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    In this firsthand chronicle, the exhilaration of discovery and the hunger for glory constantly collide with the costs of conquest and the stubborn demands of truth, as a veteran soldier, writing from memory and conscience, measures the grandeur of empire against the fallible bodies that carried it, the prayers spoken before battle against the reckoning that follows, and the tidy legends of posterity against the cumbersome, mud-caked particulars of marching, bargaining, bleeding, and bearing witness in a land both wondrous and resistant to every attempt to turn lived experience into a single, triumphant story.

This work is a memoir and historical narrative composed by Bernal Díaz del Castillo, a participant in the Spanish campaigns that culminated in the conquest of central Mexico. Its setting stretches from the Caribbean outposts to the Gulf coast and through the highlands of the region then called New Spain. Díaz wrote his account decades after the events, during the sixteenth century, and it first circulated in print in the early seventeenth century; in English it is often presented in two volumes. The book belongs to the literature of eyewitness conquest, combining campaigning detail with retrospective assessment.

He recounts joining expeditions, landing on unfamiliar shores, advancing inland, negotiating with towns and leaders, forging alliances, facing ambushes and sieges, and encountering cities of startling scale. He narrates as an old soldier addressing future readers, aiming to recall what he and his companions did. The voice is plainspoken, insistent on immediacy; style mixes inventory-like lists with sudden bursts of awe; tone alternates between pride, piety, and grievance. Readers follow a column of weary men as they improvise their path, frequently relying on local guidance and interpreters, while the landscape challenges European expectations at every turn.

A central thread is the problem of truth-telling: Díaz sets out to correct accounts he considered incomplete or overly flattering to a few, reassigning credit to rank-and-file conquistadors and to indigenous allies whose roles were decisive. Alongside martial episodes, he records bargaining over loot, petitions for royal favor, and the moral ambiguities of forced conversions and punitive reprisals. The narrative repeatedly tests ideas of honor and obedience under conditions of scarcity, fear, and ambition. Throughout, the memoir allows the messy texture of decision making to stand, showing how empires are assembled from quarrels, compromises, accidents, and stubborn endurance.

For contemporary readers, the book is a crucial lens on colonial encounter and its narrative afterlives. It preserves a soldier’s view of Mesoamerican polities at a moment of upheaval, while revealing how European perceptions were shaped by translators, allegiances, and tactical necessity. It foregrounds the presence of numerous indigenous communities as partners, rivals, and arbiters of survival, complicating simplified oppositions. At the same time, its blind spots—its justifications, its euphemisms, its acceptance of violence—invite critical reading. Engaging with this account fosters historical empathy without surrendering judgment, and encourages attention to how testimony, memory, and power converge in shaping collective histories.

The reading experience is expansive and granular. Episodes unfold with a marching rhythm: lists of towns, provisions, weapons, and officers give way to sudden scenes of ceremony, negotiation, or panic. Díaz favors concrete detail over abstraction, but he also pauses to weigh rumor against observation and to address readers directly, insisting that the small facts matter. The two-volume scope accommodates both the sweep of long campaigns and the textures of camp life—sickness, camaraderie, petitioning commanders, counting spoils. The result is an unvarnished, sometimes digressive narration whose candor helps it outlast polemic, allowing later audiences to assemble their own judgments.

Approached with care, The Memoirs of the Conquistador Bernal Diaz del Castillo remains one of the most significant firsthand testimonies to the making of New Spain and to the human costs and contingencies of imperial expansion. It matters today because it demonstrates how grand narratives are constructed from partial views, because it preserves traces of peoples and places transformed by contact, and because it models the difficult labor of remembering across decades. As a document of action, argument, and afterthought, it invites readers to listen closely, read critically, and reckon with the entanglements that gave rise to the modern world.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    The Memoirs of the Conquistador Bernal Diaz del Castillo (Vol. 1 & 2) is a firsthand chronicle of the Spanish campaign that overthrew the Mexica empire in central Mexico. Written decades after the events by a veteran foot soldier who later settled in Central America, it presents itself as a corrective to earlier, courtly histories that, in his view, slighted the deeds of common soldiers. Diaz recounts the expedition’s origins, hardships, and shifting alliances with attention to practical detail, naming participants and places. The narrative proceeds in roughly chronological order, emphasizing eyewitness observation while advancing an implicit argument about merit, memory, and historical truth.

Diaz begins with the Caribbean staging ground, describing life in Cuba, the recruitment of men, and the outfitting of an ambitious voyage under Hernán Cortés. He notes his own prior reconnaissance along the Mexican coast and then narrates the 1519 departure, landfalls at islands off the Yucatán, and the recovery of a castaway interpreter, Jerónimo de Aguilar. A battle in Tabasco brings both submission and gifts, among them Malintzin, whose linguistic skill quickly proves decisive. By founding a town at the coast and installing a council, the Spaniards redefine their legal authority. The fleet is dismantled, binding the company to an inland march.

Moving inland, Diaz records the expedition’s early diplomatic ventures and the calculations of local polities under Mexica hegemony. In Cempoala, Cortés courts Totonac leaders and contests imperial tax collectors, inaugurating a strategy of alliance. Crossing to Tlaxcala, the Spaniards face hard fighting before forging a compact that supplies food, warriors, and intelligence. An episode at Cholula underscores the volatility of rumors and preemptive violence. Throughout, Diaz details terrain, arms, and the daily logistics of campaigning. The approach to the Valley of Mexico reveals causeways, canals, and lake towns, and the soldiers debate the risks of entering an imperial capital by invitation.

