
Preface

The Aztec people are a fascinating race who’ve left so much in their time behind. From their battle tactics to the impressive architecture that they have built, they left more than a few incredible artifacts behind. This book will delve into the fascinating world of the Aztecs and how they came to become forever etched in the pages of history. Curious about their lifestyle and legends? You’ve come to the right place. 

This book gives you a detailed overview of the different aspects, from history to mythology, to cultural practices and beliefs of the Aztecs. It will not only educate you about this fascinating culture but also fill in information that may have been missing from your knowledge of these people. It is an excellent resource for anyone wanting to know more about what happened during the Aztec era. 
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Introduction
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The Aztec civilization has captivated the world since its inception. They emerged on the central Mexican plateau in the 13th century and soon rose to become the most powerful civilization of all time. One of the oldest civilizations in the Americas, the Aztec empire flourished for a little over two centuries and was at its peak when the Spanish arrived in 1519. Aztec society was based on an agricultural economy and a social structure that included serfs, peasants, artisans, merchants, and nobles. 

The Aztec empire spanned over 8 million inhabitants across nearly 500 cities. They had a complex network of trade routes that extended hundreds of miles south into Central America. Their influence is engraved into Mexico’s culture, language, and heritage to this day. They were a warrior society that had achieved the height of military sophistication when Cortés arrived. Their soldiers conquered most of central Mexico, defeating enemies to the south and north and those who came from land and sea. They defended their territory from rivals in every direction until the Spanish finally defeated them in 1521. 

One of the most studied cultures in history, archeologists have excavated ruins from their cities, regions, and even entire islands. Maybe the Aztecs will be remembered by many as the guys who killed many people in brutal, ritualistic ways. Or maybe, just maybe, they will be remembered for their ingenuity. They were a society that always considered the future, and for this reason, they are excellent examples of how to manage resources, avoid waste and create rules to ensure sustainability.

It is easy to bemoan the fate of the Aztec empire, but it would be unwise not to pause and reflect on what they achieved in their short 200-year lifespan. This book gives us an insight into what life was like for these people. It gives us a glimpse into their daily lives, beliefs and customs, and determination to build an empire that would last for centuries. This is their story, the story of an empire that stands at the crossroads of history and mythology, fusing a rich culture with artistic accomplishment and architectural wonder. And it is a story that continues today, not only in the memory of its history but also in the lives of millions of contemporary Mexicans and their culture.
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Chapter 1: The Origins of the Aztecs
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The Aztecs were originally nomadic people who came from the north and settled in the valley of Mexico in 1325. They settled on the marshy shores of Lake Texcoco in the ancient city of Tenochtitlán, which was built on a series of islands in the middle of the lake. They became a great empire with an advanced system of government and a powerful army. Evolving from a nomadic culture to one that was highly advanced and sophisticated, they became skilled warriors, craftsmen, and architects, creating their own system of writing (which included books written on amate paper) and a complex system of mathematics. Their migration is one of the most famous historical migrations in recorded history. As such, it is key to understand this history, as well as why they migrated and how they were able to do so successfully. Their origins are a widely contested topic; however, there are several theories:

	Theory 1: The Aztecs originated from Cuauhnahuac, now known as Morelos in Mexico. According to this theory, the Aztecs migrated from Cuauhnahuac after that city’s destruction by either ‘Toltec’ warriors or floods (it’s not clear) and gradually made their way southward through Central Mexico until they reached their final destination. The Aztec migration from Cuauhnahuac to Tenochtitlan is an ongoing debate because their culture, customs, and language remained remarkably unchanged from the time of their arrival until the fall of the Aztec Empire.

	Theory 2: The Aztecs were nomadic people from north-central Mexico. This theory suggests that they had a long history and culture before migrating to Central Mexico, where they met other Mesoamerican civilizations, developed a language, and formed a society.

	Theory 3: The Aztecs originated in the Chichimeca region of Northern Mexico. This theory suggests that the Aztecs are descendants of Chichimeca, nomadic people living north of central Mexico. The Aztecs developed their culture, customs, and language while traveling southward to Central Mexico.

	Theory 4: The Aztecs originated in northeast Mexico, the Coahuila region. This theory suggests that the Aztecs are descendants of the Coahuiltecans or Tepehuanes Indians. This theory is based on a linguistic argument, the observation that many of the words Aztecs used had a similar sound to the variants of words used by Coahuiltecans and Tepehuanes.


