Introduction 
On August 13, 1521, Hernando Cortes ended his final assault on the Aztec Indians. The great Aztec capital, Tenochtitlan, was in ruins and the once proud and strong Aztec tribe was no more. This came to be because of a series of disastrous mistakes and oversights by the Aztec people and especially their leader, Moctezuma II. 
Hernan Cortes began his journey of conquest in Cuba, where he was given the charge to explore the country of Mexico and to find gold. Slightly before his departure, the governor of Cuba rescinded Cortes’ journey and requested that he return to Havana. Cortes knew that he would have no other chance to make such a voyage, so he quickly gathered the sailors and soldiers he needed and left for the coast of Mexico. 
The conquest of Mexico is one of the most significant and important events in the Western Hemisphere. Not only was one of the greatest Indian civilizations left in ruins, but the Spanish took control of Middle America. Also, the interaction between the Spanish and the Aztecs created a new race, the Mestizo — the Mexican of today. 
The Beginning
The Conquest of Mexico did not begin with Hernan Cortes in 1519; rather it began with a slave expedition to the Bahaman Islands. According to William Prescott, author of The Conquest of Mexico (1843); on February 8, 1517, Hernandez de Cordova, sailed with three vessels on an expedition to one of the neighboring Bahaman Islands in search of Indian slaves. The expedition endured three weeks of gales that took them in a westernly direction, eventually landing them on the Yucatan Peninsula in the eastern part Mexico. Cordova and his men journeyed inland to investigate and survey the peninsula, focusing on its native population and abundance of gold. Prescott goes on to state that Cordova was truly amazed by the higher cultivation of the soil, and with the delicate texture of the cotton garments and gold ornaments of the natives. In fact, everything he noted was indicative of a civilization far superior to any thing he had before witnessed in the New World. As he continued his expeditions, he met increasing resistance from the native population, many of his men, including himself, suffered from multiple wounds from these violent encounters. Upon his return to Cuba, the news of his discoveries spread quickly throughout the island, especially with the mention of gold. Diego Velasquez, the governor of Cuba, made quick effort to outfit a new expedition to Mexico, he appointed his nephew Juan de Grijalva to lead this effort. On May 1, 1518, Grijalva left the port San Jago de Cuba with four ships. Because of the uncharted waters, Grijalva landed farther south on the Yucatan peninsula than Cordova had. In fact he landed on the island of Cozumel. As he and his men left the ships to explore the land he encountered several Indian villages. He too noted the highly civilized aspects of the Indians on the island and took particular interest in the detailed architecture of the buildings and temples. Grijalva also encountered violent resistance from various tribes where he landed. Yet, he and his men suffered less than Cordova because he was prepared to encounter heavy resistance from the various tribes because of the reports from Cordova. Grijalva was successful in that he was able to meet his objectives. He met with a cacique, similar to a provincial or regional chief, who was a representative of the Aztec empire. In this meeting both Grijalva and the cacique exchanged information and gifts. Grijalva offered a few trinkets of inconsequential items, whereas the cacique in return offered gold and jewels indicative of a high degree of workmanship. After this friendly meeting, Grijalva continued up the coast of Mexico to near present-day Veracruz. Prior to his arrival in Veracruz, he dispatched one of the ships to return to Cuba, under the command of Pedro de Alvarado. With the arrival of Alvarado and the news of the rich and powerful empire, Governor Velasquez could barely contain himself with excitement. He immediately made plans for another expedition. This expedition, however, had a different goal in mind. Prescott (1843) states that he resolved to send out another armament on a sufficient scale to insure the subjugation of the country. He would eventually appoint Hernan Cortes to achieve this goal. 