The audience with Moctezuma anchors Diaz’s depiction of a glittering metropolis, immense temples, and an orderly market economy that astonishes the newcomers. Quartered in a palace, the Spaniards attempt to control events through arrests, negotiations, and religious gestures, while relying on translators and allies. Political fractures widen when a rival force under Pánfilo de Narváez arrives from Cuba to depose Cortés. Diaz describes the bold nocturnal assault that neutralizes Narváez and redirects his troops to Cortés’s command. Returning to the capital with reinforcements, the company confronts a transformed atmosphere, where mutual suspicion, ritual obligations, and small provocations tip the city toward open conflict.

The ensuing crisis draws out Diaz’s themes of endurance and improvisation. Street fighting in dense neighborhoods, attacks along causeways, and panicked retreats test cohesion. After severe losses, the survivors regroup with Tlaxcala, where the alliance holds. The narrative slows to methodical preparation: building brigantines, mapping waterways, and securing surrounding towns to cut supplies. Diaz emphasizes the agency of indigenous allies and the attrition of prolonged campaigning—wounds, hunger, and disease—without romanticizing the violence. Blockade operations and staged assaults follow a new logic of encirclement. The memoir balances vivid episodes with sober lists of captains, companies, and materiel, insisting on collective authorship of events.

With the metropolis eventually taken after a long siege, Diaz surveys devastation, captives, and the frustrated hunt for wealth that breeds disputes. Disappointments over spoils lead to campaigns across provinces, as Spanish factions and native polities renegotiate power. Petitions to the Crown seek recognition, offices, and pensions, while lawsuits multiply. Cortés’s march to Honduras extends hardship and exposes rivalries; Diaz dwells on treacherous routes, shortages, and fraying discipline. He later settles in Guatemala, measuring promises against outcomes and noting comrades’ fates. The final chapters return to the book’s purpose: to testify, to correct other histories, and to argue for just rewards.

As literature and source, the memoir endures for its plain style, granular naming, and sustained attention to indigenous allies, even as its perspective is partial and often self-justifying. Diaz blends ethnographic observation with soldierly bookkeeping, producing a textured record of cities, markets, rituals, and wartime improvisation. He challenges heroic simplifications by distributing credit among captains, interpreters, and thousands of auxiliaries, while acknowledging faith, fortune, and chance. Historians read it alongside other accounts to triangulate events and motives. Without foreclosing debate, the two volumes pose lasting questions about empire, loyalty, and memory, and why the making of history belongs to those who endured it.
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    Bernal Díaz del Castillo’s memoirs arise from Spain’s early sixteenth-century expansion, when the recently unified crowns of Castile and Aragon projected power across the Atlantic. After 1492, royal institutions organized exploration and trade: the Casa de Contratación (1503) in Seville managed licensing and navigation, and later the Council of the Indies (1524) oversaw colonial governance. Treaty of Tordesillas (1494) divided spheres with Portugal. Soldiers, clerics, and entrepreneurs converged in the Caribbean entrepôts of Hispaniola and Cuba. Díaz, a Castilian foot soldier who later settled as an encomendero in Guatemala, wrote his account decades afterward to narrate New Spain’s conquest from a participant’s viewpoint.

In the 1510s, Spain consolidated Caribbean bases that launched reconnaissance of the Gulf coast and Yucatán. Diego Velázquez governed Cuba and financed expeditions led by Francisco Hernández de Córdoba (1517) and Juan de Grijalva (1518). In 1519, Hernán Cortés sailed from Cuba amid jurisdictional friction with Velázquez. Díaz served in these forays, giving him firsthand knowledge of coastal towns, Maya polities, and emerging opportunities. The founding of a municipal council at Veracruz asserted local authority and allegiance to the Castilian monarch, a legal step that framed subsequent campaigning. Such contested mandates and improvised institutions shape Díaz’s explanations of decisions taken on the march.

Central Mexico’s political landscape was dominated by the Mexica Triple Alliance of Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, and Tlacopan, which extracted tribute from subject towns and conducted warfare according to established norms. Independent polities such as Tlaxcala resisted alliance pressure, while diverse Maya groups held territories across Yucatán and Tabasco. Densely populated cities, causeways, markets, and ritual life underpinned state power. Communication across languages became pivotal: interpreters like Jerónimo de Aguilar and Malintzin (Doña Marina) enabled negotiations and alliances that Díaz carefully notes. Understanding tribute systems, factional rivalries, and regional trade helps explain the shifting loyalties and escalations he describes during the advance inland.

The campaign unfolded amid alternating diplomacy and violence. Initial exchanges of gifts and envoys gave way to crises in 1520 that destabilized central Mexico and set the stage for protracted warfare. A devastating smallpox epidemic, introduced from the Caribbean around 1520, compounded upheaval, killing many inhabitants and disrupting leadership in several cities. By 1521, conflict culminated in the siege and capture of Tenochtitlan, establishing Spanish dominance in the Basin of Mexico. Díaz’s narrative attends to how logistical choices, local alliances, and urban geography influenced outcomes, while maintaining focus on the experiences of rank-and-file soldiers navigating unfamiliar terrain and politics.

