzo Vizquez de Segovia’s Colegio
Mayor de Santa Cruz, with its Italianate fagade, were all built in the
1490s. The silversmiths of Valladolid were every year more famous.
There was much money about: Charles V, when he entered Valladolid in
1517, was greeted by the burghers of the city in brocades, wearing great
chains of gold, some being worth six thousand ducats and, no doubt,
made from American gold.”® In both Salamanca and Valladolid, Cortés
would have learned of the importance of Juan Rodriguez de Fonseca, at
that time still Bishop of Badajoz, whose power as minister for the Indies
in all but name was everywhere growing. Perhaps the young Cortés saw,
or even met, the Bishop, or his assistants, Conchillos and Los Cobos,
discreet and clever men soon to rise in the zones of power.”

Surely in these years Cortés developed his ambitions: or, rather, set for
himself a goal as to how to live, in a style very different from that of the
average son of a poor hidalgo from Medellin. For he would have learned
how Bishop Fonseca gave money to Flemish painters, Castilian chapels
and important monasteries. He would have learned too, at one remove,
of course, of that “sumptuousness” which, as the German traveller
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Thomas Miinzer put it, was displayed by great Castilian noblemen such
as the Count of Benavente or the Mendoza family.%° Columbus had been
impressed by the way of living of Alfonso Enriquez, Admiral of Castile,
Ferdinand the Catholic’s uncle. Perhaps Cortés’ craving for glory
derived from some similar observation. Perhaps too he read the new
edition of Julius Caesar’s Gallic War or Enrique de Villena’s edition of
The Twelve Labours of Hercules, published in Burgos in 1499. With him
-as with others of his generation, the ambition which he developed seems
not to have been just an extreme case of egotism; it was something more
daemonic, involving, as Burckhardt would put it in his study of the
Italian Renaissance, a full surrender of the will to the purpose, as well as
the use of any means, however harsh, to achieve his end. Cortés aspired
not simply to be rich, but to live as a king, to give away presents like a
bishop, to have a title, and to be known as “Don”, a then rare distinction
granted even to few noblemen. “I look on it as better to be rich in fame
than in goods,” he would one day write to his father.8! Las Casas later
wrote of Cortés that he behaved “as if he had been born in brocade’’; as if
he too had been a grandee of Valladolid.??

These were in most ways traditional Spanish medieval ambitions, as
expressed in innumerable ballads and romances, of the sort which were
read to “good old knights” when dining, or when they could not sleep.
Nobody is more proud of his descent than someone who, like Cortés in
1506, has scarcely a maravedi to his name. The memory of the Rodriguez
de Varillas coat of arms, with its gold bars and silver crosses of Jerusalem,
must have seemed both an inspiration, and a commentary on Cortés’
poverty.®®> The recollection of El Clavero, of Juan de Ziniga, of the
Bishop of Badajoz, even of the Count and Countess of Medellin, whom
Cortés must have seen in their castle, probably played a part. Historians
have disputed as to whether the Middle Ages or the Renaissance
dominated in Cortés’ approach to his self-appointed tasks in the Indies.
Certainly the values of the first seen through the lens of ballads and
experience in Extremadura coloured Cortés’ intellectual outlook. Like
most conquistadors of his generation, he saw the Indians of the
Caribbean and its littoral as if they were new Moors, to be converted and
subjected. But Cortés’ experience in Salamanca and Valladolid seems to
have given his purposes a Renaissance edge. Although he may not
have heard of him, he would have agreed with Alberti who, in The
Family, argued that the end of education was to create a man who prizes

“the beauty of honour, the delights of fame and the divineness of
s 84

glory”.

In the summer of 1506, Cortés, aged twenty-two, was again in Seville.
After working there for some weeks in another notary’s office, he finally
did embark for the Indies, travelling from Sanlicar de Barrameda, the

salt-famous port at the mouth of the Guadalquivir, on a ship carrying
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merchandise for Hispaniola.?® Cortés agreed, before the notary Martin
Segura, to pay eleven golden ducats to Luis Fernindez de Alfaro, for his
passage and maintenance on board the San Juan Bautista, a nao of one
hundred tons, like most of the vessels then used on the Atlantic route.?
Fernindez de Alfaro, a sea captain, had already founded a company of
ships trading to the Indies. He soon became a merchant, with whom
Cortés would later have many important business dealings. But Cortés in
the end did not sail on one of his ships, presumably because that year he
went not to Santo Domingo but to Puerto Plata, on the north coast of
Hispaniola. Cortés’ captain was Antonio Quintero, of Palos, who sailed

on the Trinidad.



10
Sweating, hunger and hard work

“With the 2,000 castellanos that the Indians extracted from the mines that Diego
Velizquez had given him, with immense sweating, bunger and hard work, he
began to dress himself up and to spend lavishly.”

Bartolomé de Las Casas, Historia de las Indias

to be assumed that, like most journeys of that time, the ship

stopped for water and some provisions in the Canaries, no doubt
at Las Palmas, “land of many sugar canes”, the first Castilian stepping
stone to overseas empire. His captain, Quintero,' afterwards broke
away from the other ships with which he was sailing, met bad weather,
and arrived in Santo Domingo discomfited.?

The journey could hardly have been different from what
transpired when a Dominican friar crossed the Atlantic forty years later:
“The ship is a very strong and narrow prison from which no one can flee,
even though there are no chains.. . . the heat, the stuffiness, and the sense
of confinement are sometimes overpowering. The bed is ordinarily the
floor. . . Add to this the general nausea and poor health, most passengers
go about as if out of their minds and in great torment . .. There is a
terrible smell, especially below deck, which becomes intolerable
throughout the ship when the pump is functioning - and it is doing that
four or five times a day . . .” The dirt was appalling, the only lavatory —
slung over the side — dangerous, the only meat was bacon, the thirst of
everyone usually overpowering. Prayers to San Telmo, patron of sailors,
Camoens’ “living light which sailors hold as sacred”, usually proved
ineffective in preventing illness.>

Yet there were also probably cock-fights, dice and cards, plays and
dances, prayers, the simulation of bullfights; singing, the reading aloud
of romances, and the reciting of ballads; and the observation of the stars.

Arrived in Santo Domingo, Cortés grandly gave the impression that he
supposed that “‘he had only to arrive to be weighed down with gold”. He
told those whom he met that he wanted to mine. The Governor, Ovando,
was away, no doubt with his Extremenio secretary, Lizaur, while Hernando

C ORTES LEFT NO account of his voyage to the West Indies. Butitis
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de Monroy, the quartermaster of the colony, on whose help Cortés may
have hoped to rely, had died. But one of Ovando’s friends, a certain
Medina, told Cortés that, to find gold, one needed to be prepared to
work hard, as well as to have luck.* Still, Cortés soon became a friend of
the secretary, Lizaur. That connection must have greatly helped him.?

Governor Ovando certainly favoured Cortés: perhaps because he was
a distant relation, perhaps because he was a Monroy, perhaps because he
seemed both clever and ready for anything, or, merely because he was an
Extremeiio. In those days, blood connections were the determining ones
in most affairs. Ovando was acting as everyone did. First, he sent Cortés
on an expedition to Xaragua, in the western part of the island. This was
many months after the massacre by Diego Velizquez and Juan de
Esquivel of Queen Anacoana and her chief followers. But the memory of
those events must have lingered. Perhaps it afforded a brutal lesson for
Cortés. Absolute ruthlessness, he could have been forgiven for deciding,
sometimes pays absolutely.® Subsequently, Gonzalo de Guzmin, a
settler who later became Diego Velizquez’s deputy in Cuba, offered
Cortés work on his sugar mill, one of the first to be established in the
New World, though what kind of work is unknown. Later still, Ovando
made him notary, escribano, in the new town of Azia de Compostela,
founded on a sheltered bay on the south side of the island, sixty miles to
the west of Santo Domingo, where Columbus and his ships had taken
refuge from the hurricane of 1502. He also seems to have obtained some
Indians and an encomienda in the Indian settlement of Daiguao.”

Cortés would never again live in one place as long as he lived in Azua,
but it is hard to know what his life was like there. It was not a city of
consequence. Nor is Cortés’ name to be found in documents concerning
the difficulties which the island encountered in those days. He gained a
reputation, but more as a dissolute gallant than a Latin-speaking lawyer.
He had brawls, one of which left a scar on his chin. Yet everything which
happened in the town must have been known to him, for in the Indies, as
in Extremadura, the notary was the essential recorder of all events.
Cortés was now already carrying out his grandfather Altamirano’s role,
in colonial circumstances. But he had dreams of far greater things, as is
suggested by a story which relates how he sketched a wheel of fortune,
and told his friends that he would “either dine to the sound of trumpets or
die on the scaffold”’.? Francisco de Garay, another “alchemist of ink”, as
the historian Oviedo would describe lawyers, had recently done
spectacularly well with his mines, and would soon embark on a career as
proconsul.” Cortés aspired to do the same.

Cortés saw the tragic decline of the population of Hispaniola. He
realised that he ought to move. So he thought of going to Darien in 1§09
in a new expedition of several hundred men with Diego de Nicuesa, but
he developed an infirmity in his right leg, so he withdrew at the last
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moment.'° Once again the setback was providential: the expedition of
Nicuesa, a protégé of the powerful Lope de Conchillos, ended in
shipwreck.

The population of Azda could not have numbered more than about
seven hundred and fifty.!' A map of Hispaniola, commissioned in 1508
by Ovando from a pilot, Andrés de Morales, shows Azia with what
looks like a stone church, but it must have been a mere converted bobio,
or Indian hut.'? Such was anyway the gloomy report of Judge Zuazo in
1518: “I want to undeceive your Majesty, that unless it is a question of the
city of Santo Domingo, where there are houses of stone. . . all the others
have houses of straw . . . like a poor village in Spain.”!? At least sugar
began to be planted there while Cortés was clerk: a compensation of a
kind. This enterprise flourished after Cortés left, one property being
converted by the Genoese merchant Jicome de Castellén into a
successful mill.'*

Cortés, meantime, joined Diego Velizquez in his conquest of Cuba.
Velazquez had been the lieutenant governor in military control of Azia,
so he had had the opportunity to see how the young Extremefio was
developing. In Cuba, along with the treasurer, Cristbal de Cuéllar, who
would soon be Velizquez’s father-in-law, Cortés was responsible for
seeing that a fifth of profits obtained, from gold to slaves, was sent back
to the King in Spain.**

Cortés, like Las Casas, was probably present at the burning of the chief
Hatuey. If so, that experience too must have been another education in
brutality. He probably accompanied Velizquez in his first drive through
Cuba, in search of places in which to found towns. He is said to have had
built the first foundry and the first hospital in Cuba.'* He must
afterwards have seen the reports, relaciones, which Velizquez sent to the
King about his achievements.!” Probably he helped to draft them. After
the conquest, the Governor made Cortés his secretary and gave him an
encomienda, jointly with Juan Suirez, a settler who had recently come
with his family from Granada.

