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Montezuma’s Greeting to Cortes1
Close to the city there is a wooden bridge ten paces wide across a breach in the causeway
to allow the water to flow, as it rises and falls. After we had crossed this bridge, Moctezuma
came to greet us and with him some two hundred lords, all barefoot and dressed in a
different costume, but also very rich in their way and more so than the others. They came
in two columns, pressed very close to the walls of the street, which is very wide and
beautiful and so straight that you can see from one end to the other. It is about two miles2
long and has on both sides very good and big houses, both dwellings and temples.
Moctezuma came down the middle of this street with two chiefs, one on his right hand and
the other on his left. When we met I dismounted and stepped forward to embrace him, but
the two lords who were with him stopped me with their hands so that I should not touch
him; and they likewise all performed the ceremony of kissing the earth. When at last I came
to speak to Moctezuma himself I took off a necklace of pearls and cut glass that I was
wearing and placed it round his neck; after we had walked a little way up the street a
servant of his came with two necklaces, wrapped in a cloth, made from red snails' shells,
which they hold in great esteem; and from each necklace hung eight shrimps of refined gold
almost a span in length. And after he had given me these things he sat on another throne
which they placed there next to the one on which I was sitting, and addressed me in he
following way:
"For a long time we have known from the writings of our ancestors that neither I
[Moctezuma], nor any of those who dwell in this land, are natives of it, but foreigners who
came from very distant parts; and likewise we know that a chieftain, of whom they were all
vassals, brought our people to this region. And he returned to his native land and after
many years came again, by which time all those who had remained were married to native
women and had built villages and raised children. And when he wished to lead them away
again they would not go nor even admit him as their chief, and so he departed. And we have
always held that those who descended from him would come and conquer this land and
take us as their vassals. So because of the place from which you claim to come, namely,
from where the sun rises, and the things you tell us of the great lord or king who sent you
here, we believe and are certain that he is our natural lord, especially as you say that he has
known of us for some time. So be assured that we shall obey you and hold you as our lord
in place of that great sovereign of whom you speak; and in this there shall be no offense or
betrayal whatsoever. I know full well of all that has happened to you from Puntunchan to
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here, and I also know how those of Cempoala [a location on the coast, where Cortes had five
Aztec tax collectors seized] and Tlaxcala have told you much evil of me; believe only what
you see with your eyes, for those are my enemies, and some were my vassals, and have
rebelled against me at your coming and said those things to gain favor with you. I also
know that they have told you the walls of my houses are, made of gold, and that the floor
mats in my rooms and other things in my household are likewise of gold, and that I was,
and claimed to be, a god; and many other things besides. The houses as you see are of stone
and lime and clay."
Then he raised his clothes and showed me his body, saying, as he grasped his arms and
trunk with his hands, "See that I am of flesh and blood like you and all other men, and I am
mortal and substantial. See how they have lied to you? It is true that I have some pieces of
gold left to me by my ancestors; anything I might have shall be given to you whenever you
ask. Now I shall go to other houses where I live, but here you shall be provided with all that
you and your people require, and you shall receive no hurt, for you are in your own land
and your own house."
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Excerpts from Hernan Cortés’ Second Letter to Charles V, 15203
The City of Tenochtitlan
In order, most potent Sire, to convey to your Majesty a just conception of the great extent of
this noble city of Tenochtitlan, and of the many rare and wonderful objects it contains; of
the government and dominions of Moctezuma, the sovereign: of the religious rights and
customs that prevail, and the order that exists in this as well as the other cities
appertaining to his realm: it would require the labor of many accomplished writers, and
much time for the completion of the task. I shall not be able to relate an hundredth part of
what could be told respecting these matters; but I will endeavor to describe, in the best
manner in my power, what I have myself seen; and imperfectly as I may succeed in the
attempt, I am fully aware that the account will appear so wonderful as to be deemed
scarcely worthy of credit; since even we who have seen these things with our own eyes, are
yet so amazed as to be unable to comprehend their reality.
Before I begin to describe this great city and the others already mentioned, it may be well
for the better understanding of the subject to say something of the configuration of [the
Valley of] Mexico, in which they are situated, it being the principal seat of Moctezuma's
power. This Province is in the form of a circle, surrounded on all sides by lofty and rugged
mountains; its level surface comprises an area of about 175 miles in circumference,
including two lakes, that overspread nearly the whole valley, being navigated by boats
more than 125 miles round. One of these lakes contains fresh and the other, which is the
larger of the two, salt water. On one side of the lakes, in the middle of the valley, a range of
highlands divides them from one another, with the exception of a narrow strait which lies
between the highlands and the lofty sierras. This strait is a bow-shot wide, and connects
the two lakes; and by this means a trade is carried on between the cities and other
settlements on the lakes in canoes without the necessity of traveling by land. As the salt
lake rises and falls with its tides like the sea, during the time of high water it pours into the
other lake with the rapidity of a powerful stream; and on the other hand, when the tide has
ebbed, the water runs from the fresh into the salt lake.
This great city of Temixtitlan [Tenochtitlan, now Mexico City] is situated in this salt lake,
and from the main land to the denser parts of it, by whichever route one chooses to enter,
the distance is five miles. There are four avenues or entrances to the city, all of which are
formed by artificial causeways, two spears' length in width. The city is as large as Seville or
Cordova; its streets, I speak of the principal ones, are very wide and straight; some of these,
and all the inferior ones, are half land and half water, and are navigated by canoes. All the
streets at intervals have openings, through which the water flows, crossing from one street
to another; and at these openings, some of which are very wide, there are also very wide
bridges, composed of large pieces of timber, of great strength and well put together; on
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many of these bridges ten horses can go abreast. Foreseeing that if the inhabitants of the
city should prove treacherous, they would possess great advantages from the manner in
which the city is constructed, since by removing the bridges at the entrances, and
abandoning the place, they could leave us to perish by famine without our being able to
reach the main land, as soon as I had entered it, I made great haste to build four brigatines,
which were soon finished, and were large enough to take ashore three hundred men and
the horses, whenever it should become necessary.