European and Indigenous military practices intersected in decisive ways. Spaniards brought cavalry, steel blades, crossbows, and gunpowder weapons, but relied heavily on Indigenous allies for numbers, provisioning, and intelligence. Shipbuilding on inland lakes produced brigantines that altered mobility in canal-laced environments. Spanish legal and religious frameworks also shaped conduct: readings of sovereignty claims, baptisms, oaths of vassalage, and appeals to just-war doctrine appear throughout contemporary records. Díaz emphasizes endurance under scarcity, long marches, and the hazards of unfamiliar warfare. His observations register both the shock of new technologies and the decisive importance of local knowledge and alliance politics.

Material incentives structured individual choices. Royal regulations reserved a quinto (the fifth) of precious metals for the Crown, while conquerors sought grants of land and labor through encomiendas. Disputes over precedence, bravery, and service influenced distribution of rewards and offices. Díaz frames his testimony against polished narratives that elevated commanders alone, notably the history by Francisco López de Gómara, Cortés’s chaplain-secretary. By detailing names, routes, and hardships, he argues for recognition of ordinary soldiers’ roles and rights. This concern with merit and recompense reflects a broader conquistador ethos shaped by contracts, petitions, and audits within the expanding imperial bureaucracy.

Mid-sixteenth-century reforms and debates framed how such testimonies were read. The Viceroyalty of New Spain was established in 1535; high courts (audiencias) and visitations supervised officials; missionaries—Franciscans, Dominicans, Augustinians—pursued evangelization. The New Laws of 1542 sought to curb abuses and limit inheritance of encomiendas, provoking disputes across the Americas. Bartolomé de las Casas’s polemics against conquest violence circulated widely. Díaz’s recollections, composed later in Guatemala, intersect with these controversies: he records brutality and negotiation alike, insists on Indigenous allies’ contributions, and contests exaggerations, thereby situating the conquest within legal, moral, and administrative arguments that characterized Spain’s evolving colonial order.

