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Introduction

The Renaissance period that Hernán Cortés was born into was a glorious time for exploration. Music and art were reaching new heights, the Gutenberg press was bringing books and learning to everyone who sought such things, and Europe had established a profitable trading arrangement with China in the east via trading routes known as the Silk Road. The west, however, remained mostly unexplored.

In the late fifteenth century, Christopher Columbus had searched for land in the west and a passageway to China. He returned with rumors of riches and gold that could be found in this unknown territory. Several decades later, the Spaniard Hernán Cortés would prove those rumors to be truer than anyone had imagined. There was gold to be had, and Cortés was eager for his share.

In his quest, Cortés settled on the island of Hispaniola at the age of 19 before moving onto Cuba. There was, he was certain, a rich mainland beyond the islands. Velázquez, the governor of Cuba, had sent fleets to the Yucatán Peninsula (in modern-day Mexico) before, but his men had been defeated by the native tribes. He knew he needed a special type of man to conquer the mainland and was certain that man was Hernán Cortés.

Cortés led his men through the Yucatán, determined to convert the natives to Christianity and find the gold he knew was there. He managed to destroy and overcome any resistance from the many Mesoamerican tribes he met along the way. Cortés did not mind spilling blood as long as it led the way to gold. The further he went, the more gold he found. The riches to be had in this New World were unimaginable.

Cortés’ greatest battles were with Montezuma II, the king of the Aztecs living in Tenochtitlán (modern-day Mexico City). Montezuma was feared by one and all. He had ruled supremely for decades while enjoying more riches than anyone had seen before. With considerable effort, Cortés brought even the mighty Montezuma to his knees.

Although acclaimed for his strength in battle, greed eventually got the better of Cortés. During his later life, his reputation was ruined, just as he had ruined the reputation of Montezuma years earlier. Cortés was not named governor of his new settlement and died mostly forgotten in Seville, Spain.

Nevertheless, history remembers Hernán Cortés as the conquistador who delivered the American continent to Spain. It was he, not Columbus, who provided the entry into a new world for millions of people.


Chapter One

Dreams of Gold and a New World

“Gold is a treasure, and he who possesses it does all he wishes to in this world, and succeeds in helping souls into paradise.”

—Christopher Columbus

The colonization of the Americas started with Italian explorer Christopher Columbus. Columbus made four voyages between the Old World and the New World under the auspices of the Spanish king and queen beginning in 1492. He was certain that a sea voyage west instead of east would create a shorter route to the Asian silk and spice trade. These were valuable goods, and King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella were eager to have access to them.

The marriage between Ferdinand and Isabella had united Spain’s warring factions to create a country powerful enough to begin the ouster of their Muslim conquerors. As such, Spain was a relatively new power and filled with considerable national pride. The royal couple was eager to establish themselves favorably among the other European nations. Dominating the Asian trade would lead the way, they hoped.

During his first trip, Columbus made it as far as the Bahamas, where he visited several islands. He assumed he had finally reached the Far East. The inhabitants of the islands were friendly, and Columbus, noticing their gold jewelry, demanded to be taken to the source of their gold. He also wrote in his journal that these people would make excellent servants. The beautiful women he encountered would serve a different purpose entirely. Clearly, Columbus saw considerable profit to be made here.

Columbus made three more trips, and each time he traveled back to Spain, he spoke of gold and riches and also brought back natives as slaves. While this new land wasn’t the spice-rich Orient, Columbus assured his royal benefactors that the natives were hard workers and would make excellent workers. Certainly, any Spaniards who would choose to go there would be treated like royalty.

There was, however, a dark side to Columbus’ exploits. Many natives were slaughtered by Columbus and his men, and when Columbus’ reputation for cruelty reached the ears of Isabella and Ferdinand, even they were repulsed. They finally recalled him to Spain, where Columbus died in 1506.

Following Columbus’ death, Spanish settlers continued to flow into Hispaniola and the surrounding islands. These adventurers were encouraged by the Spanish king and queen. Because Portugal was the leading trader on the sea routes to China, Isabella and Ferdinand desired to dominate the oceans to the west and all the riches that would entail. Rumors of gold continued to come from the islands of the New World, and there was no shortage of Spaniards willing to risk the sail across the Atlantic. Gold and riches weren’t the only enticements. In Spain, these men were simply Spaniards among millions of other Spaniards. In the New World, they were rulers who considered themselves superior to the natives. The locals who survived the slaughter and subjugation were expected to do their bidding. For the European settlers, it was a good life. Natives continued to suffer under Spanish might and domination, but they were helpless to resist. The Spanish forces were too powerful.

One man who saw the New World as holding the promise to his future was Hernán Cortés. Cortés was born in 1485 in the Spanish town of Medellín to an upper-class but impoverished family. His father, Martín Cortés de Monroy, was an infantry captain. His mother, Catalína, was related to the future conqueror of the Inca Empire, Francisco Pizarro. Cortés was born with a thirst for adventure flowing through his veins.

By the time Cortés was seven years old, King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella had driven the Muslim Moors out of Spain. Then, the boy watched as all Jews were expelled from Medellín. He learned early on how much could be accomplished if you had enough might and power.

