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WILLIAM H. PRESCOTT

William Hickling Prescott, the renowned American historian who chronicled the rise and fall of the Spanish empire, was born in Salem, Massachusetts, on May 4, 1796. His grandfather had commanded colonial forces at the Battle of Bunker Hill during the American Revolution; his father was a highly respected judge and philanthropist. Prescott was tutored in Latin and Greek by the rector of Trinity Church in Boston and entered Harvard in 1811. In a bizarre accident, Prescott was blinded in the left eye by a crust of bread thrown in a dining-hall fracas. He abandoned plans to study law but went on to graduate in 1814 having earned membership in Phi Beta Kappa. While traveling abroad the following year Prescott temporarily lost the sight in his right eye. With his vision permanently impaired, he aspired to the life of gentleman-scholar. Prescott launched a career as a man of letters in 1821 with an essay on Byron that appeared in the North American Review. Over the next two decades he contributed regularly to the prestigious Boston literary journal. His most important articles and reviews, including seminal pieces on the theory and practice of historical composition, were later collected in Biographical and Critical Miscellanies (1845) and Critical and Historical Essays (1850).

Under the influence of George Ticknor, a friend and mentor who taught European literature at Harvard, Prescott began learning Spanish in 1824. Engrossed by the history of Spain, he committed himself to tracing its development into a world power. Employing secretaries to read him manuscripts sent from Spanish archives, Prescott set about writing a work of sound scholarship that would also interest a general audience. A phenomenal memory allowed him to compose whole chapters in his mind during morning horseback rides. Later he recorded them on paper using a noctograph, a special stylus for the blind. More than a decade later he finished The History of the Reign of Ferdinand and Isabella the Catholic (1837), which enjoyed tremendous critical and popular success on both sides of the Atlantic.

Prescott’s fame gained him entrée into Spanish intellectual circles, greatly facilitating research on his next book, History of the Conquest of Mexico (1843), a sweeping account of Cortés’s subjugation of the Aztec people. “Regarded simply from the standpoint of literary criticism, the Conquest of Mexico is Prescott’s masterpiece,” judged his biographer Harry Thurston Peck. “More than that, it is one of the most brilliant examples which the English language possesses of literary art applied to historical narration.… [Prescott] transmuted the acquisitions of laborious research into an enduring monument of pure literature.” Pulitzer Prize–winning historian Daniel J. Boorstin agreed: “The enduring interest in Prescott’s Conquest of Mexico comes less from his engaging survey of Aztec civilization than from his genius for the epic.… Though Prescott has been called the nation’s first ‘scientific historian’ for his use of manuscript sources, he would live on as a creator of literature.”

Prescott completed his pioneering study of Spanish exploits in the New World with the History of the Conquest of Peru (1847), a vivid chronicle of Pizarro’s tumultuous overthrow of the Inca empire. “The Conquest of Peru represents an author’s triumph over his materials,” observed Donald G. Darnell, one of the historian’s several biographers. “Prescott exploits to the fullest any opportunities for dramatic effects that history might provide him.… The description of the Inca civilization, particularly its wealth, the precise explanation of the cause of the conflict between the conquerors, and the depiction of the Spanish character—these together with the careful research, the sheer abundance of anecdotes, and the exploitation of primary materials all contribute to the history’s continuing popularity.”

Prescott devoted his final years to chronicling the decline of the Spanish empire. He published The Life of Charles the Fifth after His Abdication (1856), a continuation of William Robertson’s The History of the Reign of the Emperor Charles the Fifth (1769), but only managed to finish the first three volumes of The History of the Reign of Philip the Second (1855–58). William H. Prescott died of a stroke at his home in Boston on January 29, 1859. In assessing his achievements, Daniel J. Boorstin wrote: “One of Prescott’s greatest feats as a ‘scientific’ historian was to depict the scenes of his drama so vividly without ever having been there—for he never visited Spain, Mexico, or Peru.… Prescott created from the rawest of raw material, laboring under physical handicaps and displaying a single-minded courage with few precedents in the annals of literature.… He had to discover the landscape, conceive new heroes, and mark their own paths through time. The story of how he made his histories was itself a kind of epic.”
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INTRODUCTION
James Lockhart