Díaz compiled his Historia verdadera de la conquista de la Nueva España decades after the events, drawing on memory, surviving documents, and the community of veterans around him. He died in 1584; the work appeared posthumously in Madrid in 1632. His chronicle participates in a broader early modern contest over authority: royal letters, official chronicles, and missionary accounts offered competing explanations of conquest. By centering lived experience, inventorying participants, and acknowledging Native coalition-building, the memoir both preserves invaluable detail and implicitly critiques triumphalist narratives. Its perspective—loyal to the Crown yet attentive to practical realities—anchors later readers in the era’s institutions and debates.
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VOLUME 1
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Interest in the conquest of New Spain runs high, and these memoirs offer the sole complete, reliable record. Their creator, Bernal Diaz del Castillo, marched and fought as a Conquistador, witnessed every incident, and, wrongfully unrewarded, now gives the tale he calls “The True History of the Conquest of New Spain.” Court historians pillaged his pages; other chroniclers traded in exaggeration, piling pseudo-philosophy upon rumor. Diaz simply states what he saw. “You have only to read my history, and you see it is true.” Thus the English public may greet an original equal in freshness to Don Quixote.
Bernal’s pages sparkle with “pleasant naïveté…interesting details…amusing vanity,” Dr. Robertson notes, “yet so pardonable in an old soldier.” Diaz proudly counts one-hundred-nineteen battles, yet insists glory belongs to “Cortés and all of us,” reminding that most companions were well-born adventurers outfitting themselves. His style is plain, direct, but surges into forceful eloquence; even the colours and tempers of the horses earn place because those animals thunder across the narrative. Late chapters honor every comrade by name, recording faces, valor, and deaths. In completeness, truth, and pathos this chronicle surpasses Cortés’s own dispatches.
Born an hidalgo at Medina del Campo between 1495 and 1500, Diaz sailed west in 1514, reached Mexico as a young man in 1519, finished his history in 1568, and likely lived to eighty-six. Torquemada, who knew the veteran in Guatemala, praises his honesty and stainless reputation. Deeply Catholic yet remarkably unsuperstitious, he condemns native abominations but shows Spaniards acting with measured severity while kind friars like Father Olmedo labor for Indian welfare. This English version follows the 1632 Madrid imprint, adds few notes, and keeps Torquemada’s spellings. At Santiago de Guatemala, Diaz proclaims his completed, faithful record of discovery, conquest, peace, and the founding of Spanish dominion.
I declare this history strict truth; I fought in every battle and now, 26 February 1568, in loyal Guatemala I finish it, correcting Gomara’s blunders that misled Illescas and Paulo Jovio. Hernando Cortés’s and Viceroy Mendoza’s letters confirm what I saw with my own eyes, no ancient romance but events of yesterday. The book contains many curious facts worthy of notice, and I will add forgotten details yet promise nothing fictitious. Printers, do not remove or add a syllable to the narrative that follows, for it stands sworn before God, the Emperor’s fifth, and the royal court of audience.
In 1514 I left Castile with Pedro Arias de Ávila, endured plague at Nombre de Dios[1], witnessed Balboa[2]’s execution, and, finding no further conquest, obtained leave to sail for Cuba. Velásquez welcomed us, promised Indians, yet after three years 110 of us joined Francisco Hernández de Córdoba, bought two ships and received a third if we raided Guanajás for slaves. We refused: “Neither God nor the king commands us to enslave free people.” He yielded and stocked us with pigs at three pesos. Guided by pilot Antón de Alaminos[3], with priest Alonso González and treasurer Beruardino Míguez, we heard mass at Ajaruco and set sail.
In 1517 we quit Jaruco on Cuba’s north coast and, after twelve days westward beyond Cape San Antonio, a two-day storm nearly wrecked us. On the twenty-first day land rose ahead: a sizeable town six miles inland, which we dubbed Grand Cairo. The small ship edged closer to find anchorage. At dawn on 5 March five canoes shot from shore; we waved cloaks in peace, thirty men boarded, ate bacon and cassava, received glass beads, then departed. Next morning the chief returned with twelve canoes and beckoned, crying, “con escotoch, con escotoch,” inviting us ashore. We accepted and named the point Punta de Cotoche[4].
Summoned by the cazique[5]’s gestures, the captain conferred; we lowered the boats, took the smallest vessel, and reached the shore with twelve canoes. Again the chief beckoned toward his village; we agreed to follow, tight ranks, fifteen crossbows and fifteen matchlocks ready. In a rocky pass he shouted, warriors poured from ambush, arrows whistled, fifteen of ours fell wounded. Cotton-armoured lancers closed, but steel, bolts, and shot scattered them, leaving fifteen dead. Nearby stood three stone temples packed with grotesque clay idols, shells, crowns, and crude gold figures. Father Gonzalez sent the treasure aboard; two prisoners, Melchior and Julian, accepted baptism. Bandaged, we sailed westward.
For fourteen days we coasted westward past headlands and shoals, pilot Alaminos insisting the coast was an island. We sailed by day, drifted at night, our casks leaking. On Sunday Lazari we entered a wide bay near a large village, naming the spot for the day though locals called it Campeachy. The smallest ship and three boats set us ashore to fill water. When the casks were full, fifty cotton-robed chiefs appeared, friendly, asking our purpose and pointing east murmuring “Castilan, Castilan.” Accepting their invitation, we walked cautiously to great stone temples daubed with serpents, crosses, and fresh blood, proof of recent sacrifice.
Crowds thickened; ragged men stacked reeds, warriors in cotton armour formed ranks, distant chiefs watched. From another shrine ten papas in long white robes hurried out, hair stiff with blood. Swinging clay braziers of copal[6], they perfumed us then warned by signs, “Leave before these reeds burn or die.” Bundles flared, pipes and drums roared. Recalling Cotoche wounds and two deaths, we backed down the beach, launched by an offshore rock, and sailed six days. A sudden norther hurled heavy seas; anchored close, we clung to two cables that, by mercy, held. Calm returned; hugging shore, we searched for water near a village and harbour.