Cortés first established himself in Cuba in the new settlement of
Asuncién de Baracoa, Veldzquez’s first capital on the island. He was both
the first notary there, and apparently the first man to own cattle in Cuba.
But his real interest was still gold. He soon discovered that essential
source of human happiness about 1512 at Cuvanacan, where he and his
Indians panned the river successfully. He accumulated some wealth,
established a hacienda, and had a daughter by an Indian girl, christened
Leonor Pizarro. Governor Velizquez stood godfather.®

In 1514, when he was thirty, Cortés had the first of his quarrels with
his benefactor, the Governor. Cortés allowed himself to associate with a
group of discontented settlers who wanted Velizquez to apportion
Indians on a larger scale than he had been doing. Cortés was chosen to
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lead this group, for he seemed to be the most daring of the people close to
the Governor. In consequence, Velizquez not only dismissed Cortés
from being his secretary, but ordered him to be sent to Santo Domingo
under arrest. In the end, the Governor was prevailed upon to pardon his
secretary and, indeed, seems to have given way over the question of
grants of Indians.'? By that time the system of the encomienda seemed to
the settlers the only way to manage a colony. Given the destruction of the
traditional polity, they may have been right.

The following year another difficulty arose. Cortés’ fellow encomen-
dero, Juan Suirez, brought from Santo Domingo both his mother, Maria
de Marcayda, and his three sisters, who had originally come to the Indies
as ladies-in-waiting to the new vicereine, Maria de Toledo, wife of Diego
Colén and niece of the Duke of Alba. The Suérez family were poor, but
they claimed to be distantly connected with the Dukes of Medina Sidonia
and the Marquises of Villena. “La Marcayda”, the mother, was a Basque;
her husband, Diego Suirez Pacheco, was originally from Avila.?° The
family had moved to Granada after its conquest. They left Santo
Domingo for Cuba in the train of Diego Velizquez’s bride (his cousin
Maria de Cuéllar, daughter of his treasurer, Cristobal de Cuéllar; she
died a week after her wedding). Cortés courted Catalina, one of these
three girls, promised to marry her, seduced her, and then showed himself
reluctant to go through with his commitment.?!

Catalina had no property, and scarcely enough money to dress herself.
Her brother had to buy some of Maria de Cuéllar’s dresses for her when
they were put up for auction.? She theatened to sue Cortés for breach of
promise. That caused another rift between Cortés and Velizquez, who
had become fond of one of Catalina’s sisters. Juan Suirez, with Antonio
Velizquez (cousin of the Governor) and Baltasar Bermidez (Velizquez’s
first choice to be the commander of the third expedition to Mexico), tried
to persuade Cortés to marry Catalina. He continued to refuse. The
Governor put Cortés in gaol. He broke out and had further picaresque
adventures. He took sanctuary in a church. He was then arrested by the
alguacil, the town constable, Juan Escudero, and was put in irons (an
action which Escudero would later rue). He made a further escape, this
time in disguise. Cortés was eventually reconciled with Velizquez. Las
Casas recalled Cortés at that time as ““downcast and humble, hoping fora
smile from the least important of Velizquez’s servants™.?’

Cortés next accompanied Velizquez on a small expedition to put down
certain “rebels” in western Cuba. On his return, he narrowly avoided
being drowned in the Bocas de Bany, while inspecting some of his land at
Baracoa. He did not return to being secretary to the Governor. But he did
marry Catalina. The forgiving Velizquez was a witness at the wedding.
There were no children. Catalina was later said by Cortés (and several
others) to have often been ill, with a bad heart, and to have been lazy.?* In
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the years before 1518, all the same, Cortés seemed as happy with her “as
if she had been daughter of a duchess.?> He lived well, and spent a lot on
his wife, as he did on the guests who, because he was a good talker,
gathered in his house.?¢ He worked hard in his pursuit of gold: “immense
sweating, hunger and hard work” was how Las Casas described life in his
mines.?” In a lawsuit in 1529 he talked of having a hacienda on the river
Duabin, “than which there was none better on the island”’. As a result he
made money: how much it is difficult to say; Sepilveda, the historian of
Charles V, says that it was ““a great fortune”.?® It was certainly large
enough for Velizquez to think that Cortés could afford to pay for much
of the new fleet destined for the west. Like Velizquez, Cortés moved
from Baracoa to Santiago de Cuba, which became the headquarters of
government in the island. He so re-established himself in the favours of
the Governor that he became chief magistrate, alcalde, of Santiago, in
which position he seems to have overawed many with whom he came into
contact.”” In 1517, he returned to Santa Domingo, with another
Extremeno, Diego de Orellana, probably a distant relation, as
procurador to ask permission for Grijalva’s expedition.*

Hernin Cortés in 1518 was known to be resourceful, capable, and
good with words, in both speech and writing. He talked well: always
having the right expression for the occasion, and agreeable in conversa-
tion. In his way he was already experienced in politics. He had that
capacity of all successful men of being able to conceal his real intentions
until the pear which he coveted was ready to fall. Las Casas described him
as prudent.’! He never lost his temper.

These qualities of restraint sat strangely with his turbulent reputation
of being often at loggerheads with Velizquez. There were other
contrasts. Thus Cortés went to mass devotedly and prayed often. But he
seemed, later, at least, almost to collect women.>? In 1518, though, the
Governor had judged his talents well enough to know that he would
make a good leader. He was evidently very observant. He could also
sound almost as enthusiastic about the sight of new territory as
Columbus could. But his comments were always directed towards
specific ends. Cortés’ endeavours would be aimed to attract the attention
of the King of Castile, to attain honours as well as riches, letting him
conduct himself as a Renaissance prince, giving away presents to
churches and monasteries: a man “born in brocade” indeed.

The weakest side of Cortés seemed to be the military one: he had never
commanded men in battle. His experience of fighting was confined to one
or two discreditable incidents in Santo Domingo and Cuba, under the
command of Velizquez. But having seen Cortés in the circumstances of
those little engagements, Velizquez had presumably noted his coolness
of nerve. Velizquez did not expect him to encounter battles on a scale
larger than those fought by Hernindez de Cérdoba or Grijalva.
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Cortés, too, seemed clever. He may or may not have enrolled at the
university in Salamanca. But he had plainly learned there or at Valladolid
enough to be able to pass as a well-read man. He must have been among
the few people in Cuba, apart from priests, who could read Latin. His
work as a notary at Azta and in Cuba was obviously important: he would
always be aware of both the legal complexities and possibilities of any
position which he had adopted. Grandees such as Velizquez often
misjudge such persons as Cortés, either under- or over-estimating their
qualities, as well as supposing them to be certain to be subordinate.

Velizquez certainly misjudged Cortés. That was because Cortés had
grown up in his shadow, as his secretary, follower and adviser. To people
around Velizquez, Cortés was “Cortesillo”: a difficult man, even a
ninny.?* The Governor would use the word criado, servant, to describe
their relations in correspondence, for example, in letters to Bishop
Fonseca;** though the word criado at that time meant something more
than just a servant. Itindicated a member of the household: someone who
shared the daily life of his master, and knew of his political engagements
and private affairs.

In physique, Cortés was “of medium stature, somewhat bent, without
much of a beard”.?* He had ““a deep chest, no belly to speak of and was
bow-legged. He was fairly thin.””?® Such other evidence as exists suggests
that he had a small head and was short: about five feet four.””

His colouring is a puzzle. Everyone agrees that his face was pale. The
only painting made from life, a watercolour by an artist from Augsburg,
Christoph Weiditz, who visited Spain in 1529, shows Cortés’ hair and
beard as fair.’® A formal medal made at the same time throws no light on
the matter, though it certainly shows Cortés as Las Casas said that he
was: “learned and prudent”.’® Perhaps that was because he was then
recovering from an illness. The next year, 1530, Cortés’ first biographer,
the humanist Marineo Siculo, wrote that his hair was “rather red”.*° Fr.
Lépez de Gémara, his chaplain in the 1540s, seems to confirm that by
saying that “his beard was fair, his hair long”.*' The Mexican indigenous
commentators imply that most of the Castilians had fair hair, even if
some were dark. But Bernal Diaz, who saw Cortés most days for two and
a half years, wrote that Cortés’ beard was “dark and his hair the same as
his beard”.*? Probably the truth is that Cortés’ hair was brown, with
some reddish tints.

Diego Velizquez told Cortés that Grijalva (who was not yet known to
have returned) had been a failure. He asked Cortés to go back to the new
territory because Grijalva seemed to be in difficulty. The “islands” of
Yucatan and San Juan were rich, unlike Castilla del Oro, Pedranas’ poor
fief on the isthmus. Cortés could expect to obtain much gold. The
expedition would make him famous. In addition, he, Velizquez, would
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provide Cortés with two or three ships. Cortés would have to find the
money for other vessels, and indeed for everything else. Velizquez may
have chosen Cortés because he thought that more people would rally to
him than to anyone else.*’

Cortés accepted the commission. Velizquez then named him “captain
and principal caudillo” of the expedition.** He gave him a detailed
instruction on 23 October.*> This, drafted by Andrés de Duero, but
perhaps corrected by Cortés himself, later inspired controversy, for
Velizquez would claim that Cortés had ignored his orders.*

It was a long and, in some ways, a contradictory document. A
preamble rehearsed the background to Grijalva’s expedition. This section
spoke of the need to “populate and discover” (poblar y descubrir) new
territories. That was really a licence to colonise. But the instruction itself,
as opposed to the preamble, envisaged a journey of discovery and modest
trading — modest, since private trading was excluded.

The instruction proper said that the principal purpose of the expedition
was to serve God. Blasphemy and sleeping with native women were,
therefore, not allowed. Those women were not to be teased, much less
seduced. The playing of cards was banned. Cuban Indians were not to
accompany the expedition. The fleet was to keep together and travel west
along the coast much as Grijalva was known to have done. Any Indians
encountered had to be well treated. The natives of Cozumel were to be
told of the power of the King of Spain and how he had placed the islands
of the Caribbean under his control. They were to hear the famous
Requisition, the Requerimiento, or a version of it, placing them also
under the rule of Charles V, in return for protection. Indeed everywhere
that Cortés landed he was to take possession of the place in the name of
the Crown of Castile, doing so in the most solemn way possible. A
notary, escribano, was, of course, to be present on these occasions. The
assumption was that Cortés would keep touching at islands. The idea that
there was a great empire to be treated with was not envisaged.