The History of the Conquest of Mexico, published in 1843 by William Hickling Prescott (1796–1859), has never ceased to be read in all the years since. It was America’s first serious product in the field of Latin American history, and it (together with its twin on the conquest of Peru) has had enormous influence. We must admire Prescott as an initiator, a supremely able person with narrative synthesis, a person of large vision and historiographical sensitivities. But in many ways he belongs to his time; he is by present standards extremely naïve, and he purveys some of the most pernicious, undying clichés known to the field. Today, then, we cannot treat the Conquest of Mexico as we would a contemporary product, but if readers can learn to ignore or mentally translate a series of stereotypes, there is nowhere they can get as good a unified narrative of the main events, crises, and course of the Mexican conquest as in Prescott’s version. They can also read a good story in the fashion of a historical novel and imbibe an important bit of nineteenth-century Americana.

Much of the importance of Prescott’s work has to do not with Latin America per se so much as with the representation of one quite significant side of the flourishing of writing in New England in the two or three decades before the Civil War. Prescott belongs with Thoreau and Melville and is very close to someone like Washington Irving, for Irving also dabbled in the history of things Hispanic at a time when the United States was beginning to show interest in Spanish America as a possible parallel to English America. Prescott belonged to an age in which the distinction between “literature” and “scholarship” was not as stark as it is today. A romantic historian, he thought in terms of characters and plot, and was aware of his affinity to such writers as Sir Walter Scott. People have often read him much as they might Scott, for the story and the style, the sense of reality (which is, however, far from the reality perceived by the participants). Prescott also thought of himself as a philosophical historian somewhat in the style of Gibbon, which is not quite the same thing as the analytical historian of today. Philosophical historians felt it their task to judge character and substance in their topics by the standards of their own time and place—to be morally edifying—in a way that today can seem parochial, gratuitous, and wrong.

Historians write books; most of them consider themselves writers of a certain kind, even artists, interested in the style, flow, and effect of their sentences and paragraphs. But over the last several generations, at least, they have generally differed from belletristic writers in seeing what they do as above all a search for truth or pattern, and manifesting a much larger concern and sophistication about the sources of what they say. In Prescott’s time things were different; in him both the belletristic writer and the researcher/historiographer were well developed, though not in unison.

If we look at the extent of Prescott’s research, we are likely to be stunned. The voluminous corpus of larger formal writings of the sixteenth century in Spanish on the conquest of Mexico and its indigenous background was virtually all in Prescott’s hands even though at that time hardly any of it was published. Prescott could not have achieved what he did without a large movement in late eighteenth-century Spain to collect and copy the sources, and subsequent extensive activity by antiquarians, archivists, copyists, and booksellers in several countries. Historians of today are likely to feel rather disillusioned when they come to realize that the whole corpus was brought to Prescott’s door, that he did not have to move outside his study to acquire it. Respect grows again when we grasp that he overcame severe visual difficulties to achieve full mastery of his sources. Half blind or not, he was an exceptional researcher. He was very well educated in European civilization and the classical tradition, but his mind was capacious not so much in the sense of containing encyclopedic general knowledge as in the sense of being able to keep a large amount of related though miscellaneous material present to his mental eye and in focus, and he was outstanding in his ability to reduce such large masses to order. For the first time he gave us a unified, comprehensive account of the Mexican conquest, and in a fashion that holds our attention. Styles fluctuate, and Prescott goes in and out of style, but his prose is written with verve, fullness, energy, and authority; perhaps it is often a little stiffer than it need be. Prescott is not pithy; though often quite acute, he is not profound or unusually original, and he very nearly lacks a sense of humor. His writing is sufficient, however, to have caused generations of undergraduate readers to exclaim in their innocence that they felt they had been there.

The critical and truth-oriented side of Prescott was at war with his instincts as a literary figure and the purposes of a romantic historian. Evidences of the conflict (which apparently by no means tortured him and may not even have come to his awareness) are seen throughout the book, with the more literary side predominant in the main text, the more critical side in the notes. In a note on this page Prescott acutely remarks that “if the historian will descend but a generation later for his authorities,” he will soon be writing fairy tales; yet he himself greatly favored posterior sources precisely because they yield more colorful, fanciful material. On this page he betrays an awareness that the chronicler Gómara largely concocted Hernando Cortés’s speeches, which in the main text he nevertheless milks for their oratorical and dramatic value. The whole substantial set of Prescott’s notes on his sources shows critical historiography well on its way; if the spirit of these critiques had been followed in the main text, we would have had a very different book indeed. Instead, Prescott took every opportunity to dramatize, to romanticize, to moralize, to bring landscapes (ignored by the hard-bitten conquerors) to life by geographical descriptions written centuries afterward.