We anchored the two big ships three miles offshore in the shallow water and rowed the small vessel and boats toward the inner harbour, armed with crossbows and muskets beside the water casks. Landing at noon, we crossed three miles of ground to Potonchan’s wells, maize plots and stone houses, filled the barrels, and were lifting them when crowds of cotton-armoured Indians advanced silently. Painted and feathered, they signed, “Castilan, Castilan; do you come from the rising sun?” We signalled yes and posted sentries among the scattered houses, uneasy as more warriors with drums and banners gathered through the Ave-Maria light.
All night we argued: run for the boats or strike first, neither choice easy. Dawn revealed new ranks in bright plumes; they circled us, showered darts, then charged, crying “Al calachoni, al calachoni—kill the chief!” More than eighty fell wounded at the first volley; our captain bore twelve hurts, I three. While some loaded, others fired; steel and shot opened a path to the beach. The packed skiffs overturned, so we clung to the hulls and swam for the brig while their canoes harried us. Fifty-seven vanished, and the bay earned the name Bahía de mala Pelea[7].
Safe aboard, we thanked God and bathed our swelling wounds in brine; none escaped injury, one soldier alone remained whole. Lacking sailors, we stripped the small ship of gear, set her ablaze, and steered the other two for Cuba. Our barrels lay on Potonchan’s beach, so thirst tormented us; we cooled cracked tongues by pressing axe heads to our lips. Hugging the coast for three days, we found an inlet, dug for water, and filled casks, yet the bitter salt made two men ill and lizards swarmed around. We called it Lizard Bay. A sudden north-easter then threatened to drive us ashore.
Seeing our peril, the shore party hurried back, flung out extra anchors and held us steady two days and nights. Then we weighed for Cuba, until Alaminos and the other pilots agreed we should edge north to Florida’s latitude, about two hundred miles, promising faster sailing to Havana; he had been there with Ponce de León. Four days later we sighted the coast. Twenty of us, almost healed, went ashore—Alaminos and I among them—mattocks and casks in hand. Our wounded captain begged, “For God’s sake bring sweet water; I’m dying of thirst.” We posted sentries, dug at the ebb and found clear wells.
Joyful, we filled the casks and washed bandages when a lookout sprinted in crying, “To arms! Indians by land and sea!” Warriors in hides stormed us with bows, arrows and lance-blades; their first volley wounded six and nicked my arm. Crossbow bolts and shots pushed them toward the creek, where others in canoes had seized our boat, wounding sailors and ripping Alaminos’s throat. Waist-deep we waded, fought hand to hand, killed twenty-two, retook the boat, and gathered three captives who soon died. Berrio, sentinel, gone; tracks by a palm showed he’d been dragged away. We re-embarked; one soldier guzzled water, swelled, and died.
With the water aboard we sailed for Havana; we passed the Martyr shoals, yet in four fathoms the flagship struck rock and sprang leaks. While wounded men pumped, we begged Levantine sailors for help; they snarled, “That’s your own lookout—we get no pay, yet bleed and starve with you.” Driven by blows, they worked until we reached Puerto de Carenas. Ashore we thanked God, patched the hull with a Portuguese diver, and reported towns, cotton and gold to Governor Velásquez. The captain hobbled to his encomienda and died; comrades scattered, more succumbed, seventy dead, while Velásquez boasted to Spain and hid our names.
Still healing in Havana, two fellow veterans and I hired Pedro d’Avila’s canoe, paying ten doubloons to travel with his cargo to Trinidad. After eleven days along the south coast we neared Canarreon; that night a gale rose. Though Pedro, his Indians, and the rest of us rowed hard, we had to beach the vessel on jagged rocks. The canoe shattered, the load sank, and we crawled ashore naked, gashed, bruised. Barefoot, we laced bark to our feet, fought wind and surf, reached Yeguarama for food, passed Chipiona, and finally entered Trinidad, where Antonio Medina dressed me before I limped to Santiago de Cuba.
Governor Diego Velásquez asked, “Are you fit for another voyage to Yucatan?” I grinned, “Who named it? The natives don’t.” “Melchior does,” he said. “Better call it the land that killed half our men and wounded the rest.” He replied, “Hardships pass; honours await. Join my fleet.” In 1518 he armed four ships, naming Juan de Grijalva captain-general and Pedro de Alvarado, Francisco de Montejo, Alonso de Ávila ship captains. They provided food while Velásquez sent arms and barter goods. A company of 220, with comptroller Peñolosa, priest Juan Díaz, and chief pilot Anton de Alaminos, sailed to trade for gold and settle if prudent.
At the north-coast harbour of Matanza, where our ships took on cassava and salted meat, I remembered how the place earned its name. A vessel from Santo Domingo once wrecked here, leaving thirty Spaniards and two women. Indians pretended friendship, ferried them across the river, then overturned the canoes, drowning all save three men and one woman. The captives were parceled out; the woman became prize of the treacherous cacique, later escaping to marry Pedro Sánchez Farsán of Trinidad. The spared men were Gonzalo Mexía of Xerez, Juan de Santisteban of Madrigal, and Cascorro of Huelva, whose new master pierced his ears and nose.
On 5 April 1518 we heard mass and put to sea. Ten days took us beyond Cape Guaniguanico; eight more brought Holy Cross Day and the south coast of Cozumel. The villagers fled, but two men hiding among cut maize were captured and questioned through Julianillo and Melchorejo. Grijalva gave them green glass beads and sent them to fetch the calachoni; they never returned. A Jamaica-speaking woman appeared, saying currents had wrecked her canoe and her husband had been sacrificed. The captain sent her to negotiate; she came back alone. We named the settlement Santa Cruz, took honey and game, and sailed on with her.