Setting Sail
As Juan de Grijalva’s treasure ship arrived in Cuba, excitement ran over the island. The gold and precious items that returned on the ship struck a fever — a gold fever — among the islands’ residents. Diego Velasquez quickly announced a new voyage was to be sent to the shores of Mexico. The objective was to make the country part of the Spanish Empire, convert the Indians to Christianity and to claim all the gold for Velasquez, minus the royal fifth due to the king of Spain. Velasquez’ struggle lay in who would he appoint to lead this effort. This man would have to be strong, with leadership ability, a strong faith, and an overall commitment to complete the mission. Many men were vying for the job, however Hernan Cortes had manipulated his position as a relative through marriage, and he also was able to make a secret agreement between Velasquez’ secretary that the royal accountant to Cuba influence Velasquez. Velasquez appointed Cortes as the Captain-General of the fleet. The fleet eventually arrived on the island of Cozumel, just east of mainland Mexico. Though the natives on the island first hid from the Spaniards, they were eventually convinced to leave the forest and meet with Cortes. Through various discussions, it was mentioned that there may be captured Spaniards on the mainland. Cortes dispatched two small boats with some soldiers and a letter to any of the Indians requesting the release of any Spaniards held against their will and offering to pay a ransom for their freedom. Within two days time a message was returned to Cortes that a Spaniard by the name of Geronimo de Aguilar would soon join them after being released from his captors. Aguilar became of critical importance to Cortes. He had been shipwrecked eight years before and forced into slavery. Though he had struggled for many of those years, he was able to learn the language of the Indians (Maya). Being able to communicate with the natives of the area was crucial to Cortes’ success. After leaving Cozumel, Cortes’ fleet continued up the eastern coast of Mexico. Cortes battled with thousands of Indians along the coast, but Cortes’ armor, cannons, and horses proved superior to the manpower of the Indians and they were defeated. When Cortes arrived in the area now known as Tabasco, he fought with the Indians and quickly defeated them. When peace was made, the Caciques offered patronage to Cortes in the form of food, gifts and women. Cortes tried to thank the Caciques but they did not understand the translation by Aguilar. Their language was not the same as Maya. However, one of the women that was given as a gift, named Doña Marina, understood the language spoken by Aguilar and spoke to the Caciques. Doña Marina happened to be an Aztec princess who, through a series of events, became a slave to the Tabascan Indians. Being an Aztec princess meant that she was fluent in the language of the Aztecs known as Nahuatl, as well as the Tabascan and Mayan languages. Because of her ability to speak these languages and the ability of Aguilar to speak Castillian (Spanish) and Maya, Cortes would now be able to communicate with all the various tribes from Tabasco to Tenochtitlan, the capital of the Aztecs. It proved later that Marina became the ultimate ally, often tipping off Cortes of surprise attacks and plots to kill him, and though she had been given to one of Cortes’ captains, Alonso Hernandez Puertocarrero, she bore Cortes a son named Don Martin Cortes. Thus, being the first child of a new Mexican race. 
Contact
After leaving the Tabascan area of Mexico, Cortes and his fleet headed toward what is now Veracruz. Upon the arrival of all the ships in the fleet, Cortes ordered the troops to disembark. Cortes had secret plans. He had no intention of returning to Cuba and sharing the wealth with Diego Velasquez. Instead, he established a town and called it La Villa Rica de la Veracruz. By establishing this town, Cortes added legitimacy to the changing of his mission. No longer was he to serve Diego Velasquez to trade and explore with the natives of Mexico, Cortes changed the focus of his expedition to conquer and colonize for the king of Spain. 
Cortes met with representatives from the Aztecs at Veracruz. They brought him gifts of gold, fine feathers, and various artworks in hopes of deterring his advance to their capital Tenochtitlan. However, Moctezuma’s plan to appease him into leaving failed drastically. Cortes was more determined as ever to reach the city of Tenochtitlan. However judging from the information he received from the locals, this would be no easy task. He knew that along the way to Tenochtitlan he would have to play off the cruelty by the Aztecs. The Indians in the area were called the Cempoalans and they had just become part of the Aztec Empire. The tribute demanded upon them was heavy and they did not care for it. The Cempoalans leaders went to Cortes and proposed an alliance between them. They told Cortes all he wanted to hear about the Aztecs, their sheer numbers, great city and iron hand of control over their subjugated people. But aside from the gold, Cortes was shocked by the mention of sacrifice. Apparently, the Aztecs sacrificed countless victims to appease their gods. These victims were often captured or easily taken from the tribes under their control. Cortes had heard of this sacrificing, but became even more sickened by the news being told to them by the Cempoalan. As allies to the Spanish, the Cempoalan brought them to their capital city Xocotlan. There they were received with an almost parade-like atmosphere. After a short stay in Xocotlan, Cortes and his men started their journey to Tenochtitlan once again, however this time they were joined by warriors and craftsmen of the Cempoalans. They made their way toward Tlaxcala. The Tlaxcalan Indians were sworn enemies of the Aztecs and were one of only a handful of tribes that were able to resist the power of the Aztecs. However, they were not keen to the idea of becoming subjects to the Spanish, so they fought hard against Cortes. Up to 40,000 Tlaxcalan warriors battled with the Spanish. Though receiving many wounds, the Spanish withheld the attacks and eventually peace was declared. After taking time to heal their wounds, the Spanish left Tlaxcala with several thousand Tlaxcalan warriors at their side. With the allies they picked up, the Spanish had grown from a force of a mere 600 to thousands. The next town they were to encounter was Cholula. Cholula was a town under the Aztec rule and was expected to give a fight. Surprisingly, they welcomed the Spanish and their allies. However, this was a trick — they were ordered by the Aztecs to welcome Cortes, only to ambush him and his troops when the time was right. This plan could have had tragic effects for the Spanish if Doña Marina had not received warning from some of the women of the town and quickly alerted Cortes of the impending attack. Cortes and the allies planned an attack on the Cholulans. Because of the hatred among the Tlaxcalans for the Cholulans, once the attack began the fierceness came out and Cortes was unable to stop the Tlaxcalans. They turned the attack into a massacre, killing most of the Cholulans. After healing their wounds for a short time, the Spanish and their allies continued once again toward Tenochtitlan. They would receive no significant fighting on the way to Tenochtitlan since Moctezuma ordered that they not be attacked. The arrived at the outskirts of Tenochtitlan and were greeted by lords of the surrounding cities. Then came Moctezuma himself to meet Cortes and his men. He arrived, being carried on a litter made of gold and clothed in the finest of garments. Cortes and Moctezuma bowed to each other and Moctezuma asked them to enter his city. 