This city has many public squares, in which are situated the markets and other places for
buying and selling. There is one square twice as large as that of the city of Salamanca,
surrounded by porticoes, where are daily assembled more than sixty thousand souls,
engaged in buying and selling; and where are found all kinds of merchandise that the world
affords, embracing the necessaries of life, as for instance articles of food, as well as jewels
of gold and silver, lead, brass, copper, tin, precious stones, bones, shells, snails, and
feathers. There are also exposed for sale wrought and unwrought stone, bricks burnt and
unburnt, timber hewn and unhewn, of different sorts. There is a street for game, where
every variety of birds in the country are sold, as fowls, partridges, quails, wild ducks, flycatchers, widgeons, turtledoves, pigeons, reed-birds, parrots, sparrows, eagles, hawks,
owls, and kestrels; they sell likewise the skins of some birds of prey, with their feathers,
head, beak, and claws. There are also sold rabbits, hares, deer, and little dogs [i.e., the
chihuahua], which are raised for eating. There is also an herb street, where may be
obtained all sorts of roots and medicinal herbs that the country affords. There are
apothecaries' shops, where prepared medicines, liquids, ointments, and plasters are sold;
barbers' shops, where they wash and shave the head; and restaurateurs, that furnish food
and drink at a certain price. There is also a class of men like those called in Castile porters,
for carrying burdens. Wood and coal are seen in abundance, and braziers of earthenware
for burning coals; mats of various kinds for beds, others of a lighter sort for seats, and for
halls and bedrooms.

5

Aztec Religion
Among these temples there is one which far surpasses all the rest, whose grandeur of
architectural details no human tongue is able to describe; for within its precincts,
surrounded by a lofty wall, there is room enough for a town of five hundred families.
Around the interior of the enclosure there are handsome edifices, containing large halls
and corridors, in which the religious persons attached to the temple reside. There are fully
forty towers, which are lofty and well built, the largest of which has fifty steps leading to its
main body, and is higher than the tower of the principal tower of the church at Seville. The
stone and wood of which they are constructed are so well wrought in every part, that
nothing could be better done, for the interior of the chapels containing the idols consists of
curious imagery, wrought in stone, with plaster ceilings, and wood-work carved in relief,
and painted with figures of monsters and other objects. All these towers are the burial
places of the nobles, and every chapel in them is dedicated to a particular idol, to which
they pay their devotions.