Eight days later we reached Champoton, site of our rout. Shallow water made us anchor offshore and ferry half the men in boats. On the beach waited warriors with faces, bows, lances, swords, shields and slings. Our falconets, crossbows and matchlocks met their arrows, yet many were hit before we touched sand. A second boat arrived, we stormed forward, and they broke at the wells. Juan de Quitera died, Grijalva took three arrows and lost two teeth, more than sixty were wounded. We buried comrades, entered the abandoned town, freed three prisoners who vanished, and spent four days amidst locusts we mistook for arrows.
Following the coast we entered a broad inlet that looked like a river mouth. Pilot Alaminos thought it an island, so we named it Boca de Terminos and explored three days. We found a deep bay and stone temples packed with clay idols, serpents and horns but no inhabitants. Deer and rabbits swarmed; a greyhound killed ten then stayed behind, fat and sleek. After sounding the channels we resumed course, hugging shore by day and lying-to at night, until we reached a shallow river. Heavy ships anchored outside, lighter ones rowed in past canoes and fish traps. The river, once called Tabasco, we renamed Grijalva.
Crackle of falling trees reached us two miles off, proof that barricades were rising. We landed on a point; fifty canoes swept in while others waited. Guns were aimed, yet mercy urged parley. Through Julianillo and Melchorejo we called, “Fear nothing; come talk and take gifts.” Four canoes with thirty men approached. We showed beads, mirrors and glass. The captain said, “We serve Emperor Don Carlos; acknowledge him and trade fowls for beads.” The chief and a papa replied, “We will bring barter, but we already serve another; two armies stand ready.” They embraced him; he gave necklaces and warned, “Return or we storm.
Envoys returned with peace; thirty men brought roast fish, fowls, fruit, maize bread and incense that washed over us. Mats and cloth were laid, bearing little gold ducks, lizards, three bead-necklaces, plus mantles. “No more gold here,” they said, “seek Culba, Mexico toward sunset.” Pleased, we gave beads, re-embarked against north wind to follow that promise. Two days on we saw Aguajaluco, which we dubbed La Rambla, its warriors glittering with tortoise shells. We coasted past Tonola, naming it San Antonio, missed Guacasualco, and sighted snow peaks, now Sierras Nevadas and Holy Martin. Alvarado raced ahead into Papalohuna—soon the Alvarado—received fish, then was recalled by Grijalva.
We next reached a river whose banks swarmed with Indians waving white flags; their calls made us name it Bandera Stream, and we moved to greet them. Inland, the lake-bound city of Mexico glittered under Motecusuma, ruler of realms larger than Spain. Figures painted on maguey cloth had told him of our fights at Cotoche, Champotón and Potonchan, our small numbers, our thirst for gold, and our crawl along the coast. Remembering prophecy of strangers from sunrise, he ordered each governor, “Trade gold for their glass, chiefly the green beads, and learn their purpose.” Thus every landing now greeted us with presents and cautious questions.
Sentinels with small flags lined the river and called us ashore. Two boats with twenty men under Francisco de Montejo, myself among them, landed to learn their purpose. Three caziques, one Motecusuma’s governor, welcomed us with mats, poultry, maize bread, fruit, and incense. Our general followed, endured their perfuming, thanked them, handed out green and white beads and urged, “Bring gold to trade.” The governor pressed his people, and for six days villagers came with trinkets; we bartered more than fifteen-hundred pesos of gold, claimed the land for the Emperor in Diego Velásquez’s name, gave shirts, then sailed, taking an Indian who called himself Francisco.
We touched a sandbank nine miles offshore and named it Isla Blanca, then reached another isle with stone temples. At their summit lay foul idols and five Indians freshly butchered; we christened the spot Isla de Sacrificios[8]. On the continent we threw up huts of sailcloth and branches, but timid traders brought only trifles, so we sailed on. A sheltered harbour appeared beside a small island. There black-cloaked priests of grim Tetzcatlipuca had torn out two boys’ hearts and now tried to perfume us. We recoiled, caught the word “Olua, Olua,” and named the island San Juan de Ulua[9] amid swarming mosquitoes.
Our bread had grown mouldy, ten comrades were dead, four ailing, and we were too few to settle; so after seven stinging nights our captain resolved to report. Pedro de Alvarado sailed for Cuba in the leaky San Sebastián, carrying gold, cotton, the sick, and letters describing these coasts. In Cuba, Diego Velásquez, fearing disaster, had already dispatched a vessel with seven men led by Cristóbal de Oli; storm forced it back anchorless and empty, deepening his gloom. Alvarado’s arrival reversed everything: the governor embraced him, displayed the gold, held eight days of tournaments, and rumor of rich mainlands swept the islands and Spain.
After Alvarado sailed for Cuba, Grijalva, Montejo, Avila, and pilot Alaminos chose to keep coasting. We sighted the Tusta range, then higher Tuspa peaks, passing many Pánuco towns, and anchored at a broad stream we called Canoe River. Sixteen war canoes rushed out, loosed arrows at Avila’s vessel, cut a cable, and tried to tow her away. We dashed up, sank three canoes with crossbows and muskets, and drove the rest off. A jutting cape’s fierce current halted us. Alaminos urged retreat; winter, thin stores, and a leaky ship settled the vote, so we turned back to Guacasualco, then Tonalá, and careened the vessel.
Tonala Indians brought maize, fish, and fruit; we gave glass beads and gestured for gold. They returned with poor stuff, more villagers followed carrying trinkets and copper axes we mistook for gold, collecting more than six hundred in two days. A sailor who hid seven had to give them up. Bartolomé Prado raided a hilltop cue, found golden jewels, and after we interceded kept all but the king’s fifth. Resting on that shrine, I planted eight Cuban orange seeds; priests nursed them, the first trees of New Spain. Rich mines, pasture, and people later lured many of us to settle, yet they hugged us goodbye.
Governor Diego Velásquez greeted us and rejoiced over the extra 4,000 pesos, which with Alvarado’s 16,000 totaled twenty thousand; officials took the royal fifth. Laughter followed when the supposed gold axes proved copper. Velásquez remained content yet, prompted by Avila and Montejo, faulted Grijalva and prepared a new command. Worried someone at court might claim the discovery, he dispatched his energetic chaplain Benito Martínez to Spain with letters and samples for Bishop Fonseca, Zapata, and Conchillos, grandees already endowed with Cuban villages whose favour he prized more than that of the far-off emperor.
