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BERNAL DÍAZ DEL CASTILLO was born in Medina del Campo, Spain, in 1492. After participating in two explorations of the Mexican coast, he joined Cortes in the march on Mexico and the battles for the city. He began his History of the Conquest of New Spain when he was over seventy, and the last survivor of the Conquerors of Mexico. Fearing his literary abilities were not up to the task, he nearly abandoned the work, but resumed it because he felt that the other chroniclers of the period had not represented it accurately. He had received a municipal office in Guatemala and a grant of Indians, but his great estates did not yield him much wealth. He died in about 1580.

J. M. COHEN, born in London in 1903 and a Cambridge graduate, was the author of many Penguin translations, including versions of Cervantes, Rabelais and Montaigne. For some years he assisted E. V. Rieu in editing the Penguin Classics. He collected the three books of Comic and Curious Verse and anthologies of Latin American and Cuban writing, and frequently visited Spain and made several visits to Mexico, Cuba and other Spanish American countries. With his son Mark he edited the Penguin Dictionary of Quotations and its companion Dictionary of Modern Quotations. J. M. Cohen died in 1989. The Times’ obituary described him as ‘the translator of the foreign prose classics for our times’ and ‘one of the last great English men of letters’, while the Independent wrote that ‘his influence will be felt for generations to come’.
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Introduction

BERNAL DIAZ DEL CASTILLO, the last survivor of the Conquerors of Mexico, died on his estates in Guatemala at the age of eighty-nine, as poor as he had lived. Born in 1492, the year in which Columbus discovered the New World, he survived to see a great part of America subjugated by Spain. But despite the leading role he had played in the heroic overthrow of the Aztec Empire, he left his family no other riches than his ‘true and wonderful’ History of the Conquest of New Spain, of which he made his fair copy at the age of seventy-six, when he was, according to his own certainly exaggerated description, both deaf and blind, and to which he added his preliminary note at the age of eighty-four. He had been over seventy when he began it, and had at one point given it up. For on comparing the fine style of certain other chroniclers (who had told the story of Cortes’ achievement with less first-hand knowledge than he had) with the roughness and lack of polish of his own language, he had been discouraged.


Certainly Bernal Díaz was not an accomplished stylist. He had, however, a graphic memory and a great sense of the dramatic. Moreover he was conscious of having taken part in a great achievement, unparalleled in modern history: the overthrow of a great Empire by a company of adventurers, inspired partly by a sense of mission and partly by a crude greed for gold. Their success, even their survival, could in his belief be accounted for only by the miraculous intervention of God and the Saints, who wished New Spain to be added to the realm of Christ and the Emperor Charles V.

So, when Bernal Díaz found the story misrepresented by Cortes’ chaplain and official panegyrist, Francisco Lopez de Gomara, and also by Gonzalo de Illescas (who spoke the truth ‘neither in the beginning, nor the middle, nor the end’), he decided to resume his work and carry it to completion. Many times in the course of his History, he refers to these chroniclers, setting right their errors and often angrily accusing them of ignorance and malice. His purpose was by no means simply to vindicate his own part in the march on Mexico. True, he frequently informs the reader that Cortes consulted his captains and soldiers – including himself – at important junctures in the campaign, and did not, as Gomara asserted, make all his decisions alone. Bernal Díaz, however, never attempts to claim a bigger role for himself than for his fellows and for long passages of his narrative he describes events at which he was not present, sometimes because of wounds, or in which his part is indicated only by the use of we or of us soldiers, where the stay-at-home historian would have had to write a plain the.

The narrative here translated covers the two preliminary explorations of the Mexican coast under Cordoba and Grijalva, with both of whom Bernal Díaz served, the first march on Montezuma’s city, the Spaniards’ expulsion and flight, and their subsequent build-up of a new army, with which they captured the island-capital of the Empire which Guatemoc had now inherited from Montezuma. Bernal Díaz’ History, however, is a much longer book than this. It covers the long tales of intrigue in Spain, Cuba, and Hispaniola, which almost succeeded in replacing Cortes by weaker leaders who would have been content to make a few modest settlements on the coast; and it continues after the final reduction of the Mexican capital to tell of further campaigns in search of the gold which had so far evaded the Conquerors. Bernal Díaz describes also the terrible march through the forest of Honduras, Cortes’ final prosperity, and his own efforts on a visit to Spain to secure some better fortune for himself, ‘the oldest Conquistador of New Spain’, than what came to him from his estates and his magistracy in Guatemala.