The Indians of Yucatan were to be told how Velizquez had been
distressed to hear of the battle between Hernindez de Cérdoba and the
people of Champoton. Cortés was also to find out what the crosses on
Cozumel really signified. He was to discover, too, in what the naturales
of Yucatan and elsewhere believed, and whether there were churches and
priests. Cortés was to point out that there was only one God. He was to
seek news of Grijalva, as of Crist6bal de Olid, who had gone to look for
him. He was also to seek news of those Christians who, as the cross-eyed
Mayas had reported, were said to be prisoners in Yucatan: among them,
perhaps, there might be Diego de Nicuesa, that conquistador who had
been lost in 1510 on a voyage from Darien to Santo Domingo and who
had been a friend of Velizquez.

A royal treasurer and inspector (veedor) were to be appointed to
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collect and catalogue the gold, the pearls and the precious stones which
might be exchanged with the Indians. These objects were to be put in ““a
box with three locks” of which Cortés and the two officials would have
one key each. They were to collaborate with the inspector of Grijalva’s
fleet, Francisco de Pefalosa, should the two expeditions meet.*” If
Cortés needed to collect wood or water, the landing party should always
be led by a person in his confidence. On no account was anyone ever to
sleep on shore. Cortés was to report about the vegetation and the
agricultural products of the new land. He of course had to find out about
the gold available there. Velizquez had received from Grijalva, through
Alvarado, presents of gold: dust, objects, and plate. That Governor
wanted to know whether that gold had been smelted near the coast by the
Totonacs or if they had received it in that form from somewhere else.
If so, where? Cortés was to send back a ship as soon as possible with
news; as well as any gold or other treasure obtained.

There were some romantic orders: Cortés was to find out the
whereabouts of Amazons, of which there had been much talk; and
whether it was true, as the strange Maya had told Grijalva (and as
Alvarado must have passed on), that there were people there with huge
ears, and even some with faces of dogs. This last concern was then still a
preoccupation: both the great Pliny and Solinus, who summarised his
work, had devoted much time to discussing that type of anthropological
enormity; and, in Le Livre des Merveilles of the Duke of Berry, men of
that nature were depicted in the land of Pitan among the pygmies. They
lived on the smell of fruit.*® Neither of the two previous expeditions had
reported such people: Velizquez and his clerks drew on their memories
of books.

There was, as in most such instructions, a clause which gave Cortés
such powers as he might need in order to carry out actions not specifically
covered by the earlier paragraphs. Another paragraph gave him legal
authority to act as judge in any criminal case which might arise.

Probably neither party to the document expressed their real feelings
when they signed it: Velizquez looked on the expedition as a holding
operation; Cortés, judging from the zest with which he mounted his
preparations, had from the earliest moment the grandest designs. Like
most such papers, it constituted a contract (capitulacion) giving state
authority for a private venture. The Crown gave approval, sub)ect to
certain conditions. Everything else depended on the expedluonarnes

The document was handed to Cortés at a little ceremony in Santiago.
The Governor had still heard nothing from Spain in reply to his request
the previous year for the title of adelantado of Yucatan. So he still had to
sign as deputy to the Admiral and commander-in-chief, Diego Colén.
Those present were Alonso de Parada, the public notary in Cuba and
adviser to Velizquez; Alonso de Escalante (whose house in Santiago was
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used as a foundry); Vicente Lépez, an assistant notary; and Velizquez’s
secretary, Andrés de Duero, as well as Cortés and Velizquez himself.>

There are some curiosities about the instruction. The most important
of these is that Grijalva had been back in Cuba at Velizquez’s property,
Chipiona, since 30 September, and in Matanzas, a good port, since
8 October. Velizquez, despite his orders to Cortés to look for him, must
have known it by about 20 October. Probably even before his instruction
to Cortés, he had written to Grijalva, asking him to send his ships and
men in great haste to join the new expedition.*' It is, however, not clear
that Cortés was told by Vélazquez of Grijalva’s return, since a later
statement says that he heard of it only after he had left Santiago de Cuba,
about 10 November.? (One can discount the remark of the historian
Sepulveda that Grijalva arrived in Santiago on 1 November.)>?

The explanation must be, first, that Velizquez wanted at all costs to
press ahead with the new expedition, because he was afraid that someone
else in Hispaniola really might embark on a similar venture.** Antonio
Sedeno, the chief accountant of Puerto Rico, had sent an expedition of
three ships and a brigantine to Honduras that very year. It had been lost
in a storm, but it must have constituted a warning to Velizquez.*®

The second explanation was that the Governor wanted to be the first to
find the strait which divided the “island”” of Yucatan from the “main-
land”’, where “the Gallant” Pedrarias de Avila had established himself as
governor. The general impression which Velizquez, Grijalva, Cortés,
Alvarado and others in Cuba had at that time was that, to the west, they
were facing a long line of coast, divided by a strait from some large islands
(Yucatan, Ulda). But beyond the strait they believed that there lay an
unknown territory. Perhaps China or India really was close by. Magellan
had not yet demonstrated the great size of the “Southern Sea™ (the
Pacific). Even after he had done so, the connections between the different
lands were still falsely seen: China and India were shown in a map in an
edition of Ptolemy’s Geography in 1548 as attached to Mexico.>
Columbus in 1502, and Hernindez de Cérdoba and Grijalvain 1517 and
1518, had found that the people were more civilised in these places than
they were on “the islands”. So perhaps Cortés and Velizquez were
secretly in agreement that the journey would be a more serious adventure
than the instruction of 23 October offered, being privately designed to
establish relations with the lands for which Columbus had been
looking.*” :

Having received his orders, Cortés immediately busied himself
looking for both men and ships, and buying provisions. He appealed for
the former through announcements by the town crier.>® He did not build
any ships, though permission to Cuban residents to do so had recently
been given by the Crown:* he thought that he had no time. He bought
rations on credit, some five or six thousand castellanos’ worth, from the
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shopkeeper in Santiago, Diego Siinz. In addition, he borrowed another
six thousand castellanos from many friends, including an unknown
amount from Velizquez himself.® He showed generosity: many who
signed up with him dined continually at his table.®!

Cortés’ next move was to secure the collaboration of Pedro de
Alvarado, restless after his return from the new territories the previous
month. The enthusiasm of that conquistador for a new voyage, and his
willingness to finance his own ship, horses and men,*? suggests that his
reasons given for coming back were fraudulent. He surely came home
because, having seen some of ““the secrets of the land”, he wanted a more
imaginative leader than Grijalva had shown himself. Perhaps Cortés and
Alvarado had known each other in childhood, for Alvarado’s father,
Goémez de Alvarado, may have once lived in Medellin.®* Cortés and
Alvarado surely had prolonged discussions about the significance of
Grijalva’s discoveries, the nature of the mysterious empire in the
mountains behind San Juan de Ulda, and the truth about human sacrifice.
Alvarado’s impetuous approach may have attracted Cortés: the charm
that a rash man often has for a prudent one. Perhaps too, Alvarado had
seen how enthusiastic the Totonacs had been towards the Castilians.**
He may even have realised how that enthusiasm might be tapped to
inspire a campaign designed to overthrow the Mexican empire. That
would explain the unquestioning support which Cortés always after-
wards showed for Alvarado, even when he did not deserve it. It would
explain too why Cortés, a cautious man, was persuaded suddenly that
here was the great opportunity which the goddess Fortune had reserved
for him, and why he invested everything he had in the expedition.

The scale of Cortés’ operations began to worry Velizquez. There
seemed no relation between the instructions and the outlay. Cortés
seemed to be “doing what he liked”.®® He began to live as if he were a
king. His deportment changed. He even dressed differently, as befitted,
as he thought, a leader of men, in a hat with a plume of feathers, with a
medallion of gold, and a black velvet cloak with golden knots.%

Velizquez had begun by going down every day to the port in Santiago
to see how the preparations for the expedition were going. But once he
became worried, he kept away. Baltasar Bermtdez, and two of the many
members of the Velizquez family then in Cuba, began to regret that they
had themselves not accepted the Governor’s earlier suggestions that they
should lead the enterprise. They sought to poison the Governor’s mind
against Cortés. Velizquez’s jester, Cervantes, teased his master that he
had chosen the wrong man to command the fleet and that Cortés would
make off with it.#” Velézqucz told Cortés of the joke. Cortés gravely said
that “Franquescillo” was merely a mad jester. Duero said that some
relation of Don Diego must have paid the jester to talk s0. In the end the
jester himself decided to join Cortés’ expedition.®®
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Not much more than two weeks after being asked to direct the
expedition, Cortés had three ships (one was a brigantine) and about three
hundred men. The work and concentration of effort which made this
possible seriously perturbed the Governor. Usually such expeditions
took months to plan. That official began to wonder whether his jester
might not have been right in his prediction. He thought of changing
Cortés for someone else. Cortés, learning of Velizquez’s private
thoughts, hastened his preparations even more.*® He believed that, even
if everything went well, Velizquez would not maintain his side of the
bargain to share the profits.”” Had the Governor made up his mind to
dismiss Cortés, he could have done so then: he was all-powerful in Cuba,
and “adored” by the Spanish colony.”’ Yet people meanwhile continued
to flock to Cortés’ standard: some came specially from Hispaniola, such
as Francisco Rodriguez Magariiio, constable of Puerto Real on the north
side of that unhappy island.”? Cortés was probably in special haste since
he feared that any day royal approval of Velizquez as adelantado of
Yucatan would arrive from Castile: a nomination which Velizquez might
seek to act upon immediately and which would have seriously
complicated everything.”

Velizquez eventually made up his mind to relieve Cortés of his
commission. But he did not want to face his ex-criado himself. Instead he
told Amador de Lares to go to Cortés and say that he, the Governor, would
reimburse him for what he had spent if he would cease his preparations. He
also tried to prevent Cortés from buying any more food. That was easy
enough since he himself controlled the biggest seller of wines, oil, vinegar,
even clothes in Cuba.” Cortés appeared to take no notice. Then at last
Velizquez nerved himself to cancel Cortés’ orders and to transfer the
authority which he had given to him to a certain Luis de Medina. But
(according to a nephew by marriage of Cortés) Cortés’ brother-in-law,
Juan Sudrez, on a lonely road stabbed the messenger whom Velizquez was
sending to Medina and threw his body into a ravine. The papers appointing
Medina were taken immediately to Cortés.””