Cortés’ parents hoped their son would pursue a legal career, but he would end up leaving his studies in Salamanca after only two years. He had despised his classes and was in constant trouble with his teachers. Frustrated, his father called him home. Cortés happily left his education behind and went to live with an aunt, bringing with him experience as a notary and extensive knowledge of legal codes. These would hold him in good stead in the future.

Even as a youth, Cortés was described as having a cruel streak and being overconfident. He was intrigued by tales of the adventures of Christopher Columbus as these spread throughout Spain and the rest of Europe. This was the exciting life he could imagine for himself. His first opportunity to realize these dreams arose when he learned that Nicolás de Ovando, the newly appointed governor of Hispaniola, intended to lead an expedition carrying 3,000 new settlers from the port of Seville to the West Indies. His family quickly made plans with Ovando to bring the now 18-year-old Cortés.

Columbus had traveled with three ships—Ovando had an armada consisting of 32 ships. It was quite a sight. Cortés was beside himself with excitement. Arrangements were finalized for the trip, but then young Cortés was injured, preventing him from sailing with Ovando. Instead, he spent the following year traveling through Spain, visiting the country’s major ports.

The tales of Christopher Columbus still filled Cortés’ head. He wanted to be an adventurer, a conqueror. He just wasn’t sure where that adventure would take place. There was a big world out there to explore. Finally, in 1504, he boarded the Trinidad, which was traveling to Hispaniola with five other ships. At the age of 19, Cortés was about to begin his quest for adventure.


Chapter Two

Wealth, Imprisonment, and a Wife in Cuba

“We Spaniards know a sickness of the heart that only gold can cure.”

—Hernán Cortés

The still teenaged Cortés registered as a citizen of Santo Domingo, the capital of Hispaniola. With citizenship came land to farm and on which to build a house. Although Cortés was bursting with excitement, this wasn’t the quick way to riches he had imagined. Governor Ovando made him a notary, which failed to excite him. Quite haughtily, he told his benefactors, “I come to get gold, not to till the land like some peasant.”

Nevertheless, for the next five years, Cortés established himself among the other settlers and served the governor well. As a reward, he received more land and local slaves. He regarded the situation as only temporary. For the time being, Cortés settled for being a minor landowner, slaveowner, and notary. He also joined occasional excursions to suppress native uprisings on nearby islands. On these occasions, the Spaniards did not hesitate to show cruelty. This taught Cortés the ways of the locals and their means of warfare, yet he was impatient for more.

The large island of Hispaniola had turned into a launching point for explorations not only to neighboring islands but in search of the mainland. In 1511, Cortés joined 300 men determined to explore and conquer the island of Cuba on behalf of King Ferdinand. Across the Atlantic, the Spanish crown was quite happy to acquire new land and was pushing for more. It was Christopher Columbus’ own son, Diego, who was in charge of the expedition. Diego Columbus had decided that Cuba should belong to Spain in honor of his father. This latest trip, led by Diego Velázquez, would fulfill that destiny.

Little was known about Cuba, and the 300 men, including Cortés, set out to explore it. The island was beautiful, filled with lush flowers and many exotic fruits. Cuba, like many other islands, offered little resistance to Spanish forces. Only one chieftain and a handful of followers tried to repel the new invaders. They were quickly silenced and executed for their bravery. Velázquez became lieutenant-governor of Cuba, and Cortés became his assistant. The natives were turned into servants for Velázquez and another Spaniard, Juan Juárez.

Juárez had initially landed in Hispaniola with his three sisters before the group moved on to Cuba. The sisters were in search of husbands. Since there were very few other available European women, the Juárez sisters were extremely popular and sought after. Velázquez himself began to woo one of them; Cortés fell in love with another, Catalina.

By now, Cortés had become quite prosperous thanks to his association with Velázquez. No longer just a minor landowner, he owned mines, herds of cattle, and sheep, as well as a large home. But although Cortés courted Catalina and spent considerable time with her, marriage was not a part of his future plans. Yet Catalina was not a woman to be scorned. Rumors reached Velázquez, who was courting the other sister, that Cort





Conclusion

Cortés had accomplished everything he set out to do. He was rich and respected, at least for a while. When Cortés wrote to Charles V and requested to be appointed governor of what he considered his settlement, Charles refused. The king had heard too much about Cortés’ cruelty toward the natives and the number of people he had massacred. In addition, Cortés was unable to explain his wealth, considering how much of the gold had supposedly been lost in Mexico. His men insisted that the gold had not been lost but stolen by Cortés himself.

This was not the type of man Charles V wanted to led New Spain. Cortés eventually made a trip to Spain to plead his case with the king but to no avail. With his letters and visits, Cortés was making a nuisance of himself, and Charles eventually washed his hands of the once-great conquistador.

Cortés continued his exploration of the New World north to Baja, California. By now, he was being pursued by a number of lawsuits brought against him for cruelty and theft. Montezuma had been unable to defeat Cortés, but his avarice did him in. On his last trip to Spain to plead with King Charles for title and funds, the conqueror of Mexico died on December 2, 1547. He left life a bitter man.

There is little left in modern-day Mexico to serve as a remembrance of Hernán Cortés.