By his own confession, as we saw, Bernal Díaz was a poor stylist, and a retranslation of his whole narrative would have filled almost two volumes of this size. I have therefore pruned his story of repetitions and digressions, among other things cutting away his scoldings of Gomara and the other chroniclers and his frequent lists of men, horses, weapons, and provisions, which hold up the story. Where the omitted chapters contain facts essential to the understanding of events, I have given a brief account of them, in brackets, and I have ended my translation with Bernal Díaz’ reflections on the capture of the Aztec capital. The rest can be read, by those who wish to know the tale of Cortes’ later campaigns and final triumph, in W. H. Prescott’s classic, The Conquest of Mexico.

In writing his immortal history a hundred and twenty years ago, Prescott borrowed freely from Bernal Díaz, whom he praised in terms on which I could not hope to improve:



Bernal Díaz, the untutored child of nature, is a most true and literal copyist of nature. He transfers the scenes of real life by a sort of daguerreotype process, if I may so say, to his pages. He is among chroniclers what Defoe is among novelists. He introduces us into the heart of the camp, we huddle round the bivouac with the soldiers, loiter with them on their wearisome marches, listen to their stories, their murmurs of discontent, their plans of conquest, their hopes, their triumphs, their disappointments. All the picturesque scenes and romantic incidents of the campaign are reflected in his page as in a mirror. The lapse of fifty years has no power over the spirit of the veteran. The fire of youth glows in every line of his rude history; and, as he calls up the scenes of the past, the remembrance of the brave companions who are gone gives, it may be, a warmer colouring to the picture than if it had been made at an earlier period. Time, and reflection, and the apprehensions for the future which might steal over the evening of life, have no power over the settled opinions of his earlier days. He has no misgivings as to the right of conquest, or as to the justice of the severities inflicted on the natives. He is still the soldier of the Cross; and those who fell by his side in the fight were martyrs for the faith. ‘Where are now my companions?’ he asks; ‘they have fallen in battle or been devoured by the cannibal, or been thrown to fatten the wild beasts in their cages! they whose remains should rather have been gathered under monuments emblazoned with their achievements, which deserve to be commemorated in letters of gold; for they died in the service of God and of His Majesty, and to give light to those who sat in darkness – and also to acquire that wealth which most men covet.’ The last motive – thus tardily and incidentally expressed – may be thought by some to furnish a better key than either of the preceding to the conduct of the Conquerors. It is, at all events, a specimen of that naïveté which gives an irresistible charm to the old chronicler, and which, in spite of himself, unlocks his bosom, as it were, and lays it open to the eye of the reader.


It is not surprising that an American Protestant should suspect the honesty of the Spaniards’ crusading spirit. Notwithstanding the horrible decadence of the Aztec religion, the deeds of the conquerors (which included massacre, torture, and forcible conversion) were not by nineteenth-century standards very much better. Yet as one reads Bernal Díaz, one credits him and his comrades with a true sense of mission. One sees that by their own standards they were often behaving with moderation. On several occasions the Mercedarian friar (Bernal Díaz seems to have forgotten his name) urged Cortes to restrain his proselytizing zeal; and it must not be forgotten, as Prescott points out, that disbelief in Christianity, whether by conviction or from ignorance, was in that age punishable by burning.

About the heroism of the Spaniards there can be no two opinions. The risks they took were enormous, since their superiority in weapons was often cancelled by lack of powder and by the inability of their cavalry to manoeuvre. As for Bernal Díaz’ attitude to Cortes, I can only endorse Prescott’s opinion that ‘he endeavours to adjust the true balance between his pretensions and those of his followers; and while he freely exposes his cunning or cupidity, and sometimes his cruelty, he does ample justice to his great and heroic qualities’. The same may be said of Bernal Díaz’ characterization of the other Spanish captains, of the chiefs of the various Indian nations, and of many less important members of the Spanish expedition. His portrait of Montezuma ably reveals the Aztec ruler’s divided mind, and the very real qualities of nobility and generosity for which the Spaniards came to respect and even to love him. His successor Guatemoc, too, is shown as a brave man and a dignified leader, whose last defence of his capital earned his enemies’ admiration, which however did not prevent them from torturing him, and finally executing him for allegedly encouraging a revolt among the conquered Aztecs. The Caciques, the Spaniards’ early enemies, who afterwards became their allies, stand out as individuals as do also the Spanish captains, Pedro de Alvarado, Cristobal de Olid – whose final rebellion and cruel execution by Cortes falls outside the scope of this narrative – Andres de Tapia, and Alonso de Avila. The fate of the last-named captain provides a note of heavy irony at the expense of the whole story of the Spaniards’ search for gold. He was captured by a French privateer on his way back to Spain with the royal fifth – which was in fact the major part of the booty. So the much disputed spoils of Montezuma’s empire finally arrived in the treasury of his most Christian Majesty of France. The only satisfaction which the Spaniards obtained was that they finally captured and executed the French pirate.