Cortés realised that he would do well to leave Santiago as soon as
possible. His captains and friends agreed. So he sent certain of his
servants, armed, to Fernando Alonso, the director, obligado, of the city’s
slaughterhouse to say that he wanted to buy all his meat. Alonso
demurred: he had a contract to feed the town. Cortés’ men seized it all,
not leaving a single pig, cow or sheep. Alonso went to Cortés and said,
“for the love of God”, could he not have at least some of the meat back
because “if he did not provide for the people, he would be fined”. Cortés
gave him a gold chain with an emblem in the shape of a thistle, which he
took off his own neck and handed to him, presuming that that would
cover the fine, as well as the cost of the meat.”® How the city dined for the
next few weeks is not recorded.
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Cortés’ next call was on the accountant, Amador de Lares. He told him
that he wanted to leave immediately with the ships which were ready.
Could Lares register those vessels there and then? He did so, though how
he combined that action with loyalty to Veldzquez is hard to see. Perhaps,
though, the alguacil mayor (constable), Gonzalo Rodriguez de Ocana,
took the decision.”” Cortés went on board his flagship. He left his wife,
his mines, and his house without much concern. His only interest was
now the expedition. '

The disgruntled butcher, meantime, told Velizquez what had hap-
pened. The Governor rose from his bed at daybreak, and went to the
quay. Cortés, flanked by armed men, had a conversation with him from a
small boat. Velizquez said: “How is this, my friend [compadre], that you
are setting off in this way? Is this a good way to say goodbye to me?”
Cortés replied: “Forgive me, but these things have all been thought about
some time before they were ordered. What are now your orders?”
Velizquez, shaken by the insubordination, made no reply. Cortés
instructed his captains to set off.”® He (and they) knew from experience
that Velizquez, though quick to anger, was also quick to forgive.
Perhaps Cortés hoped for a tacit acceptance of his behaviour. It was 18
November 1§18.”°
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1§
A gentlemanly pirate

“All this was told me by Cortés himself, with other things relating to it, after
he was made a marquis, in the town of Monzén, where a parliament was held
by the Emperor in 1542, laughing and mocking and with these formal words:
‘By my faith, I carried on over there as if I had been a gentlemanly pirate.” ”

Bartolomé de Las Casas, Historia de las Indias

being careened. He did not have much food - being especially
short of bread. He therefore stopped at the small port of Macaca
(probably the modern Pilén) on Cape Cruz. He there picked up a
thousand rations of cassava bread from his friend, Francisco Davila, who
had a property there. Cortés seems to have obtained some supplies from a
royal farm there, too. He sent a ship to Jamaica for wine, eight hundred
flitches of bacon, and two thousand more rations of cassava bread.!
Cortés next stopped at Trinidad, the little settlement founded in the
centre of Cuba, not far from where, a few years before, Las Casas had had
his farm. Here the magistrate was Francisco Verdugo, who had married
Inés, a sister of Velazquez. He was a hidalgo of Cojes de Iscar, a village a
short distance from Cuéllar.? Just as Cortés arrived, Verdugo received a
letter from the Governor requiring him to delay the armada. Velizquez
had decided to replace Cortés with Vasco Porcallo de Figueroa. Similar
letters were received by the captains of two of Cortés’ ships, Francisco de
Morla and Diego de Ordaz. The first, who came from Jerez, had been
steward, camarero, to Velizquez. The second, Ordaz, came from
Castroverde de Campos in Le6n. His first adventure in America had been
in Colombia in 1§10, with the disastrous expedition of Alonso de Ojeda
when the cartographer, Juan de la Cosa, had been killed by a poisoned
arrow at the battle at Turbaco, prior to a disgraceful massacre of Indians.
Ordaz had taken part in the conquest of Cuba. He was famous for having
been left behind by his brother Pedro in a swamp.’ In 1518 he had
probably been asked by the Governor to join Cortés in order to prevent
mutiny on Cortés’ expedition — by its commander most of all. His
mother was a Girdn, a grand family, and he was connected by blood to
Veldzquez, as were most of that Governor’s officials.* In 1518, he was

C ORTES LEFT SANTIAGO with six ships. He left a seventh one behind
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nearly forty, he had a slight stammer, a thin black beard, rode badly, but
had a strong face. On this expedition he financed his own ship of sixty
men, with meat, cassava bread, wine, chickens and pigs. Though he was a
poor horseman (and would often remain in command of foot soldiers), he
was literate, being an excellent, often caustic, letter-writer.> Like several
other leaders of Cortés’ expedition, Ordaz seems to have been involved
in various disputes over debts (perhaps in respect of the pearl trade)
which made it desirable for him to leave Cuba.®

Cortés heard of these letters of Velizquez and, using powers which
nobody previously knew him to possess, not only persuaded Ordaz and
Morla to continue to collaborate with him but prevailed upon the first to
arrange with Francisco Verdugo to provide the fleet with some horses,
several loads of fodder, and more bread. One of Veldzquez’s messengers,
Pedro Laso, was even persuaded to enlist in Cortés’ fleet. This was an
early example of Cortés’ skill with words which would be one of his most
formidable weapons. Years later, Verdugo explained that he had given
Cortés these goods since Velizquez had asked him to.” No doubt that
meant that he was obeying an earlier request of the Governor’s, and
turning a blind eye to his latest one.

Cortés then sent Ordaz with a brigantine, the Alguecebo, to seize a
ship which he had heard was on its way carrying provisions to Darien.
Ordaz was successful. He secured the load of four thousand arrobas of
bread and fifteen hundred flitches of bacon or salted chicken. The owner,
a merchant of Madrid, Juan Nuiez Sedefio, who was on board, with a
mare and a colt, decided to throw in his lot with Cortés.® Talking of these
incidents to Las Casas years later (in Spain in 1§42), Cortés admitted,
“By my faith, I carried on over there as if I had been a gentlemanly
pirate.”

Cortés was involved in at least one non-piratical activity: his page,
Diego de Coria, saw him writing for the first eight nights after leaving
Santiago. What was he working on? Letters to Spain? To his father and to
the judge, Licenciado Céspedes, telling them what he was planning? Or
to merchants in Hispaniola or Seville, forewarning them of their new
opportunities?? The page never knew.

Some of those who had been on Grijalva’s expedition joined Cortés at
Trinidad. From there, Cortés sent down some messages forty miles away
to Sancti Spiritus, from where he was joined by others who had farms in
the neighbourhood. These included one of the most important members
of the expedition: a fellow citizen of Medellin, Alonso Hernindez
Portocarrero, a cousin of the Count of that city.'® Though this
conquistador could scarcely speak without swearing,'! and though his
military qualities were unproven, Cortés was evidently pleased to have
with him a grandee from his own pueblo. Portocarrero was also a nephew
of Judge Céspedes. He had a small farm and a hundred and fifty Indians
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in Cuba.!? But he could not have been rich, for Cortés bought him a
horse by selling the gold tassels from his own velvet cloak. He also
recruited at Trinidad two other men from Medellin, Rodrigo Rangel and
Gonzalo de Sandoval. The latter was only about twenty-one years old.
When about fourteen, he had been a page to Veldzquez. His capacity for
endurance would make him in the end the most successful of Cortés’
captains. All of them (and there were others) contributed whatever they
could from their properties, particularly cassava bread and smoked
ham.!> Much of the latter was now available since, by that time, the wild
pigs of Cuba were prospering as much as they did in Extremadura.

By now at last Cortés had learned of Grijalva’s return: he heard of it
when at Macaca.' Grijalva had with him many interesting and beautiful
gold objects beyond what Alvarado had brought.!*> He also had his girl
slave, with her splendid ornaments, several men and, surprisingly for
someone so apparently rational, some tantalising information about
Amazons. All this made Velizquez even more concerned to bring
Cortés’ imminent expedition to a swift end.

But from Trinidad Cortés sailed on to the little port of San Cristébal de
la Habana on the south coast of Cuba. It was at that time in the process of
being transferred fifty miles across the island to the north coast, where it
now stands, apparently because the harbour was better there, and
perhaps because one of Velizquez’s relations, Juan de Rojas, had land
there.'® On the way, Cortés became lost in the dangerous archipelago
which Velizquez had christened Los Jardines de la Reina, the Gardens of
the Queen. His flagship ran aground and it took some days to be freed.
Pedro de Alvarado and his brothers and some other conquistadors who
had been to “the new land” with Grijalva separately made their way to
Havana. These included Francisco de Montejo and Alonso de Avila,
among the captains of that journey, and also Cristébal de Olid, the
“Hector of single combat”, who earlier on had gone in search of
Grijalva.!” These conquistadors whiled away the time of waiting for their
leader considering the pleasing topic as to which of them should succeed
Cortés should he turn out to be lost for ever.'®

Havana, then a new city, was loyal to Velizquez. Most of its few
settlers refused to help Cortés. But all the same, Cortés stayed in the
house of Pedro Barba, who had also journeyed with Grijalva (he had
given his name to the Mayan interpreter) and was in command of the
town. Cortés displayed his banner in the street. He also had his
expedition announced by the town crier. In consequence, he gained the
backing not only of one or two more adventurers, but also of Cristébal de
Quesada, collector of tithes for the bishop, who declared himself willing
to assist. So did Francisco de Medina, the collector, on the Crown’s
behalf, of the tax known as “lz cruzada’ (“the bull of crusade”, in theory
a voluntary contribution to the expenses of the war against Islam, but
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now an ordinary tax extended to the New World). These two sold Cortés
another five thousand rations of bread, two thousand flitches of bacon,
and many beans and chickpeas, as well as wine, vinegar and six thousand
loaves of bread made from cassava — one of the few Caribbean products
which the Castilians deigned to eat: wisely, for it lasted much longer
without deterioration than bread made from wheat."”

Yet one more intimate of Velizquez, Gaspar de Garnica, appeared by
ship in Havana. He brought another letter for Cortés from the Governor. It
required him to wait. Garnica carried other letters from Veliazquez for his
cousin Juan Velizquez de Le6n, who had joined Cortés at Trinidad, and for
Diego de Ordaz. Fr. Bartolomé de Olmedo, a Mercedarian who had agreed
to accompany Cortés, received a letter from a fellow friar in Velizquez’s
circle.? All these communications asked their recipients to delay Cortés.
The letter to Ordaz even requested him to seize Cortés and bring him back a
prisoner to Santiago. Ordaz asked his commander to dine on the caravel in
which Garnica had come. But Cortés suspected a trap. He feigned astomach
ache.?! Garnica wrote to Velizquez that he had not dared to seize Cortés,
since he was too popular with his soldiers.?