Diego Velasquez showered the influential councillors of India with Alvarado’s gleaming spoils, buying goodwill for petitions his chaplain Benito Martinez pressed in Spain. Through those gifts and tales of thousands of pesos already spent, Velasquez won authority to launch expeditions and plant colonies whenever he wished, and even the proud title Adelantado of Cuba[13], though the warrant arrived after Cortés had sailed. While I pursued my own chronicle, Gomara’s polished History of the Conquest of Mexico reached my desk. Its elegance humbled my rough pen, yet a second reading exposed alarming distortions that forced me to continue writing.
He multiplies every figure: eight towns become eight thousand, timid natives become vast armies, modest skirmishes swell into carnage worthy of Attila. We numbered barely four hundred when we first marched, praying daily to God and His Mother simply to survive, yet Gomara paints us as butchers who burned cities and temples by the score. He invents commanders—granting Pedro d’Irico the field where brave Juan de Escalante fell, crediting Juan Velasquez de Leon with founding Guacasualco instead of Gonzalo de Sandoval— and repeats the lie that Cortés secretly scuttled the fleet we scuttled openly and unanimously.
He downgrades Grijalva, ignores Hernández de Córdoba, misdates Garay’s arrival, bungles peace with Tlascala[11], skims over the night Mexico slew eight-hundred-and-sixty comrades, and treats the siege that followed as a festival. Every glory flows to Cortés alone, for the book is dedicated to the Marquis del Valle, not our sovereign, and later historians like Illescas and Jovio copy its blemishes word for word. I therefore cast my lot with honest memory: I will sound the depths like a wary pilot, recount only what these eyes have seen, and proceed to the next enterprise—the fleet entrusted to Cortés and the whispering plots against him.
After Grijalva returned in 1518, Diego Velasquez readied ten ships—four freshly careened from our voyage and six gathered across Cuba—stocked with cassava, bacon, and tobacco for Havana refit. Unsure whom to trust, he weighed Vasco Porcallo, Augustin Bermudez, Antonio and Bernardino Velasquez, while we soldiers clamoured for Juan de Grijalva. Meanwhile secretary Andrés de Duero and treasurer Almador de Lares courted Hernando Cortes, promising him half their gains if he were named. They praised his courage, reminded Velasquez that he had stood godfather at Cortes's wedding, and won the day; the commission was penned in rich ink, public opinion split.
Next Sunday Velasquez headed to church flanked by town dignitaries, placing Cortes proudly at his right. The jester Servantes danced before them, shouting, "Well, friend Diego, what captain-general have you chosen? The man from Medellin and Extremadura! He'll bolt with your whole squadron—look at that face!" Duero struck him, growling, "Begone, drunken fool!" Unfazed, the trickster cried, "Long live my friend Diego and the bold captain Cortes! I'll sail too, lest you regret this bargain!" All guessed a spiteful Velasquez kinsman had paid him, yet the fool's jibe proved true in every detail, as later events would show.
Cortes gathered muskets, crossbows, powder and, though in debt, dressed grandly: a feathered cap with gold and a brocaded robe. Merchants Jaime Tria and Pedro de Xerez lent four thousand pesos on his encomienda. His banners showed a cross and the motto, "Brothers, let us in true faith follow the cross, and the victory is ours!" He proclaimed by drum, "Join me to conquer and settle; share the treasure and receive encomiendas." Three hundred men, Velasquez's servants among them, sold property to enlist. Relatives slandered him, so Duero pressed haste. Cortes set the hour, embraced Velasquez, heard mass, and with good winds sailed for Trinidad.
At Trinidad townspeople hurried to greet us and our captain. Competing hosts vied to shelter him, so he planted his banner outside a house and announced the venture while gathering firearms. Pedro de Alvarado and his brothers, Alonso de Avila, Juan de Escalante, Cristóbal de Oli and several cavaliers enlisted. Letters brimming with promises reached Santispiritus and drew Puertocarrero, Sandoval, Velásquez de León and dignitaries. Estates filled our holds with cassava and bacon; scarce horses were bought, Cortes even tearing trimming from his velvet coat to mount Puertocarrero. He persuaded Juan Sedeño to sell vessel and cargo and join, bringing the fleet to eleven ships.
Back at Santiago, Velásquez’s friends tormented him until his goodwill shattered. They repeated that Cortes had slipped away at night, meant to keep the command, and would turn traitor. An old so-called astrologer, Juan Millán, warned, “Sly and artful as he is, he’ll ruin you if you’re not on guard.” Stung, the governor dispatched two agents carrying orders to his brother-in-law Verdugo in Trinidad: strip Cortes of rank, hand the fleet to Vasco Porcallo, and urge loyal officers to abandon ship. Forewarned, Cortes summoned Ordas and the wavering cavaliers, spoke warmly and promised much; they sided with him, and Ordas persuaded Verdugo to delay enforcement.
One envoy, Laso, enlisted outright; the second was sent back carrying a letter in which Cortes affirmed loyalty, begging the governor to ignore his cousin and “such an old fool as Juan Millán.” Meanwhile every forge in Trinidad rang: lances were tipped, bolts cast, and even the smiths enlisted. After days of feverish work he fixed the hour of departure. Those preferring land marched with Pedro de Alvarado—fifty soldiers and the horses—while Juan de Escalante steered a ship along the north coast. Cortes led the squadron south. Night separated the transports from his flagship, yet all ships and columns reached the Havannah.
Five days after the fleet reached Havana, Cortés lagged behind, and talk of wreck or shoal grew loud enough that three tenders were readied to search for him. He had run aground on the Jardines shallows by the Pinos Isles; the cargo was lightered, the hull refloated, and the ship crept on. Cheers rose when her sails touched the horizon, ending the intrigue over who might seize command. Escorted ashore to Pedro Barba’s residence, Cortés planted his standard before the door and proclaimed the venture open; Montejo, de Soto, Angulo, Garci Caro, Rodríguez, Pacheco, Gutiérrez, Rojas, Santaclara, the Martínez brothers and Najara enlisted.