For all the roughness of his style, Bernal Díaz could sometimes be picturesque. How graphically he calls up the moment in which the Spaniards first saw from the summit of the sierra de Ahualco the valley of Mexico with its lakes and lakeside towns, its maize-fields and stone causeways, and the distant towers of the capital itself riding like a second Venice on the waters. But his writing is generally on a more pedestrian level. His narrative is not skilful, and his choice of words is restricted. Often he gossips, and often he resorts to clumsy tricks of style. But however much we may criticize his History, it will, in Prescott’s words, ‘be read and re-read by the scholar and the schoolboy, while the compositions of more classic chroniclers’ – of Gomara, for instance, who wrote briefly in a polished style – ‘sleep undisturbed on their shelves’. For Bernal Díaz was singularly free from the temptation to pervert his story in the interests of affections or feuds or personal vanity. To have marched with Cortes was for him sufficient glory. He did not need to increase his reputation or self-esteem by tricks of the pen.



*

Taking as my authoritative text the edition of the Historia verdadera de la conquista de la nueva España of Joaquín Ramirez Cabañas (fifth edition, Editorial Porrua, 1960), I have translated the greater part of Bernal Díaz’ first 157 chapters, omitting only certain extraneous incidents (which I have in some cases briefly summarized) and the very frequent repetitions which mar his narrative. Ignoring his chapter-divisions, which are uneven and arbitrary, I have given each campaign or principal incident a separate section. As for the names of persons and places, I have departed from Bernal Díaz’ often haphazard transliterations in favour of those most familiar either from Prescott’s narrative or from present-day maps of the country. Where Bernal Díaz was in actual error as to a locality or a date, I have generally corrected him in a footnote based on the observations of Señor Ramirez Cabañas or some equally reliable scholar.

Any reader who wishes to know the subsequent story of Mexico cannot do better, as I have said, than turn to Prescott, who, for all his inevitable bias against Catholic and Aztec alike, wrote a first-rate narrative based on the best authorities he knew, and chief among them, on Bernal Díaz himself, who now for the first time is able to tell his own story to a wide English-reading public. Of previous translations, that of A. P. Maudslay is the best. Printed for the Hakluyt Society (1908–16), it is complete and fully documented. It is, however, ungainly in style and to be found only in a few libraries. The Life of Bernal Díaz by R. B. Cunninghame Graham (Eveleigh Nash, 1915) is in effect a résumé of the History made by an able writer who was an enthusiast for the deeds of the Conquistadors. It is most valuable when its author allows Bernal Díaz to speak for himself, but hardly a substitute for his History. Recent years have seen a great development in our knowledge of early Mexican civilization, of which the Spaniards found relics among the Toltecs of Cholula, but which was in a general state of decadence, especially among the savage Aztecs, who had only recently conquered the valley of Mexico. An able account of the thought and religion of early Mexico is given by Laurette Séjourné in Burning Water (Thames and Hudson, 1957), and a study of the Poetry and Symbolism of the Aztecs and their predecessors is provided by Irene Nicholson’s Firefly in the Night (Faber and Faber, 1959).

London                                                                                 J.M.C.

May 1963


THE CONQUEST OF NEW SPAIN

Preliminary Note

I HAVE observed that before beginning to write their histories, the most famous chroniclers compose a prologue in exalted language, in order to give lustre and repute to their narrative, and to whet the curious reader’s appetite. But I, being no scholar, dare not attempt any such preface. For properly to extol the adventures that befell us, and the heroic deeds we performed during the conquest of New Spain and its provinces in the company of that valiant and enterprising captain, Don Hernando Cortes – who, as a reward for his heroism, was afterwards created Marques del Valle – would require eloquence and rhetoric far greater than mine. What I myself saw, and the fighting in which I took part, with God’s help I will describe quite plainly, as an honest eyewitness, without twisting the facts in any way. I am now an old man, over eighty-four years of age, and have lost both sight and hearing; and unfortunately I have gained no wealth to leave to my children and descendants, except this true story, which is a most remarkable one, as my readers will presently see.