Velizquez, in fact, seemed close to forgiving Cortés. In early
December 1518, two weeks after the latter had left Santiago, Andrés de
Tapia, a pale man with a thin beard, who had once worked in Seville as a
groom to Columbus, came to see the Governor, perhaps from
Hispaniola, and told him that he wanted to serve with Cortés.
Velazquez, greeting Tapia affectionately, as if he had been his nephew,
said: “I do not know what Cortés’ intentions really are towards me, but
they must be bad, because he has spent everything that he had and is in
debt. He has taken my officials into his service as if he were one of the
lords of Spain. In spite of that, I wish you would go with him. It is not
fifteen days since he left this port, and you can soon catch him up. I will
help you and one or two others who also want to go with him.”

Velizquez then gave Tapia and his companions a loan of forty ducats to
help them buy clothes in a shop which belonged to him. They would,
they thought, have found the same goods elsewhere for a quarter of
that.? But they nevertheless set off and joined Cortés at Havana. Perhaps
Velizquez’s atttitude derived not from his forgiving nature but because
by then he had received Grijalva. He had bitterly upbraided him for not
breaking his instructions and going ahead to settle the new country.?* It
was perhaps difficult to be disillusioned with Grijalva at the same time as
being angry with Cortés.

Velizquez had another visitor: Juan de Salcedo, who had taken partin
the expedition of Grijalva. He rode the long distance from Havana to
Santiago. There, Velizquez asked him: “What shall I do? The truth is
that I sent Hernin Cortés with a fleet to the new land with instructions to
find Grijalva, not to settle there. What do you advise me to do?” Salcedo
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knew Cortés well, for he had married Leonor Pizarro, the Cuban girl by
whom Cortés had earlier had a child. He replied to Velizquez: “I suggest
you go yourself.” Salcedo went to the Jeronymite priors in Santo
Domingo. He secured a permission for the Governor to settle the new
land.? The poor priors were then living on sufferance. Their powers had
been taken from them. But until their successor Figueroa arrived the
following August they were in authority. Their inclination was to
approve everything they were asked.

But Velizquez was in as weak a position as ever, since it would have
been impossible for him to have gathered a new fleet quickly to sail either
against or in collaboration with Cortés. Cortés was evidently not to be
dissuaded. He had invested his fortune in the enterprise, as had some
others.

The question of how much of the costs of the expedition were paid by
Cortés or by Velizquez is, at this distance of time, a matter of judgement
rather than of analysis, since so many contrary things were later said.
Velizquez, in his will, said that he had offered to pay a third of the costs,
assuming that Cortés would pay another third, and that the volunteers
would find (and share the profits from) the final third.?® A letter the
following year from Cortés’ friends, probably drafted by Cortés himself,
admitted that Velizquez had indeed paid a third.?’” Pedro de Alvarado, as
has been seen, claimed to have paid for one na0 and its equipment. So did
Ordaz. Cortés himself claimed that he paid “nearly two-thirds” of the
costs, including the wages of the sailors and the pilots.?® But several
witnesses at Cortés’ enquiry in 1§20 went further and said that “everyone
knew that the cost was borne by Cortés”.?* Years later, the polemicist
Sepiilveda, in his De Orbe Novo, wrote, after talking to Cortés himself,
that the two men had agreed to pay half each.*®

The safest judgement in the matter would seem to be to echo the
testimony of the pilot, Antonio de Alaminos, an honest man who, in
1§22, stated that Cortés and Velizquez financed the fleet between them,
with Cortés paying the larger share.?! Cortés, however, probably did not
put up in cash more than a third of the money needed: say 6,500 pesos.
He said in 1§20 that his costs came to about 20,000 pesos, of which he had
borrowed three-quarters. But in 1529 he reduced the estimate to 12,000
castellanos, half of which, he admitted, he had borrowed. Many settlers
in Cuba felt in consequence that they had a share in the undertaking.’?

This expedition, like most in those times, was an adventure of private
enterprise. The model, like most things in the history of the establish-
ment of the Spanish empire, derived from medieval practice. The Crown
had (indirectly) given permission; and the Crown’s governor had
nominated the commander. The commander was responsible for fitting
things out. Those who volunteered for the journey were on it because
they hoped to make their fortunes. Only the forty or fifty sailors and the
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five pilots were paid — by Cortés. The soldiers, whether captains or
humble infantrymen, lived, as usual, on expectations. Yet once they had
agreed to join the “army” of the Caudillo, they assumed the obligation
under pain of death not to abandon it.*?

Cortés held a muster of his expedition just short of the extreme west
point of Cuba, at Cape Corrientes. In this at least he was following his
instructions.

He now had eleven ships. But only four were of substance - the
flagship, Santa Maria de la Concepcion, a nao of a capacity of a hundred
tons, and three others with a capacity of sixty to eighty tons.>* The rest
were small open ships or brigantines. All the bigger ships, and perhaps
some of the brigantines, would have been built in Spain. One of the naos,
that captained and apparently paid for by Pedro de Alvarado, failed to be
present at the muster.”® Cortés decided to sail without him. Another ship
which Cortés had bought was, it may be remembered, still being
careened in Santiago.

Counting the men who later sailed with Alvarado, Cortés had with
him about five hundred and thirty Europeans, of whom thirty were
crossbowmen. Twelve had arquebuses.®® These last were men who
belonged to a different order of society from the captains or the
infantrymen. Yet they were as important as the captains. There had been
condottieri in Italy who had opposed their introduction: Paolo Vitelli
had put out the eyes and cut off the hands of captured German
schiopettieri, because he thought it unworthy that a knight should be laid
low by common men with guns. Cortés had no such reluctance to use
modern technology. He also had fourteen pieces of artillery of the same
type that Grijalva had taken: probably ten culverins of bronze, with four
falconets.>” But Cortés probably also had with him some breech-loading
cannon, lombards, such as were often found then on ships. These could
sustain a higher rate of fire than the other muzzle-loaders.”® These
weapons, most of which had names (San Francisco, Juan Ponce, Santiago
and so on), were in the hands of specialists: Francisco de Mesa; a
Levantine named Arbenga; Juan Catalan, one of the few Catalans to be
found in the Indies; and Bartolomé de Usagre, from his name an
Extremeifio. The captain of this little unit of artillery was Francisco de
Orozco, “who had been a good soldier in Italy”:*® the magical
experience which was supposed to guarantee everything. Similar respon-
sibilities in respect of the crossbowmen went to Juan Benitez and Pedro
de Guzmin, masters in the art of repairing those weapons.

There may have been as many as fifty sailors, many of them, as was
common in those days on Spanish ships, foreigners — Portuguese,
Genoese, Neapolitans, and even a Frenchman.*

About a third of Cortés’ expedition probably originated in Andalusia,
almost a quarter from Old Castile, and only sixteen per cent from
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Extremadura. Seville and Huelva were far the most frequent birthplaces
of the men concerned.*! But as so often, many commanders were
Extremenos. A few Spanish women also travelled: these were two sisters
of Diego de Ordaz, three or four maids, and one or two women who
went as housekeepers.*? The exact role of these particular “congquista-
doras” — the word was used by Andrea del Castillo, Francisco de
Montejo’s daughter-in-law, in a subsequent enquiry - is unclear. But no
doubt that lady was correct when she said that, when women of her
quality did take part in these engagements, their work was consider-
able.*’ One or two of these women certainly later fought effectively.

The pilots with Cortés were the same as those who had served with
Hernindez de Cérdoba and Grijalva: Alaminos, Juan Alvarez the lame,
Pedro Camacho and Pedro Arnés de Sopuerta. Cortés had two church-
men: Fr. Juan Diaz, the Sevillano who had been with Grijalva; and Fr.
Bartolomé de Olmedo, a Mercedarian friar from Olmedo, a town no
distance from Valladolid and Cuéllar. He was a man of good sense whose
advice to Cértes (usually to be patient) would be invaluable. Of a merry
disposition, he sang very well. Still, he had enemies who said that he was
more interested in gold than in souls.** Olmedo was well educated,
having probably studied at the University of Valladolid, and had spent
some time in the conventos of Segovia and Olmedo. Being more worldy
than Diaz, as well as having much better judgement, his influence was far
more important. All the same, the spiritual work of both these men was
considerable: they enabled the captains of the expedition to hear mass,
particularly Cortés, who, whatever his private reflections, was publicly
on his knees most days, as even his enemies testified.*

There were a dozen men with some kind of professional training,
though only one doctor, Pedro Lépez. There were several notaries,
whose services Cortés later would use indiscriminately. Perhaps there
were half a dozen carpenters. Apart from the sailors, there were a few
Greeks, Italians, some Portuguese, and several other foreigners.*

Despite Velizquez’s prohibition, there were with Cortés several
hundred Cuban Indians, including some women, as well as a few
African freemen and black slaves.*” (It is possible that Juan Garrido, a
free black African who had become a Christian in Lisbon, later famous
as the first man to grow wheat in Mexico, was among these.)*® One
citizen of Cuba said later that he thought that every one of Cortés’
expedition had two Cuban servants.*” The fisherman “Melchor”, one
of the cross-eyed Mayas captured in Yucatan by Hernindez de
Cérdoba, accompanied the fleet (though his comrade, the melancholy
Julidn, who had accompanied Grijalva, had died). “Francisco”, the
Nahuatl-speaking Indian who had been captured by Grijalva, was also
on board Cortés’ ship.

Sixteen horses were loaded: the important innovation of this voyage.
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These were, as Piedrahita, the historian of the conquest of Nueva
Granada, would put it, “the nerves of the wars against the natives”.>°
Those taken by Cortés were probably the same breed as those which a
later Diego Velizquez painted in his equestrian portraits: sturdy, short-
backed, legs not too long, strong enough to carry a man in armour and a
heavy, comfortable Moorish saddle. For the riders would have ridden 4
la gineta, that is with stirrups long, a powerful bit and a single rein. The
legs of the riders would have pressed back, the heads of the horses turned
by pressure at the neck, not at the mouth.?! On the crossing from Cuba
to Yucatan these horses would have been hoisted on to the decks by
pulley and remained there for the voyage. The horses were expensive:
each one cost at least three thousand pesos: even an African slave cost
less. No doubt some of the horses were descendants of those carried to
Hispaniola by Columbus on his second voyage. The names of some of
them were recalled by Bernal Diaz: El Rey (“the King”); Roldanillo
(“little Roland’’); Cabeza de Moro (““Moor’s head”).