Historians do not widely accept the exact place of origin; however, their migration southward to Central Mexico is widely agreed upon by these four theories. The Aztec migration to Central Mexico and the founding of Tenochtitlan is a long and complex story. It’s separated into three phases: an initial migration from Aztlan, the founding and formation of Aztec city-states, and finally, their large empire.

In the first phase, the Aztecs were an indigenous group of Nahuatl-speaking people who migrated to central Mexico from a mythical island called Aztlan. They were originally made up of seven tribes: Xochimilco, Chalca, Tlalhuica, Mexica, Colhua, and Tepaneca. As they migrated south, they stopped at Chicomoztoc, another mythical location with 7 caves. At this location, the seven tribes came together and united as one. In this sense, the Aztecs comprised any migrants who came to the valley of Mexico from a place called Aztlan. Now, although the Mexica were founders of Tenochtitlan and later the Aztec Empire, the expression “Aztec” was employed to specify all Nahuatl speakers within the region of Central Mexico.

The second phase occurred before the invention of writing, suggesting that this was a relatively unorganized migration at the time. On their arrival to central Mexico, they found the place already occupied by several other indigenous groups. None of these groups wanted anything to do with the Mexica, who were, at this point, an inferior social class. Rejected, the Mexica moved from place to place in the region until finally, they were allowed to set up camp in Tizapan, where they worked as agricultural laborers for the Colhuacan, the owners of the land. The land of Tizapan was hostile and filled with dangerous and poisonous creatures, but against all odds, the Mexica overcame these obstacles and built a thriving settlement. Here, the Mexica built their first towns and villages, raised their own crops, and constructed irrigation systems. For the first time in a long time, they were at home, at peace, but this didn’t sit well with Huitzilopochtli, their god of war and fire. It was said that he passed a message to the Mexica priests, informing them it was time for them to rise up and establish dominion over the land, as opposed to the mediocre lifestyle they were living as subjects. Following instructions, they sent an envoy to the chief of the Colhuacan, requesting a marriage between his daughter and the Mexica chief. The Colhuacan agreed, but the promise of a union quickly turned sour as the Mexica high priest emerged adorned in the skin of the Colhuacan princess. They had sacrificed her in a bid to make her one of their war deities. Enraged, the Colhuacan royal family decimated their population and expelled them from their region, forcing them to move again.

The last phase was marked by the founding of Tenochtitlan, their most important settlement and the capital of the Aztec Empire. After being driven out of Tizapan, the Mexica continued their migration for a little while until they came upon a crystal clear lake surrounded by a variety of white fish and white flowers. To them, it was a sign from the god Huitzilopochtli that this was the place where they should build their new home. So, they did, naming it Tenochtitlan, in honor of the God of War and Fire. This act, building a city on top of the water itself, was done in obedience to Huitzilopochtli’s instructions and in recognition of the sacrifices made that enabled them to arrive and survive at this place. Once Tenochtitlan was established, the Mexica developed the Aztec civilization through an impressive expansion process. They continually went on to conquer new lands and people they found around them, subjugating them and absorbing their customs, traditions, and cultures. In this way, the Aztec civilization grew and took shape, but it didn’t happen without a struggle or without cost. 
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The Rise of an Empire
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Establishing the city of Tenochtitlan in the Lake of Tlatelolco marked the rise of an empire, but the story of their rise to power was a long and drawn-out one. As they began building homes and raising crops on their new land, they noticed that they were sandwiched between two stronger neighbors, the Tetzcoco and Azcapotzalco, two independent city-states constantly vying for power over one another. The Mexica understood that they did not have the military or financial capacity to challenge either of these city-states. Hence, they chose a different path: maintaining peace with both parties while establishing the foundations of their new empire. To this end, they focused on farming, hunting, and fishing for their survival and the growth of their population. Soon enough, they ventured out to trade with their neighbors. To them, it was a way to establish good relations and alliances with other groups, a necessary step to solidify their borders so that they could expand into the new lands they had just settled. However, one of the trade routes that the Mexica followed was in the direction of the city-state of Azcapotzalco. As they entered their land and started to trade, they were immediately assaulted by mounted warriors who had just arrived on horseback. Having no capacity for war and battle, they did not stand a chance against this formidable army and were forced to flee back to their town. The king of Azcapotzalco demanded heavy taxes and tributes from the Mexica in exchange for
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