Thus the true mastery that Prescott gained of his material did not lead to quite the type of analysis we might expect from an equally good mind approaching his task perhaps a century or a century and a half later. For several reasons Prescott was not equipped to see certain patterns that formed the framework of the actions he narrates. First, as a figure of his time and an adherent of the romantic school of history, he tended to look upon any large historical event as the expression of an exceptional great man. He says so in so many words: “The history of the Conquest is necessarily that of the great man who achieved it [this page].” Second, at the time of writing, Prescott was not well versed in the other Spanish conquests, neither those of the Caribbean, which were the precedent for the conquest of Mexico, nor those that took place later, so that he could not separate the normal and conventional from the unique. Again and again he takes a routine action for a daring innovation, usually by his great man Cortés. Third, as vast and impressive as Prescott’s researches were, it would not be until more than a hundred years later that investigation in other types of sources, especially notarial records and petty litigation, would reveal whole dimensions of social complexity among the conquerors—including a thoroughly commercial orientation and sophisticated monetary dealings—that Prescott could not divine. In the absence of those dimensions, he built up a picture of conquerors motivated by chivalry, adventure, and excitement, men lacking the monetary prudence of a nineteenth-century New Englander, that cannot stand up to the reality.

These factors resulted in statements in every part of the book that are unsatisfactory as to objective truth and balanced perspective. It would be burdensome for the reader and unfair to Prescott to try to detail or even summarize them. Let us try to attain some perspective by a brief account of some of the common ingredients and procedures of Spanish American conquests, most of which were unsuspected by Prescott. Readers can use the material to construct a wider framework for themselves.

The Spanish conquest proceeded in relay fashion from one American area to the next, the last occupied serving as the base for the next in line. In the early years after the base area’s occupation, its governor was usually the person who had led its conquest. This normal solidification of the leading conqueror’s position created a tension between him and some of the other prominent conquerors, especially between the governor and a principal rival, who might have been his second in command during the conquest and at least was a senior figure and the most wealthy and influential person present after the governor (in Cuba this was Cortés). When a new area of possible conquest came into view, the governor, though often wistfully interested on his own behalf, was usually quite content to let his rival, the second power, take charge of the conquest in order to get rid of him, and that rival hungered for the opportunity in part to get out from under the thumb of the governor. The bulk of the membership of the original conquering expedition of the base area had been satisfied by receiving encomiendas (often and not wrongly called repartimientos by Prescott), grants of the right to use the labor and tribute of a particular local indigenous state, channeled through its traditional ruler, whom the Spaniards called by the Arawak name cacique. Any Spaniard who had such a grant was at least somewhat satisfied; any Spaniard who did not was highly dissatisfied and ready to join new campaigns of conquest in the hope of acquiring one. Thus a conquering group was normally led by the principal rival of the governor of the base area, and aside from his close associates, it consisted primarily of recent arrivals from Spain in the base area, plus others whose claims had not been satisfied.

The groups going were not what we today consider soldiers: they were not members of a permanent governmentally based organization; they lacked any fine distinctions of rank or unit; and they had no uniforms or standard equipment. Nor did they call themselves soldiers. A soldado received a salary; not only did they not receive a salary, they distinctly did not want to even had one been available, for a person who was paid was not eligible for the primary benefit of the whole undertaking, an encomienda.

The rationale was that each expedition member provided his own equipment and other supplies, and that his encomienda and status as a permanent high-ranking settler in the new area were his reward. In fact, most members of the body of the expedition would be in bad shape economically, needing help. The main leader of the expedition, virtually always the wealthiest of the group, was also, in conjunction with close associates, its financier. He and his allies would make loans to the rest of the men, to be paid back after the conquest, or would sell them weapons, clothing, and supplies on credit. The expedition was, from the point of view of its leaders, very much an investment. A network of financial obligations was one of the strongest elements holding the conquerors together and organizing them, and their everyday life, even in the midst of campaigns, was characterized by loans, sales, and the creation and cancelation of company arrangements.