There were also numerous dogs — presumably either Irish wolfhounds
or mastiffs, the difference in breeds being then obscure. Dogs had fought
effectively, and had been used brutally, in establishing other parts of the
Spanish empire, as they had in the wars against the Moors. Cortés would
not have dreamed of depriving himself of their use. His father might have
told him that a dog, Mohama, had fought so valiantly at Granada that he
received a horseman’s share of the spoil. Indeed, the use of dogs in war in
Europe was common. Henry VIII would soon send four hundred
mastiffs to Charles V for use against the French, some of them wearing
light armour. In the conquest of Puerto Rico, Ponce de Ledn’s dog
Becerrillo (“little calf”’) had played an important part, with his “reddish
fur and black eyes”. Becerrillo’s son, Leoncillo (“little lion™), had been
with Balboa when he first saw the Pacific.>?

The captains on the expedition presented some political difficulties to
Cortés. Several were more experienced than he in wars in the Indies.
Others were close friends of Diego Velizquez. Most prominent among
these last was, of course, Diego de Ordaz, whose equivocal role at
Havana had already distinguished him. Other “Velizquistas™, as they
came to be known, were Francisco de Montejo, the Salamantino
commander of one of the four naos; Francisco de Morla; and Juan
Velizquez de Le6n. The latter, a strong fighter with a well-kept curly
beard, and a harsh voice which stuttered, was a spirited man, very grand
in his ways, whose attachment to his kinsman, the Governor, had
slackened when he did not receive a good grant of Indians.>

There were also men who would rarely say a good word for Cortés.
The most prominent of these was Juan Escudero, that constable,
alguacil, of Asuncién de Baracoa who had seized Cortés in 1515 and
imprisoned him during one of his rows with the Governor.
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At the same time, the Caudillo, to use Velizquez’s word for him, had
some dedicated friends. Most were Extremefios. These included Alonso
Hernindez Portocarrero and Gonzalo de Sandoval, who came from
Medellin; Juan Gutiérrez de Escalante, who had been with Grijalva;
Alonso de Grado, “a man of many graces but not much of a soldier”’,’* an
encomendero on a small scale in Hispaniola, who had been born in
Alcintara; and, above all, Pedro de Alvarado and his four brothers, who,
from the beginning of the journey, were the strongest backers of the new
Caudillo. Two Castilian supporters of Cortés were Francisco de Lugo, a
bastard son of Alvaro de Lugo, the lord of Fuencastin, near Medina del
Campo,*® and Bernardino Vizquez de Tapia, Grijalva’s standard-bearer,
who could also be counted at this time in this category. But these men
compensated neither in seniority nor in numbers for the friends of the
Governor. Thus Cortés had to make a practice of attempting to win over
the first group, by promoting and seeking to inspire them without losing
his own friends. It was a delicate task.

Cortés’ tasks was made easier by the fact that he had established by this
time a household of his own, modelled on the kind of staff that the Count
of Medellin or some other Extremeno baron would have had, though
Ovando and Velizquez would have had the same: Crist6bal de Guzmin
was master of his household; Rodrigo Rangel was chamberlain
(camarero); and Joan de Ciceres, a man of experience who was
nevertheless illiterate, was his majordomo.>® The first of these was from
Seville, the other two Extremeios. Rangel was from Medellin. People
noticed that Cortés, having ““established a household, lived as alord”. All
the same, for some time more he remained, in the memory of Juan Nunez
Sedeiio, “almost as a companion” to the rest of the expedition.>’

As for the rest, another witness, Fernando de Zavallos, said in a lawsuit
in 1529 that the expedition was composed of “young men . . . in needy
circumstances and easily dominated by [Cortés]”.*® Youth was certainly
a factor: the majority of the expeditionaries must have been in their early
twenties.>® Diego de Vargas told an enquiry in 1521 that: “Among those
with Cortés, there were those who said that they were rich, and those
who did not have as much as they wished, and there many poor and
indebted among them.”®® The backbone of Cortés’ army was un-
doubtedly composed of the second of the two groups: men who wanted
more money and were prepared to go to a lot of trouble to find it. Most
would have come out to the Indies, either to Cuba, Hispaniola, or Tierra
Firme, since 1513. But some would have been elderly survivors of the
early expeditions to Hispaniola, and perhaps there were some with
clipped ears or noses — indicating that they had once been convicted
robbers in Castile. Several expeditionaries (Crist6bal Martin de Gamboa,
Joan de Ciceres) had first gone to the Indies with Ovando in 1502, and
had taken part in the conquest of Cuba.®!
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On board there was enough bread, smoked or salted meat, bacon, salt,
oil, vinegar and wine to last the five hundred or so men fora few weeks.
The maize, chillis and yucca were no doubt looked on as a reserve. Fresh
water was carried in barrels, though they often leaked, because the
European wood from which they were usually made did not survive the
tropics well (very soon, water, like wine, began to travel in earthenware
jars).®2 No more water was taken than was estimated would last the
crossing to Yucatan.

The weapons, apart from the cannon, arquebuses and crossbows, and
the ammunition needed, were mostly swords and lances. Cortés had
intelligently ordered cotton armour for use against arrows, such as he had
learned was favoured for its lightness by the Indians in Yucatan. This had
been made for him near Havana, where cotton was available and where
Cuban Indian women were adept at weaving.®* But those who con-
sidered themselves, or were, of knightly class had brought the traditional
steel helmets, breastplates and bucklers which, heavy as they were, made,
as Cortés had discovered from stories from men on the earlier expedi-
tions, a strong impression on their opponents. He must have had many
spare parts: not just for the soldiers, but for the horses who required
spare bridles, saddles, stirrups and of course horse-shoes, a surprisingly
expensive item.

A final cargo consisted of the presents which the conquistadors took to
give to the Indians: the same things which Hernindez de Cérdoba and
Grijalva had taken, including glass beads, bells, mirrors, needles, pins,
leather goods, knives, scissors, tongs, hammers, iron axes, as well as
some Castilian clothes: handkerchiefs, breeches, shirts, capes, and
stockings. Some of these objects such as scissors were of real interest to
people who had not reached the age of iron, much less that of steel, yet
whose capacity to adapt and learn about new technology was soon shown
to be remarkable. Most of these things probably came originally from
Germany, Italy or Flanders, though perhaps there were oyster shells
from the Canaries, and there were, as will be seen, one or two pearls from
what is now Venezuela.

According to Cortés’ chaplain, Lépez de Gémara, Cortés started the
expedition to Mexico with a speech. Perhaps he did, though it is hard to
believe that he made the full-blooded appeal to the desire for fame and
fortune which that author, well versed in the oratory of the later Italian
Renaissance, published. The speech, according to Lépez de Gémara,
purported to say that the expedition would win for the conquistadors “vast
and wealthy lands”, kingdoms ‘“‘greater than those of our monarchs”,
and “great rewards wrapped around with hardships”.¢* Had Cortés
spoken so directly, the friends of Velizquez under his command might
have overthrown him there and then. Still, Cortés would probably have
known that modern generals often made speeches to their assembled
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troops. But it is uncertain to whom Cortés could have spoken. Merely his
own ship’s company? Or to his captains, especially carried over from
their ships to hear him?

Cortés all the same permitted his men to have an inkling of what he was
privately thinking, by displaying, on a banner which he flew from the
masthead of his flagship, and which he had had prepared in Santiago, a
blue cross and a slogan in Latin: “Amici, sequamur crucem, et si nos fidem
habemus, vere in hoc signo vincemus”, which, being translated, might be
said to read, “Friends, let us follow the cross and, if we have faith, let us
conquer under this banner”.%*> To those who had been educated, or who
wished to be thought educated, this motto of course recalled the sign of
the cross which, in legend, appeared to the Emperor Constantine’s army
before the battle of the Milvian bridge. But the instructions of Diego
Velizquez had not mentioned a battle, much less the need to win it. Quite
possibly Cortés, if advised by the Mercedarian friar Bartolomé de
Olmedo about the Latin, recalled the slogan from a ballad. Some of
Cortés’ admirers may have been less than delighted by the appeal to
religion: Gonzalo de Sandoval, for example, was always giving the
impression he had “reneged on divine Providence” and was incessantly
“speaking ill of Our Lord God and his blessed Mother” . If he were
going to fight, he would do so for Castile.

The subject of Cortés’ religious beliefs baffles all but the fortunately
simple who, like the first historian of the Mexican church, Fr. Mendieta,
believe that Cortés was chosen by God to carry out His purposes. The
evidence is as conflicting as that relating to the colour of his hair. “Even
though he was a sinner, he had faith and did the work of a good
Christian,” wrote the Franciscan priest Motolinia, who knew him well
(being his confessor) in later life, adding that “he confessed with many
tears and placed his soul and treasure in the hands of his confessor””.¢” His
favourite oath was “by my conscience”. Yet Diego de Ordaz, who saw
him most days for the next eighteen months, would write in 1529 that
Cortés had “no more conscience than a dog”.%® He was “addicted to
women in excess”, greedy, and loved the “worldly pomp”’ of which he
would speak disdainfully in his will; yet he preached well, prayed often,
and usually wore a gold chain with a picture of the Virgin on one side and
John the Baptist on the other.*’

The truth seems to be that, though a sincere Christian, Cortés was
quite able to combine Christian beliefs, and actions, with a realisation
that these things were useful. The motives of Cortés, like those of
Columbus, were inextricably mixed: above all, no doubt, he wanted
glory, he also wanted wealth and, where appropriate, or convenient, he
also wanted to serve God. “For God and Profit” was the slogan of the
merchant of Prato, Francesco Datini. The Roman Church before the
Counter-Reformation, and before the establishment of the Jesuits, was a
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more relaxed enterprise than it subsequently became. Cortés forgave
Sandoval and Portocarrero for blasphemy since they were intimates; but
he ostensibly punished others for the same crime (Cristébal Flores,
Francisco de Orduna). He gambled. He loved, as a show above all, the
material things of life, of which he had seen too few in his childhood. He
liked having a court of assistants. He would contemplate any tactic, even
one which might (given his time) have been with justification called
Machiavellian. These things show his priorities. But he naturally
developed as his expedition gathered strength. He probably became more
God-fearing as he faced more and more challenges. The Church often
afforded a convenient pretext for action — more so (though this is to
anticipate) than was the case in respect of other conquests in the
Caribbean, for the obvious reason that the religions of old Mexico and its
subordinate territories were more formidable than those of the West
Indies. Christianity, after all, was the philosophy of Cortés’ expedition,
even if it was decorated with Castilian honour. It was the morality which
offered morale, the sense of community which sustained the individual in
battle, and the faith which might even comfort prisoners who would meet
their death on the sacrificial stone.”

The departure of five hundred men left Cuba exposed. It seems
doubtful whether the whole Castilian population of the island could in
1518 have been more than a thousand males. In Baracoa there were only
one or two Castilian households remaining.”! Had the indigenous
population had a leader, or had the French been as willing then to attack
the Spanish empire as they already were beginning to be to attack ships on
the high seas, Velizquez would have been hard pressed to protect his
little kingdom.