Three halls are in this grand temple, which contain the principal idols; these are of
wonderful extent and height, and admirable workmanship, adorned with figures
sculptured in stone and wood; leading from the halls are chapels with very small doors, to
which the light is not admitted, nor are any persons except the priests, and not all of them.
In these chapels are the images of idols, although, as I have before said, many of them are
also found on the outside; the principal ones, in which the people have greatest faith and
confidence, I precipitated from their pedestals, and cast them down the steps of the temple,
purifying the chapels in which they had stood, as they were all polluted with human blood,
shed ill the sacrifices. In the place of these I put images of Our Lady and the Saints, which
excited not a little feeling in Moctezuma and the inhabitants, who at first remonstrated,
declaring that if my proceedings were known throughout the country, the people would
rise against me; for they believed that their idols bestowed on them all temporal good, and
if they permitted them to be ill-treated, they would be angry and without their gifts, and by
this means the people would be deprived of the fruits of the earth and perish with famine. I
answered, through the interpreters, that they were deceived in expecting any favors from
idols, the work of their own hands, formed of unclean things; and that they must learn
there was but one God, the universal Lord of all, who had created the heavens and earth,
and all things else, and had made them and us; that He was without beginning and
immortal, and they were bound to adore and believe Him, and no other creature or thing.

I said everything to them I could to divert them from their idolatries, and draw them to a
knowledge of God our Lord. Moctezuma replied, the others assenting to what he said, That
they had already informed me they were not the aborigines of the country, but that their
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ancestors had emigrated to it many years ago; and they fully believed that after so long an
absence from their native land, they might have fallen into some errors; that I having more
recently arrived must know better than themselves what they ought to believe; and that if I
would instruct them in these matters, and make them understand the true faith, they would
follow my directions, as being for the best. Afterwards, Moctezuma and many of the
principal citizens remained with me until I had removed the idols, purified the chapels, and
placed the images in them, manifesting apparent pleasure; and I forbade them sacrificing
human beings to their idols as they had been accustomed to do; because, besides being
abhorrent in the sight of God, your sacred Majesty had prohibited it by law, and
commanded to put to death whoever should take the life of another. Thus, from that time,
they refrained from the practice, and during the whole period of my abode in that city, they
were never seen to kill or sacrifice a human being.

The figures of the idols in which these people believe surpass in stature a person of more
than ordinary size; some of them are composed of a mass of seeds and leguminous plants,
such as are used for food, ground and mixed together, and kneaded with the blood of
human hearts taken from the breasts of living persons, from which a paste is formed in a
sufficient quantity to form large statues. When these are completed they make them
offerings of the hearts of other victims, which they sacrifice to them, and besmear their
faces with the blood. For everything they have an idol, consecrated by the use of the nations
that in ancient times honored the same gods. Thus they have an idol that they petition for
victory in war; another for success in their labors; and so for everything in which they seek
or desire prosperity, they have their idols, which they honor and serve.
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Houses and Life in the City
This noble city contains many fine and magnificent houses; which may be accounted for
from the fact, that all the nobility of the country, who are the vassals of Moctezuma, have
houses in the city, in which they reside a certain part of the year; and besides, there are
numerous wealthy citizens who also possess fine houses. All these persons, in addition to
the large and spacious apartments for ordinary purposes, have others, both upper and
lower, that contain greenhouses of flowers. Along one of these causeways that lead into the
city are laid two pipes, constructed of masonry, each of which is two paces in width, and
about five feet in height. An abundant supply of excellent water, forming a volume equal in
bulk to the human body, is conveyed by one of these pipes, and distributed about the city,
where it is used by the inhabitants for drink and other purposes. The other pipe, in the
meantime, is kept empty until the former requires to be cleansed, when the water is let into
it and continues to be used till the cleaning is finished. As the water is necessarily carried
over bridges on account of the salt water crossing its route, reservoirs resembling canals
are constructed on the bridges, through which the fresh water is conveyed. These
reservoirs are of the breadth of the body of an ox, and of the same length as the bridges.
The whole city is thus served with water, which they carry in canoes through all the streets
for sale, taking it from the aqueduct in the following manner: the canoes pass under the
bridges on which the reservoirs are placed, when men stationed above fill them with water,
for which service they are paid. At all the entrances of the city, and in those parts where the
canoes are discharged, that is, where the greatest quantity of provisions is brought in, huts
are erected, and persons stationed as guards, who receive a certain sum of everything that
enters. I know not whether the sovereign receives this duty or the city, as I have not yet
been informed; but I believe that it appertains to the sovereign, as in the markets of other
provinces a tax is collected for the benefit of the cacique.