The Spaniards had learned on the Caribbean islands that though they called the entire indigenous population indios, “Indians,” the people lived in relatively small sociopolitical units that were normally at odds with one another. A peaceful first approach was the norm. Only the dominant power of a region could be expected to resist to the limit of its ability; the second power, its rival, would often actively help the Spaniards, and other groups would show various degrees of neutrality, passivity, and cooperation. Even groups basically hostile to the Spaniards would often parley on first encounter, and the Spaniards soon developed the basic technique of turning a parley into a sort of ambush and seizing the cacique, thereby gaining at least temporary control over his people.

In the matter of actual battle, the Spaniards had the same kind of edge over the sedentary population of the New World that repeating weapons gave Europeans over Africans and Asians in the late nineteenth century. In dealing with the sedentary peoples of the Americas, the Spaniards’ steel swords and helmets on the one hand and their horses on the other gave them an overwhelming advantage on relatively open, relatively flat land (and much of inhabited central Mexico answered that description); under these circumstances as few as a hundred Spaniards virtually could not be defeated by any number of natives. Mixed Spanish forces of foot and horse, not elaborately equipped or trained, numbering perhaps two hundred to five hundred, regularly won devastating victories over indigenous forces numbering many, many thousands, covering the plains, and the Spaniards would suffer primarily only flesh wounds and some broken bones. Spanish fatalities in pitched battle on flat land were extremely few and almost in the nature of accidents. Spanish strategies and leadership were in a sense important, but they were shared factors. Nowhere did blunders lead to lost battles in flat open country.

Problems arose for the Spaniards with the less sedentary peoples of the peripheral areas of the Americas, who had an entirely different military technology and strategy. But in fighting the sedentaries, there was trouble mainly when small groups of Spaniards, ten or twenty or less, became isolated from the rest, or found themselves in constricted areas—in tight passes, on steep mountain paths, in densely overgrown forests. Tenochtitlan, the capital of the Mexica, or “Aztecs,” with its many walled buildings and enclosed patios, crisscrossed by deep canals and accessible only across lake waters over narrow causeways, was a nightmare for Spanish methods. Hence the expulsion from Tenochtitlan, followed by a full-scale siege and the use of Spanish naval craft and artillery on a scale not seen elsewhere.

Now let us look at only three salient episodes of the Mexican conquest as told by Prescott, remaining aware that there are many others in the same vein. First consider the capture and holding prisoner of Montezuma, something Prescott calls “an expedient, which none but the most daring spirit, in the most desperate extremity, would have conceived [this page].” Yet the action was neither more nor less than the most standard item in Spanish conquest procedure, seizing the cacique; any Spanish captain would have done it, and there must have been no one in the whole conquering group who had not long since thought of it when it was finally carried out.

On this page to this page Prescott tells of the great battle of Otumba, when shortly after the Spaniards had fled from Tenochtitlan and suffered great losses of men, equipment, and horses in making their exit from the city, the main Mexica forces caught up with them and engaged them in hopes of annihilating them entirely. The Spanish victory after long and desperate fighting Prescott attributes to Cortés’s charge into the enemy and killing of the enemy general. Such an episode probably did take place, though through Cortés’s exaggeration and self-aggrandizement in his original reports it is hard to be certain. But it did not turn defeat into victory as Prescott thinks. What happened was that having been at a great disadvantage in constricted Tenochtitlan, the Spaniards, despite exhaustion, reduced numbers, and depleted equipment, had their usual edge back on the flat open battlefield of Otumba.

A third example is less closely related to the preceding skeletal recital of conquest generalities, so that the reader can perhaps begin to get the trick of seeing and thinking past Prescott even when a broader framework is not available. On this page to this page Prescott tells the tale of how once Mexico began to look like a great plum, even more valuable than Cuba, the governor there sent a larger expedition under Pánfilo Narváez in the hope of gaining direct dominance in Mexico. Through negotiations and payments, with a minimum of fighting, Cortés deposed Narváez and took the new men to himself. Prescott outdoes himself in praise of the loyalty of Cortés’s own men and of his masterful strategy in winning the superior group over to his side. He is unaware of the belief imbued in all the Spanish conquerors of that time that the first one there has the all rights. It happened again and again that governors sent, or prominent outsiders brought, impressive forces to new areas that were beginning to show promise, but those already there always looked upon them merely as interlopers, and the new arrivals always immediately ran over to the other side, hoping to get an encomienda from the man really entitled to grant one.