Cortés sent a respectful letter of goodbye to that proconsul before he
left.”2 But neither respect nor obedience were in his heart. Cortés kept his
own counsel. He never allowed himself to talk about his intentions
before he left Cuba. The evidence is, though, that he intended to colonise
and conquer, as well as to discover (poblar as well as descubrir). Bernal
Diaz recalled him saying so before he left Santiago.”> No one, after all,
takes horses and cannon if they are going merely to trade.

So it was that the third Castilian expedition finally set off for Yucatan
on 18 February 1519.
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12
The advantage of having horse and cannon

“The advantage of having horse and cannon is very necessary in this land, for
it gives force and advantage to few against many”
Fr. Motolinia, letter to Charles V, 1555

patron saint: San Pedro, who, he believed, had saved his life as a

child in Medellin. He ordered the masters of the ships to keep his
flagship in sight. He had a lantern hung on the stern of that vessel as a
beacon. Should there be bad weather, the good harbour of the island of
Santa Cruz, Cozumel, would be the place of rendezvous. It was by now
well known to the pilots.!

Cortés caused the fleet to make for that point for two reasons: first, it was
the shortest way to the “island” of Yucatan; secondly, he took seriously his
instruction to try and find the Christians believed to be held captive there.

Bad weather began instantly. The ships were separated during their
first night at sea. At dawn the next day, Cortés lacked five ships, in
addition to the continuing absence of Alvarado. Francisco de Morla
found that his ship had lost its rudder. He dived into the sea himself to
retrieve it.? Cortés arrived at Cozumel to find several of his ships already
there. First to arrive had been the San Sebastiin, with Alvarado. That
captain insisted that he had reached the muster point in Cuba before
Cortés. But bad weather had forced him out to sea.?

When Cortés and his men landed, they found, as Grijalva had done,
that the inhabitants of the coastal villages had fled into the interior. This
was not only from natural timidity: for Alvarado had been enjoying
himself at the local people’s cost. He had seized turkeys, men, women,
and ornaments from the temple.* Cortés reprimanded him: that was “no
way to pacify [apaciguar] the country”.> Alvarado denied that he had
done anything unusual. When his men had arrived, they had found no
Indians. So they had helped themselves to the food which they found in
the deserted houses. Cortés had Alvarado’s pilot Camacho briefly
imprisoned for having failed to make the rendezvous.®

g s SOON As his expedition was under way, Cortés dedicated it to his
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Cortés, in his reproof, again showed his hand, for his orders from
Velidzquez had said nothing about pacifying anyone.

In the next day or two, nine of the ten ships with which Cortés had left
Cuba assembled at Cozumel. The exception was that captained by
Alonso de Escobar. That vessel seemed lost for good.

Cortés himself looked at the Indian villages on Cozumel. Perhaps a
third of his men had been to the island with Grijalva but, for himself and
the rest, the temple to the lady of the rainbow, Ix Chel, with its thatched
sanctuary on top of a many-stepped pyramid, characteristic of the whole
region, was a novelty. So was the curious honey, the unexpected fruits,
the new vegetables, and the sea birds. On their arrival the Castilians also
found “beds of native cotton called hammocks”, hamacas — a word
unknown to Cortés before, though Hernindez de Cérdoba and Grijalva
must have seen them, and probably slept in them. He and his friends also
observed a wealth of interesting ornaments “and, most Holy Father,
books”, as Peter Martyr put it in a letter to the Pope, after he had talked
to members of this expedition the following year.”

These “books” were beautifully painted picture series made from
bark, smeared with bitumen, and stretched into sheets several feet long.
They must have seemed closer to the old-fashioned illuminated
manuscripts of Europe than to the new printed works with which Cortés’
generation was becoming familiar.

A woman (probably the wife of a chief) was found, with her children
and servants. She had stayed behind when the populace fled. Cortés gave
her somie clothes and other “cosas de Castilla”.? To the children he gave
toys; to the servants, scissors and mirrors. Through the unsatisfactory
interpretation of Melchor, Cortés asked her to invite the chiefs and other
islanders to return. He promised that they would be well treated.” They
did come back. Cortés ordered that, so far as possible, the things stolen
from their houses by Alvarado’s men before he had arrived should be
restored to them. In.response, the chief of the island arranged with his
people to give food to the Castilians; fish, bread and honey. There was a
ceremonious greeting between the leaders. The Indians burned resin in
the main courtyard before the temple: a smell like incense.!

Cortés was so friendly that the Mayas of Cozumel listened to him with
attention as he explained to them, through Melchor, the odious
character, as he saw it, of human sacrifices. They asked him to what law
they should then submit. Cortés replied that there was one God, the
creator of heaven and earth, giver of all things.!' Interrupting an
indigenous ceremony, he arranged for a mass to be held and told his
astonished hearers that he wanted to break their idols and provide them
with a better law and better things to worship.!? The idols in their
temples, he insisted, were evil. They would, in his opinion, lead their
souls to hell. He asked them to put up an image of the Virgin Mary
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in place of their idols. That action, he argued, would be sure to bring
them good harvests, and to save their souls."

This was the first time that Cortés had tried his hand at sermons to the
naturales. It was a most successful beginning to what became for him an
important activity. Perhaps he was advised what to say by Fr. Olmedo.
But perhaps his years as an acolyte at the church of San Martin in
Medellin had taught him something of the art of preaching and recorded
in his memory the subjects of sermons. His hearers were probably much
more impressed by the candles than by the words of the preacher (they
are reported to have been “pleased and astonished” by the former).'* At
all events, they did nothing when Cortés ordered some of his men to roll
the idols down the steps of the temples; though he seems for the moment
to have left alone the hollow idol through which priests in the past had
been wont to speak to the faithful.!®> The Indians were similarly
speechless when Cortés had built a Christian altar and put on it an image
of the Virgin Mary (probably from a portable altar on a ship). Apparently
they hung this Virgin with native clothes.'® Two carpenters, Alonso
Yanez and Alvaro Lépez, built a cross, which an Extremefo, Martin
Vizquez, placed on top of the high tower of the main pyramid.'” The
Mayas also put an image of the Virgin in their boats.'* While the
Castilians stayed, there were apparently no sacrifices of human beings (or
so they believed).!” But there were anyway fewer such sacrifices among



the Mayas than the Mexica. Partridges, quails and dogs suffered instead.
Perhaps the Mayas thought that the new Christian cross was in some way
an act -of homage to their own whitewashed structure which both
Hernindez de Cérdoba and Grijalva had observed with amazement (and
which Cortés also saw).?°

This slight acquaintance with the natives of Cozumel confirmed to
Cortés what Alvarado and others must have told him: namely, that these
people were superior in civilisation to the Indians whom he had known in
both Hispaniola and Cuba. Some echoes of the controversy in Spain as to
whether the Indians of the New World were slaves by nature would, of
course, have reached Cortés. He must have seen instantly that the Indians
of the “new islands”, brown, ignorant and idolatrous though they might
be, were human beings who could be “raised to the dignity of children of
God, brothers and sisters of Christ, and heirs to His glory”.?! This sense
of religious purpose was surely enhanced by his realisation of the nature
of Maya religion and of the incidence of human sacrifice. Politically and
technologically superior though these naturales were, their religion made
them seem evil. So Cortés was the more inclined to recall that instruction
of Velizquez which insisted that the “first motive which you and your
company have to carry with you is to serve our Lord God and increase
the dimension of our holy Catholic faith”.

The relations between the Mayas and the Spaniards were good. Cortés
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enlarged often on the desirability of the people of the island accepting
King Charles as their suzerain.?? Perhaps Cortés was remembering
medieval precedents as to how the King of Castile had conducted himself
in relation to Moorish lords. The Mayas for their part were much
impressed by the Castilians’ beards and the colour of their skin.?> They
were not shown the horses, for those secret weapons were left on the
ships.

After a while, the Mayas told Cortés that “in the [next-door] land
known as Yucatan, there were two Christians who had been carried there
a long time ago in a boat, and a lord of that land had held them as
captives”.?* The Caudillo tried to persuade the chief of Cozumel to send
a messenger to where these men were. But that potentate said that he
feared that, were he to do that, his messenger would be captured and
eaten. Cortés determined to send his own messengers. Some Mayas were
landed for this purpose in Yucatan by Juan de Escalante, one of Cortés’
friends, from his brigantine. Ordaz acted as an escort, in two more
brigantines, with fifty men. The messengers carried a letter from Cortés
hidden in the hair of the head of one of them. The letter stated that the
Caudillo had arrived with five hundred and fifty Spaniards in order to
discover and settle these lands.?®

After a week, these men had not come back. This was a disappoint-
ment. Cortés not only wanted to free Castilians from tropical imprison-
ment. He guessed that a Spaniard who had been living for some years
with the Indians would turn out to be a much better interpreter than
Melchor or Julidn, whose lack of Castilian was a serious weakness. A
good interpreter, he must have known from memories of the wars with
the Moors, was worth his (or her) weight in gold.

Once Escalante and Ordaz had returned, Cortés arranged, all the
same, to leave.?® The expedition took with them some honey and wax,
and bade goodbye with regret to the sweet-scented island of Santa Cruz,
as they called Cozumel. They made first for that other smaller island, the
Isla de Mujeres (discovered, and named, by Hernindez de Cérdoba).
The day they arrived was, in Spain, as they recalled with a sudden twinge
of homesickness, the first day of carnival.”” Cortés had gone there only to
see the place. He was about to set off again for Cape Catoche when Juan
de Escalante signalled by cannon that his brigantine had sprung a leak.
This was an important supply ship. It had on board most of the bread
brought from Cuba. Cortés decided to go back to Cozumel and mend the
vessel there, since the naturales had been so friendly. When they did so,
the Spaniards were glad to find their image of the Virgin still in place.?®

Several days passed in the repair of the ship. They took on water again.
On 12 March, they were once more ready. All the expedition re-
embarked save for Cortés and about ten others. These commanders stood
on the shore waiting for the little boats to take them to their ships. Then
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came a contrary wind which delayed them again. So they spent another
night on the island. The next day was a Sunday. Cortés insisted on
hearing mass before he left. After this further delay, they saw a canoe
coming towards them from Yucatan. Cortés told Andrés de Tapia to
investigate. The canoe carried ““three men naked except that their private
parts were covered. Their hair was tied as women’s hair is tied, and they
carried bows and arrows. They made signs that the Castilians should not
be afraid and reached the shore.” One of them came forward, asking in
Spanish, “Gentlemen, are you Christians? Whose subjects are you?”
One of Tapia’s men, Angel Tintorero, said that they were Castilians, and
were subjects (vasallos) of the King of Castile. The other joyfully asked
them, weeping, to give thanks to God. He himself did so.?’ This was
Gerénimo de Aguilar, one of those men whom the people of Cozumel
had told them were still alive in captivity, and whom Cortés had been
instructed to seek. He had received the Caudillo’s letter. )

Aguilar was then about thirty years of age. He was a native of Ecija in
Andalusia, between Seville and Cérdoba, one of the hottest places in
Spain. He had taken minor orders before his great adventure began nine
years before. Aguilar’s mother in Ecija, hearing that her son was
probably the prisoner of cannibals, refused to eat meat, and became crazy
at the sight of anything frying, in the fear that it might be a part of
Gerénimo. “That is the flesh of my son,” she would cry. “Am I not the
most unhappy of mothers?**>°

In the spring of 1511, Aguilar explained, he had been on a ship under a
conquistador named Valdivia, making its way from Darien to Santo
Domingo. The purpose had been to report to the Governor in Santo
Domingo the interminable quarrels in Darien between Diego de Nicuesa
and Nunez de Balboa. The ship struck shoals off the Viboras, the Vipers,
some islands near Jamaica. Aguilar set off in a boat with Valdivia and
about twenty others. There was neither food nor water, and only one pair
of oars. They were caught in a current which ran fast to the west. After
privations, they were cast ashore in Yucatan. Half their number were by
then dead.”