…. The extent of Moctezuma's dominions has not been ascertained, since to whatever point
he despatched his messengers, even five hundred miles from his capital, his commands
were obeyed, although some of his provinces were in the midst of countries with which he
was at war. But as nearly as I have been able to learn, his territories are equal in extent to
Spain itself, for he sent messengers to the inhabitants of a city called Cumatan (requiring
them to become subjects of your Majesty), which is 150 miles beyond that part of
Putunchan watered by the river Grijalva, and 575 miles distant from the great city; and I
sent some of our people a distance of 375 miles in the same direction.

All the principle chiefs of these provinces, especially those in the vicinity of the capital,
reside, as I have already stated, the greater part of the year in that great city, and all or
most of them have their oldest sons in the service of Moctezuma. There are fortified places
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in all the provinces, garrisoned with his own men, where are also stationed his governors
and collectors of the rents and tribute, rendered him by every province; and an account is
kept of what each is obliged to pay, as they have characters and figures made on paper that
are used for this purpose. Each province renders a tribute of its own peculiar productions,
so that the sovereign receives a great variety of articles from different quarters. No prince
was ever more feared by his subjects, both in his presence and absence. He possessed out
of the city as well as within numerous villas, each of which had its peculiar sources of
amusement, and all were constructed in the best possible manner for the use of a great
prince and lord. Within the city his palaces were so wonderful that it is hardly possible to
describe their beauty and extent; I can only say that in Spain there is nothing equal to them.
…. He was served in the following manner: Every day as soon as it was light, six hundred
nobles and men of rank were in attendance at the palace, who either sat, or walked about
the halls and galleries, and passed their time in conversation, but without entering the
apartment where his person was. The servants and attendants of these nobles remained in
the court-yards, of which there were two or three of great extent, and in the adjoining
street, which was also very spacious. They all remained in attendance from morning until
night; and when his meals were served, the nobles were likewise served with equal
profusion, and their servants and secretaries also had their allowance. Daily his larder and
wine-cellar were open to all who wished to eat or drink. The meals were served by three or
four hundred youths, who brought on an infinite variety of dishes; indeed, whenever he
dined or supped, the table was loaded with every kind of flesh, fish, fruits, and vegetables
that the country produced. As the climate is cold, they put a chafing-dish with live coals
under every plate and dish, to keep them warm. The meals were served in a large hall, in
which Moctezuma was accustomed to eat, and the dishes quite filled the room, which was
covered with mats and kept very clean. He sat on a small cushion curiously wrought of
leather. During the meals there were present, at a little distance from him, five or six
elderly caciques, to whom he presented some of the food. And there was constantly in
attendance one of the servants, who arranged and handed the dishes, and who received
from others whatever was wanted for the supply of the table.
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Excerpt from
A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies (1542), by Bartolome de las Casas