Consonant with the nature of his sources, Prescott writes overwhelmingly from the Spanish point of view (even if his own moral and other criticisms are often appended to it). He did, however, make a great if less successful, more condescending effort to understand the indigenous world, and one facet of his picture of the Mexica in the conquest has become a standard part of the worldwide historiographical tradition: that supernatural signs of the conquest were seen beforehand; that the arrival of the Spaniards utterly astounded the Mexica, that they immediately sank hopeless to the ground and bewailed their sad fate; and in particular that the simpleminded, vacillating, pitiful coward Montezuma (Nahuatl: Moteucçoma; Spanish: Moctezuma), who sought to flee on the news of the Spaniards’ approach, first tried vainly to use conjurers against them and finally greeted Hernando Cortés as the returning god Quetzalcoatl. This and related material comes from the first part of Book 12 of Sahagún’s Florentine Codex, a part that was not seen until recently to be suspect or at least late compared to the sober battle accounts of the rest of the book. The whole story has little to do with the reality of the conquest era but represents the tales told thirty to fifty years later by the second-generation Mexica to cast blame on the first generation for their loss of preeminence. Prescott’s misapprehensions of the indigenous world are too many and miscellaneous to attempt to deal with here, but notice his wavering between treating central Mexico as a single country or nation, a thoroughly false notion, and seeing it as a culture area filled with many smaller ethnic states or nations, in which he comes much closer to the truth.

For generations, and in some respects and for some audiences to this day, Prescott set the operating concepts for the interpretation of the Spanish conquest of Mexico and other areas. By today, most of these notions are outdated stereotypes leading away from the truth as we understand it: that the conquerors were “soldiers,” or, even worse, “mercenaries,” to whom a set of nineteenth-century commonplaces about soldier behavior was applied wholesale; that they were “adventurers” rather than hardheaded, commercially minded realists hoping for a permanent position; that the ecclesiastical component consisted of “missionaries,” a concept not coming on the scene until centuries later; that Catholic Christians of the sixteenth century were afflicted with a bigotry not seen among Protestants, and other ideas of a like tenor. Much of this conceptual baggage has to do with an implicit comparison between the nineteenth and the sixteenth centuries and between the United States and the Hispanic world, each time to the advantage of the former. A particular slant of Prescott’s that has had great success has more to do with dramatical stance, that is, the presentation of the conquest of Mexico as a transaction between two central figures, Hernando Cortés and Montezuma, contrasted in everything. Every cinematic project about the Mexican conquest that I can think of, realized or unrealized, has been predicated on this infelicitous contrast and face-off.

Like most fine books, the Conquest of Mexico can be read many times, all the more so because of its various unresolved contrasting dimensions. First one might read it in the spirit of a novel of James Fenimore Cooper or Walter Scott, then a second time more critically, distinguishing between the solid narrative frame and the often insubstantial embroidery upon it. One could read in search of Prescott the critical historian, who is impressive even though he did not reach his full potential. His greatest importance to me, though, is that he represents—helped shape, actually, though everything is rooted in antebellum American culture—the way that Americans viewed Spanish America for a century and more after he wrote, and that is in the forefront of my mind when I reread him.
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PREFACE

As the Conquest of Mexico has occupied the pens of Solís and of Robertson, two of the ablest historians of their respective nations, it might seem that little could remain at the present day to be gleaned by the historical inquirer. But Robertson’s narrative is necessarily brief, forming only a part of a more extended work; and neither the British, nor the Castilian author, was provided with the important materials for relating this event, which have been since assembled by the industry of Spanish scholars. The scholar who led the way in these researches was Don Juan Baptista Muñoz, the celebrated historiographer of the Indies, who, by a royal edict, was allowed free access to the national archives, and to all libraries, public, private, and monastic, in the kingdom and its colonies. The result of his long labors was a vast body of materials, of which unhappily he did not live to reap the benefit himself. His manuscripts were deposited, after his death, in the archives of the Royal Academy of History at Madrid; and that collection was subsequently augmented by the manuscripts of Don Vargas Ponçe, President of the Academy, obtained, like those of Muñoz, from different quarters, but especially from the archives of the Indies at Seville.