Tenochtitlan 

As the Spanish soldiers neared the entry to Tenochtitlan, they were in awe. Standing before them was a city so big and so well-built that they could barely believe their eyes. Tenochtitlan had a very intricate system of causeways, bridges and canals, which allowed for ease and efficiency of transportation and exchange of goods, but also allowed for the easy defense of the city. Moctezuma welcomed the Spaniards into the city and offered them one of the palaces to stay in. Moctezuma provided them with servants to meet their every need. 
Moctezuma could have ordered their death at any time, but believed the arrival of the Spanish, especially that of Cortes, was an omen. It was recorded in Aztec history that in the year 1-Reed, which happened to be 1519, the god Quetzalcoatl was going to return to destroy the Aztec Empire. That is why Moctezuma had sent gifts to the Spanish upon their arrival at Veracruz. He hoped it would pacify them and they would go away. However, they didn’t and Moctezuma felt he had to show them respect when they arrived. The leaders of the surrounding towns advised Moctezuma to kill the outsiders, providing little belief that these men were Quetzalcoatl. Moctezuma refused to hear them and welcomed them anyway. 
After a few days, Cortes ordered that Moctezuma be captured and brought back to the palace in which they were staying. Cortes felt that by holding Moctezuma, the rest of the Aztecs would be less likely to attack the Spaniards. 

Back in Cuba, Governor Diego Velasquez was not pleased when word got back to him that Cortes had changed the focus of the expedition. Velasquez also knew that all the gold that was taken from the country would be Cortes’, minus the royal fifth destined to return to Spain. Velasquez decided to take action. He dispatched a new fleet to arrest Cortes. This group was led by Panfilo de Narvaez and included 14 ships and some 1,400 men. After arriving at Veracruz, Narvaez and his men moved on to a city named Cempoala. There his men began receiving bribes influencing them to join Cortes rather than capture him. Narvaez was still determined to capture Cortes. Cortes implemented a surprise attack at night. Though heavily outnumbered, Cortes’ was first able to capture Narvaez’ artillery and eventually took control of the situation. The rest of the troops agreed to fight for Cortes. One important note is that among Narvaez’ troops was a black slave who was suffering from small pox. This sickness would eventually topple the Aztec Empire. 
While Cortes was dealing with Narvaez and his troops, problems arose at Tenochtitlan. When Cortes left the city he left Pedro de Alvarado in charge of the remaining troops. 
The Aztecs gathered in the main temple for a religious celebration. Music began to play and warriors began to dance the Dance of the Serpents. As the dancing continued and the music got louder, Spaniards began to appear at all the entrances to the temple. On the order of Alvarado, the Spanish attacked the unarmed dancers, spectators and musicians. Guards were left at the entrances so that no one could escape. All the Aztecs in the Main temple were massacred. Alvarado led the troops quickly back to the palace as cries went out throughout the city to rise up and attack the Spaniards. Alvarado and his men were successful in repelling the initial attack by the Aztecs. 
Cortes arrived back at Tenochtitlan to see the siege himself. He entered the city and made his way to the palace. He asked Moctezuma to address his people and to ask for peace. One version of the history states that when addressing his people, Moctezuma was struck by stones thrown from the crowd. He was taken back inside the palace and died later. Another version states that after failing in his call to peace, Cortes ordered him killed since he was no longer useful. Regardless of how Moctezuma died, the Spanish were now in quite a predicment. They were in the middle of Tenochtitlan surrounded by tens of thousands angry citizens and warriors. They were being starved out and there was no clear way to escape. Cortes met with his captains and decided to flee the city on the night of July 10, 1520. It is rumored that the night of the July 9, Cortes gathered all the gold in the center of the palace and told the troops to carry with them what they wanted, knowing that gold was heavy and could slow them down during the escape. 