The Americas were discovered in 1492, and the first Christian settlements established by
the Spanish the following year. It is accordingly forty-nine years now since Spaniards began
arriving in numbers in this part of the world. They first settled the large and fertile island of
Hispaniola, which boasts 1500 miles of coastline and is surrounded by a great many other
large islands, all of them, as I saw for myself, with as high a native population as anywhere
on earth. Of the coast of the mainland, which, at its nearest point, is a little over 625 miles
from Hispaniola, more than 25,000 miles had been explored by 1541, and more are being
discovered every day. This coastline, too, was swarming with people and it would seem, if
we are to judge by those areas so far explored, that the Almighty selected this part of the
world as home to the greater part of the human race.
God made all the peoples of this area, many and varied as they are, as open and as innocent
as can be imagined. The simplest people in the world - unassuming, long-suffering,
unassertive, and submissive - they are without malice or guile, and are utterly faithful and
obedient both to their own native lords and to the Spaniards in whose service they now
find themselves. Never quarrelsome or belligerent or boisterous, they harbour no grudges
and do not seek to settle old scores; indeed, the notions of revenge, rancour, and hatred are
quite foreign to them. At the same time, they are among the least robust of human beings:
their delicate constitutions make them unable to withstand hard work or suffering and
render them liable to succumb to almost any illness, no matter how mild. Even the common
people are no tougher than princes or than other Europeans born with a silver spoon in
their mouths and who spend their lives shielded from the rigours of the outside world.
They are also among the poorest people on the face of the earth; they own next to nothing
and have no urge to acquire material possessions. As a result they are neither ambitious
nor greedy, and are totally uninterested in worldly power. Their diet is every bit as poor
and as monotonous, in quantity and in kind, as that enjoyed by the Desert Fathers. Most of
them go naked, save for a loincloth to cover their modesty; at best they may wrap
themselves in a piece of cotton material a yard or two square. Most sleep on matting,
although a few possess a kind of hanging net, known in the language of Hispaniola as a
hammock. They are innocent and pure in mind and have a lively intelligence, all of which
makes them particularly receptive to learning and understanding the truths of our Catholic
faith and to being instructed in virtue; indeed, God has invested them with fewer
impediments in this regard than any other people on earth. Once they begin to learn of the
Christian faith they become so keen to know more, to receive the Sacraments, and to
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worship God, that the missionaries who instruct them do truly have to be men of
exceptional patience and forbearance; and over the years I have time and again met
Spanish laymen who have been so struck by the natural goodness that shines through these
people that they frequently can be heard to exclaim: 'These would be the most blessed
people on earth if only they were given the chance to convert to Christianity.'
It was upon these gentle lambs, imbued by the Creator with all the qualities we have
mentioned, that from the very first day they clapped eyes on them the Spanish fell like
ravening wolves upon the fold, or like tigers and savage lions who have not eaten meat for
days. The pattern established at the outset has remained unchanged to this day, and the
Spaniards still do nothing save tear the natives to shreds, murder them and inflict upon
them untold misery, suffering and distress, tormenting, harrying and persecuting them
mercilessly. We shall in due course describe some of the many ingenious methods of
torture they have invented and refined for this purpose, but one can get some idea of the
effectiveness of their methods from the figures alone. When the Spanish first journeyed
there, the indigenous population of the island of Hispaniola stood at some three million;
today only two hundred survive. The island of Cuba, which extends for a distance almost as
great as that separating Valladolid from Rome, is now to all intents and purposes
uninhabited;" and two other large, beautiful and fertile islands, Puerto Rico and Jamaica,
have been similarly devastated. Not a living soul remains today on any of the islands of the
Bahamas, which lie to the north of Hispaniola and Cuba, even though every single one of
the sixty or so islands in the group, as well as those known as the Isles of Giants and others
in the area, both large and small, is more fertile and more beautiful than the Royal Gardens
in Seville and the climate is as healthy as anywhere on earth. The native population, which
once numbered some five hundred thousand, was wiped out by forcible expatriation to the
island of Hispaniola, a policy adopted by the Spaniards in an endeavour to make up losses
among the indigenous population of that island. One God-fearing individual was moved to
mount an expedition to seek out those who had escaped the Spanish trawl and were still
living in the Bahamas and to save their souls by converting them to Christianity, but, by the
end of a search lasting three whole years, they had found only the eleven survivors I saw
with my own eyes. A further thirty or so islands in the region of Puerto Rico are also now
uninhabited and left to go to rack and ruin as a direct result of the same practices. All these
islands, which together must run to over 5000 miles, are now abandoned and desolate.