On my application to the Academy, in 1838, for permission to copy that part of this inestimable collection relating to Mexico and Peru, it was freely acceded to, and an eminent German scholar, one of their own number, was appointed to superintend the collation and transcription of the manuscripts and this, it may be added, before I had any claim on the courtesy of that respectable body, as one of its associates. This conduct shows the advance of a liberal spirit in the Peninsula since the time of Dr. Robertson, who complains that he was denied admission to the most important public repositories. The favor with which my own application was regarded, however, must chiefly be attributed to the kind offices of the venerable President of the Academy, Don Martin Fernandez de Navarrette; a scholar whose personal character has secured to him the same high consideration at home, which his literary labors have obtained abroad. To this eminent person I am under still further obligations, for the free use which he has allowed me to make of his own manuscripts,—the fruits of a life of accumulation, and the basis of those valuable publications, with which he has at different times illustrated the Spanish colonial history.

From these three magnificent collections, the result of half a century’s careful researches, I have obtained a mass of unpublished documents, relating to the Conquest and Settlement of Mexico and of Peru, comprising altogether about eight thousand folio pages. They consist of instructions of the Court, military and private journals, correspondence of the great actors in the scenes, legal instruments, contemporary chronicles, and the like, drawn from all the principal places in the extensive colonial empire of Spain, as well as from the public archives in the Peninsula.

I have still further fortified the collection, by gleaning such materials from Mexico itself as had been overlooked by my illustrious predecessors in these researches. For these I am indebted to the courtesy of Count Cortina, and, yet more, to that of Don Lucas Alaman, Minister of Foreign Affairs in Mexico; but, above all, to my excellent friend, Don Angel Calderon de la Barca, late Minister Plenipotentiary to that country for the Court of Madrid,—a gentleman whose high and estimable qualities, even more than his station, secured him the public confidence, and gained him free access to every place of interest and importance in Mexico.

I have also to acknowledge the very kind offices rendered to me by the Count Camaldoli at Naples; by the Duke of Serradifalco in Sicily, a nobleman, whose science gives additional lustre to his rank; and by the Duke of Monteleone, the present representative of Cortés, who has courteously opened the archives of his family to my inspection. To these names must also be added that of Sir Thomas Phillips, Bart., whose precious collection of manuscripts probably surpasses in extent that of any private gentleman in Great Britain, if not in Europe; that of Mons. Ternaux-Compans, the proprietor of the valuable literary collection of Don Antonio Uguina, including the papers of Muñoz, the fruits of which he is giving to the world in his excellent translations; and, lastly, that of my friend and countryman, Arthur Middleton, Esq., late Chargé d’Affaires from the United States at the Court of Madrid, for the efficient aid he has afforded me in prosecuting my inquiries in that capital.

In addition to this stock of original documents obtained through these various sources, I have diligently provided myself with such printed works as have reference to the subject, including the magnificent publications, which have appeared both in France and England, on the Antiquities of Mexico, which, from their cost and colossal dimensions, would seem better suited to a public than to a private library.

Having thus stated the nature of my materials, and the sources whence they are derived, it remains for me to add a few observations on the general plan and composition of the work.—Among the remarkable achievements of the Spaniards in the sixteenth century, there is no one more striking to the imagination than the conquest of Mexico. The subversion of a great empire by a handful of adventurers, taken with all its strange and picturesque accompaniments, has the air of romance rather than of sober history; and it is not easy to treat such a theme according to the severe rules prescribed by historical criticism. But, notwithstanding the seductions of the subject, I have conscientiously endeavored to distinguish fact from fiction, and to establish the narrative on as broad a basis as possible of contemporary evidence; and I have taken occasion to corroborate the text by ample citations from authorities, usually in the original, since few of them can be very accessible to the reader. In these extracts I have scrupulously conformed to the ancient orthography, however obsolete and even barbarous, rather than impair in any degree the integrity of the original document.

Although the subject of the work is, properly, only the Conquest of Mexico, I have prepared the way for it by such a view of the Civilization of the ancient Mexicans, as might acquaint the reader with the character of this extraordinary race, and enable him to understand the difficulties which the Spaniards had to encounter in their subjugation. This Introductory part of the work, with the essay in the Appendix which properly belongs to the Introduction, although both together making only half a volume, has cost me as much labor, and nearly as much time, as the remainder of the history. If I shall have succeeded in giving the reader a just idea of the true nature and extent of the civilization to which the Mexicans had attained, it will not be labor lost.

The story of the Conquest terminates with the fall of the capital. Yet I have preferred to continue the narrative to the death of Cortés, relying on the interest which the development of his character in his military career may have excited in the reader. I am not insensible to the hazard I incur by such a course. The mind, previously occupied with one great idea, that of the subversion of the capital, may feel
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