The Mayas captured the survivors, sacrificed Valdivia and four others,
and ate their bodies at a fiesta. Aguilar and some others were put in cages
to be fattened, as they supposed, for a subsequent banquet. They broke
out of the cages and fled, being received by Xamanzana, another Maya
chief. He sheltered them, but kept them as slaves. After some time, all
died, except for Aguilar and Gonzalo Guerrero, a native of Niebla, a port
some miles up the Rio Tinto from Palos.

Aguilar managed, through the strength of his faith (he insisted), to
keep himself from temptations in the forms of girls offered him by his
hosts. He concentrated his mind by counting the days but, by the time he
was liberated, he was three days out: he thought that it was a Wednesday,
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not a Sunday, when he met Tapia.>? One account says that he always had
with him a much-used Book of Hours: a collection of conventional
prayers, with illuminated paintings.>*> He was more than ready to return
to Spanish life. Gonzalo Guerrero was not. Aguilar had sent him Cortés’
letter. But Guerrero now had a Maya wife, the daughter of Na Chan Can,
lord of Chactemal, some hundred miles to the south, the only cacao-
growing area of Yucatan. He had three children. He had had his nose and
ears pierced, and his face and hands tattooed, as if he were an Indian.**
He was ashamed of that. He also had a position with Na Chan as a
military adviser.>® Perhaps too he had unhappy memories of his home
town, Niebla. The conquistadors might deplore the indigenous habits in
the Americas. But would not the poet Juan del Encina describe how famine
in Niebla had once reduced the population even there to cannibalism?**

It immediately seemed to Cortés that Aguilar might become the
interpreter whom he needed. Aguilar spoke Chontal Maya. His Spanish
was rusty, as might be expected, after eight years in the wilderness, and
he never completely recovered it.>” But he was nevertheless immensely
useful. Aguilar’s stories about human sacrifice among the Mayas must
have cast a shadow over many conquistadors’ enthusiasm, as well as
strengthening their sense of Christian mission.

Cértes then gave orders to his fleet to set off once again. Before doing
s0, he again talked to the natives about the importance of salvation. For
this homily he tested Aguilar as interpreter. The practice worked
perfectly. The Castilians then completed the destruction of the local
idols. The Mayas seemed distressed by Cortés’ proposed departure.
Cortés now saw how simple it was, relatively speaking, to impress these
Indians: indeed, to inspire in them what seemed like affection. They,
perhaps out of those natural good manners which had always been
characteristic of the inhabitants of those territories, begged him to leave
behind a preacher when he had gone. But Coértes had need of Fr. Juan
Diaz and Fr. Bartolomé de Olmedo.>®

The expedition set off back to the Isla de Mujeres where they took on
both water and salt. They waited two days there for a favourable wind to
take them past Cape Catoche. While waiting, they caught a shark which,
on cutting it up, they discovered to have within its belly a typical haul of
flotsam from the sixteenth-century Caribbean: three shoes, a tin plate,
over thirty rations of pork, and a cheese.?”

Once past Cape Catoche, Cortés continued along the route previously
taken by Hernindez de Cérdoba and Grijalva, as by his own pilots. He
kept a brigantine close to the coast, not only to look for the missing ship
under the captaincy of Alonso de Escobar, but also to make some effort
to find the “secrets of the territory”. He considered stopping at
Champoton to avenge the defeat of Hernindez de Cérdoba, but did not
do so, on the advice of the pilots; they had remarked, on previous
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journeys, the shallowness of the water. After some days, the missing
vessel of Escobar was discovered in the harbour which Grijalva had
named Puerto Deseado. The pilot, Juan Alvarez “the lame”, had led
Escobar there, knowing from his previous voyage with Grijalva that they
could probably survive on local products, even if they had no food on
board. They had lived well, eating rabbits and some game: this being
much assisted by the miraculous discovery of the mastiff bitch left behind
by Grijalva.*® That early European colonist of Yucatan had provided for
herself for a year apparently without difficulty. Escobar’s ship had so
profited that its rigging, when Cortés discovered it, was shrouded in pelts
of deer and rabbit.*!

Cortés moved on to the mouth of the river Usamacinta. He named it
the San Pedro and San Pablo. The fleet arrived next at the river Grijalva
(or Tabasco), about 22 March.*? Cortés said that he was going to land and
get food and water.*> But he was short of neither. Probably he was
looking for gold, since it was there, as he must have been told, that
Grijalva had been given a golden figure of a man.

Though this is a broad river, the pilots thought it unwise to take the big
ships up it. Cortés accordingly went in with his brigantines and the boats
attached to the caravels. He took with him two hundred men.** On the
banks of the river, the Castilians saw many Indians assembled, in feathers,
watching. Grijalva had conducted himself cautiously in the same place the
previous year. So the natives, who were Chontal Mayas, showed no fear. A
mile and a half up the river, the Castilians found a settlement which was
alleged to have 25,000 houses, mostly built of adobe with straw roofs.*> This
figure is open to the usual suspicion of gross exaggeration, which marks all
such estimates. It at all events impressed the Castilians as constituting a
substantial town with houses of stone built by “architects of real talent”.*
This was Potonchan, an important commercial centre. It must have been
approximately where the town of Frontera is now. But the river Grijalvahas
changed its course since the sixteenth century. Thus it is impossible to be
sure of the site. It seems likely that the region produced rubber, used at that
time for making both soles of sandals and balls. Just before they got to the
town, the inhabitants came out in canoes towards them. They asked what
Cortés wanted.¥

Cortés, replying through Aguilar (who was able to talk effectively with
them), said that he required food and would pay for it. He was, he said, a
brother of that Grijalva with whom the Indians had established such
good relations the previous year.*® The Indians said that the Castilians
should assemble the next day in the square in front of the town. This they
did, after sleeping the night on the sandy river bank. Both sides sought to
deceive: the Mayas had used the night to begin to evacuate their women
and children; the Castilians, to take more men from their ships, including
crossbowmen and arquebusiers, but not as yet the horses.*’
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TO KNOW THE SECRETS OF THE LAND

In the morning, the Mayas brought eight turkeys, and maize enough
for ten people. According to Juan Alvarez, who was present, they also
brought a mask of gold and some other jewels. They told the Castilians
that they should leave. Cortés refused and said that they had not brought
enough food. He would also like a basket full of gold. The Indians replied
that they wished neither for war nor for trade. They had no more gold.*®
If the Castilians did not leave, they would be killed. They promised to
bring a little more food the next day. If Cortés needed water he could take
it from the river. Cortés said that the river was salt. The Indians replied
that fresh water could be obtained by boring holes in the sand on one of
the islands.*

Three more days passed. The Castilians remained in their boats on the
river. Cortés brought out yet more men from the anchored fleet. He also
sent Pedro de Alvarado and Alonso de Avila up the river on foot with
fifty men each, to look for a crossing beyond the town.>? Ordaz set off on
another reconnoitre, and came upon, as he rather improbably put it,
30,000 Indians, to whom he read the Requerimiento. He was then saved
by some other Castilians from being surrounded.’® (Exaggeration of
numbers in battle, and other things, was, as will be incessantly seen, a
characteristic of the time: thus the historian Chastellain told how at the
battle of Gavre, Charles the Bold, Duke of Burgundy, lost only five
noblemen while the rebels of Ghent lost 20,000 to 30,000 infantrymen.)

On the fourth morning, the Indians again brought eight turkeys and
maize enough for ten people. Cortés repeated that he wished to visit the
town. He added that he wanted more food. The Indians said that they
would think about the matter. The ensuing night they evacuated all their
families and much property. They brought soldiers into the town: “All
that night,” said one conquistador, “the naturales kept a very good
guard, with men watching, with many fires and horns.”

Next day the Mayas brought a small supply of food in eight canoes.
They insisted that they could bring no more, since the people had left the
town, out of fear both of the strangers and of their great ships. Some of
Cortés’ men set out to try and find provisions. They were surrounded in
the town and returned in disorder. Cortés, unimpressed, said that those
who were ill should go back to the ships, while those who were fit should
put themselves on a war footing. He told the next party of Indians to visit
him that it was inhuman to let the Castilians die of hunger. If the Indians
would allow him to enter the town, and feed his men, he would give them
good advice.

The Indians said that they were in no need of advice and that they
would certainly not receive the Castilians in their houses. Cortés said that
if the Indians would only listen to him, they would prosper. He had to
enter the town in order to be able to describe it to the greatest lord in the
world, that is his king, who had sent him to see and visit that land.>* He,



THE ADVANTAGE OF HAVING HORSE AND CANNON

Cortés, liked doing good, but if the Indians did not want to help him do
50, he could only commend their souls to God. In reply, the Mayas again
said that the Castilians should go away and cease bullying them. If they
did not leave, they repeated, they would all be killed. Cortés replied that
he would enter the town that night, even if it irritated them. The Mayas
merely laughed. Cortés then had a statement demanding an acceptance of
the supremacy of the King of Spain read out by the notary, Diego de
Godoy. He had, it may be remembered, performed that service twice for
Grijalva, though not at Potonchan.*®

This action had an undesired consequence. The Mayas immediately
attacked with bows and arrows, and stones flung from their
slings. They also walked knee-deep into the river in order to attack the
conquista