To remove intrigue, Cortés sent Diego de Ordás to Velásquez’s farm at Guaniguanico for cassava and bacon, instructing him to linger until the coast-hugging ship arrived, then sail together for Cozumel. While food was gathered, Mesa, Arbenga, Catalán and Usagre landed ten bronze guns and falconets, proof-fired them, fitted balls and powder, and shined the metal; bowstrings were tested, and thick cotton quilts stitched into armor. Cortés installed a stately household—Guzmán butler, Rodrigo Rangel chamberlain, Juan de Cáceres steward—ordered embarkation, issued forage, and tallied the horses, noting his own chestnut, Alvarado’s brown mare, Velásquez de León’s fiery “short tail,” “Arriero,” and Sedeño’s foaling mare.
Trinidad’s goodwill enraged Governor Velásquez; he roared, accused Duero and Lares of betrayal, and sent official Gaspar Garnica to Havana with orders to seize Cortés and halt the fleet. Letters also pressed his relatives, Ordás, and Juan Velázquez de León to swear obedience. Garnica’s landing backfired: a friar’s note he carried alerted Father Olmedo, and Duero and Lares told Cortés. Ordás was absent, de León already wavering, the soldiers loyal; opposition collapsed. Barba dared not provoke mutiny, reported this to Santiago, and Garnica returned empty-handed while Cortés penned smooth promises and, at first light, set every sail for Cozumel.
On 10 February 1519 nine sails left for Cozumel while Alvarado’s swift San Sebastián, with sixty soldiers including me, raced ahead. Ignoring Cortés’s orders, pilot Camacho steered straight for the island, so we landed two days early at the familiar harbor and found the village deserted. Sent four miles inland, we seized forty fowls, cotton mats, gold-tinted trinkets and three villagers, then returned. Cortés arrived slowly—Morla’s rudder had broken—clapped Camacho in irons and sternly told Alvarado, ‘Robbery wins no hearts.’ He freed the captives, restored their idols and ornaments, paid glass beads for the eaten poultry, and ordered no one to harm the returning populace.
Discipline began at once. Cortés reviewed 508 soldiers, 109 sailors, 16 horses, 11 ships, 33 crossbows, 13 muskets, heavy guns and four falconets. Mesa, Usagre, Arbenga, a Catalan and Francisco de Oroze kept weapons fit; Benítez and Guzmán drilled bowmen and horses. Remembering the cry “Castilán,” he questioned the chiefs through Melchorejo. They swore Spaniards served inland caziques. Delighted, Cortés gave shirts, beads and ransom, then sent Diego de Ordás with two ships to Cape Cotoche for eight days, and wrote: “Dear brothers, I wait on Cozumel with eleven ships and five hundred men; come quickly, be honored, help us reach Tabasco.
Aguilar received the letter with beads, won his master’s consent for release, and rushed to fellow captive Gonzalo Guerrero. Guerrero said, “Brother, I have an Indian wife and three children; in war I rank as chief. Go, and God be with you. How could I face Spaniards painted and pierced? Give the children some beads.” The woman cried, “See that slave trying to take my husband! Mind your own affairs.” Aguilar urged again, offering to bring them all, yet Guerrero stayed. Reaching the shore he found Ordás departed, and, dismayed, trudged back into sad bondage.
Ordas came back without ransom, Spaniards, messengers, or news; Cortés flared: “I expected results, not an empty return.” His temper already strained: a soldier named Berrio accused seven Gibraleón sailors of stealing two sides of bacon. They swore innocence, the meat was found in their clothes, and despite officers pleading, Cortés had them lashed. Soon after, on Cozumel, crowds gathered round foul idols, burning resin. An aged priest in a wide cloak preached; Cortés bade Melchorejo interpret, then summoned the caziques and priest: renounce these evil beings, embrace the Virgin and the cross, or be damned, he warned.
Cortés ignored their threats, toppled the idols, smashed them, mixed quicklime, raised a neat altar, set the Virgin on it, and carpenters Alonso Yáñez and Álvaro López fashioned a new-wood cross for a chapel behind. Father Juan Díaz said mass while the caziques watched silently. Preparations finished, the commander split the fleet: he held the flagship, Alvarado and his brother took the swift San Sebastián, other vessels went to Puertocarrero, Montejo, Oli, Ordás, Velázquez de León, Escalante, Morla, Escobar, and Gines Nortes in a tiny brigantine. Pilots received lantern signals from Alaminos. They sailed in March 1519; by mid-morning Escalante’s bread-ship leaked, flags and guns begging aid.
Cortés cried, “God forbid!” and recalled the squadron to Cozumel. Bread was hauled ashore, the Virgin and cross stood fragrant with incense, and with canoe help the hull was patched in four days. Hearing this, captive Spaniard Gerónimo de Aguilar paid glass beads for a canoe and crossed the twelve-mile channel. Scouts saw the boat; Andrés de Tapia approached. The Indians backed water until Aguilar assured them, then spoke in broken Spanish, “God, Holy Virgin, Sevilla,” and embraced the men. Barefoot, shorn, wrapped in rags, he met Cortés, received fresh clothes, and told of his eight-year captivity, the sacrificed comrades, and fellow survivor Gonzalo Guerrero.
Cortés thanked the Almighty. “May you never rue your choice,” he told Aguilar, then asked about the land. Aguilar, gaunt from slavery, had hauled wood, water, and maize; once he collapsed under a load twelve miles from his village, and knew only that the country swarmed with people. His companion Alonso Guerrero had married an Indian woman, sired three children, tattooed his cheeks, pierced his ears, and led warriors against a Spanish squadron; Cortés vowed to capture him. The Cozumel chieftains, pleased to hear Aguilar’s tongue, honored the Virgin’s image, asked for letters of safe-conduct, and received them before we sailed for Grijalva.
On 4 March 1519 we re-embarked with lantern signals. Fair wind turned violent; by midnight it eased, yet Velásquez de León’s ship was gone. Cortés anchored to wait. Alaminos said, “Her pilot knows this coast; she must be in the bay.” We returned and found her safe at a headland christened Punta de las Mujeres for four female idols amid maize and salt works. Aguilar pointed to the track of his slavery and Guerrero’s village; every house held a scrap of gold. Cortés laughed, “I sail to serve God and my king
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