On the rainy night of July 10, 1520, the Spanish and their allies quietly began exiting the city via the Tacuba causeway. It is said that the mass of men made it to the edge of the city when a woman filling up her water jars spotted them. She quickly let out a cry that the Spaniards were escaping. Almost instantly warriors came after them. The Aztecs attacked them from behind, on the sides using canoes and in front from the land. The greedy soldiers who weighed themselves down with gold moved slowly and were quickly killed or drowned in the water. The Spanish fought hard as the Aztecs surrounded them. After losing two-thirds of the Spanish soldiers and thousands of the Tlaxscalan allies, Cortes and the remaining soldiers and Indian allies went toward Tlaxscala to find refuge and heal their wounds. As they continued their journey they came upon the Plain of Otumba, a vast, flat space. As they approached they saw thousands upon thousands of Aztec warriors facing them. Cortes and the men were surprised, but Cortes, being a smart soldier, was able to select which one of the generals was in charge. Knowing this, he mounted his horse, joined by several other men, and attacked the Aztecs, focusing on the general, who Cortes was able to capture. This threw the rest of the Aztecs into a confused frenzy and they quickly left the battlefield. 
Cortes and his men returned to Tlaxscala where they were well-received and cared for. 






Re-Group

After “La Noche Triste,”(The Sad Night) Cortes and the remaining soldiers under him managed to make it back to Tlaxscala. Over two-thirds of the Spanish soldiers lost their lives on the causeway and its bridges. 
It was not too long after “La Noche Triste” that Cortes began to formulate his attack on the Tenochtitlan. Cortes strategically laid out his battle plans. The plan was very involved, calling for the construction of 13 sloops (a type of gun boat). With these Cortes would be able to control all the movement on the lake surrounding the city. The canoes of the Aztecs would be no match for the sloops. Another part of the plan was to position the Spanish and Tlaxcalan allies into position prior to attacking the city. This meant defeating some of the existing cities on the shoreline of Lake Texcoco. With all the Spaniards healed from their wounds and construction of the sloops complete, the men moved toward Tenochtitlan. 
However, while Cortes and his men were healing from the battle wounds they endured, the Aztecs were busy themselves. They were cleaning out the city, especially the palace, of the dead and anything that reminded them of the Spanish. They did not believe that the Spanish would ever return after suffering such an overwhelming defeat on “La Noche Triste.” The Spaniards did leave one thing behind in the city of Tenochtitlan — small pox. The sickness came from a slave who had come with Panfilo de Narvaez. The Aztecs had never before been exposed to this sickness and their bodies had no way of fighting it. Eventually, the masses within the city began sick and started dying by the hundreds. The warriors were not immune from this sickness and they too felt the wrath of the small pox. 
As Cortes began to implement his plan to attack Tenochtitlan, he was bombarded by attacks from the weakened warriors of Tenochtitlan. Several attempts were made to burn the sloops that had been constructed. 
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Cortes began his siege on the city. He quickly controlled the lake with his sloops, thus eliminating anything going into the city. Cortes then cut off the supply of fresh water going into the city by destroying the aqueduct that supplied it. He began to attack the city from the causeways but met heavy resistance and had to pull back. He did this many times, being pushed back by the sheer number of Aztec soldiers. The siege continued for seven months, with the Spanish slowly, but eventually, entering the city. Every foot of the city was contested and the rooftops of each house and building held a group of warriors determined to fight on. The only hope Cortes had was to destroy each building as he came upon it. Cortes then ordered the rubble from the buildings be thrown into the numerous canals within the city. This would allow horses and canons to be easily moved into position to fight the next area to be leveled. This went on and on, pushing the Aztec people back farther and farther into the city. The Aztecs were suffering greatly. Their warriors were fighting bravely, they were weakened by the small pox that was ravaging the city. The women, children and elderly of the city who survived the attacks, were moved farther back into the city. They were sick, dying and starving, and there was simply no food to feed the hungry. The cries of the surviving populous was horrid, but the brave warriors continued to fight. 
The end neared when the leader of the Aztecs, Cuahtemoc, tried to escape from Tenochtitlan. He was trying to get to the shore so that he could instigate a guerilla-type warfare against the Spanish. But the hopes of the Aztecs were dashed when Cuahtemoc was captured. Peace was eventually declared. 
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