The Expedition of Francisco Hernandez de Cordoba

I, BERNAL DÍAZ DEL CASTILLO, citizen and governor of the most loyal city of Santiago de Guatemala, one of the first discoverers and conquerors of New Spain and its provinces, and of the Cape of Honduras and Higueras, native of the most noble and famous city of Medina del Campo, and son of its former governor Francisco Díaz del Castillo, known as the Courteous – and his legal wife Maria Diez Rejon – may their souls rest in glory! – tell you the story of myself and my comrades; all true conquerors, who served His Majesty in the discovery, conquest, pacification, and settlement of the provinces of New Spain; one of the finest regions of the New World yet discovered, this expedition being undertaken by our own efforts, and without His Majesty’s knowledge.


My ancestors having always been servants of the Crown, and my father and one of my brothers being in the service of the Catholic Kings, Don Ferdinand and Doña Isabella, I wished in some sort to emulate them. When, therefore, in the year 1514 a gentleman named Pedrarias Davila went out as Governor of Tierra Firme,1 I agreed to accompany him to the newly conquered country, and after an uneventful voyage we arrived at Nombre de Dios, as it was called. Some three or four months, however, after the settlement was made, there came an epidemic from which many soldiers died, and all the rest of us were ill with bad ulcers on the legs. In addition, there were disputes between the Governor and a rich gentleman named Vasco Nuñez de Balboa, who had conquered the province and was then commander of the army. Pedrarias Davila had given him his daughter in marriage but had afterwards been suspicious that his son-in-law might raise a rebellion and lead a body of soldiers towards the Southern Sea. He had therefore given orders that Balboa should be beheaded and certain of his soldiers disciplined.

As we were witnesses of these events, and of other revolts among the captains, and as news had reached us that the island of Cuba had lately been conquered and settled, under the governorship of a kinsman of mine named Diego Velazquez, some of us gentlemen and persons of quality who had come out with Pedrarias Davila decided to ask his permission to go there. This he readily gave us, since he did not require all the soldiers he had brought out from Spain, the province being a small one and now entirely conquered.

Once we had received permission we boarded a good ship, and with fair weather reached the island of Cuba. On landing we paid our respects to the Governor, who was pleased to see us and promised to give us Indians as soon as there were any to spare. I was at that time twenty-four.

After spending three fruitless years in Tierra Firme and Cuba, about a hundred and ten of us, settlers from Tierra Firme or Spaniards who had come to Cuba but received no grant of Indians, decided to make an expedition to seek new lands in which to try our fortunes and find occupation. We arranged with Francisco Hernandez de Cordoba, a rich man who owned a village on the island, that he should be our leader, and he was well fitted for the post.

With this expedition in view, we purchased three ships, two of them a good capacity and the third a barque bought on credit from the Governor Diego Velazquez, who let us have it on condition that all three vessels should go to some islands, lying between Cuba and Honduras, and now called the Guanaxes Islands, and there fight the natives, whom we could then sell to him for slaves and thus pay for the barque. Realizing the wickedness of the Governor’s demand, we answered that it would be against the laws of God and the king for us to turn free men into slaves; and when he learnt our plans, he decided they were better than his. So he helped us with provisions for our voyage in quest of new lands. Certain interested persons have asked me why I have recorded this proposal of Diego Velazquez, since it is discreditable to him and has nothing to do with my story. My answer is that it is in keeping with his subsequent persecution of us, in alliance with Juan Rodriguez de Fonseca, Bishop of Burgos.

We found ourselves in possession of three ships loaded with cassava bread, which is made from a root, and we bought pigs, which cost us three pesos each. At that time there were no sheep or cattle in the island of Cuba, for it was only beginning to be settled. We added a supply of oil and some inexpensive articles for barter. We then sought out three pilots of whom the chief, who took charge of our fleet, was Anton de Alaminos, a native of Palos. We also engaged the necessary sailors, and the best supply we could get of ropes, cordage, cables, and anchors, of casks for water, and everything else we needed for our voyage, and all this at our own cost on credit.

When we had collected all our soldiers we set out for a port on the northern coast which the Indians call Axaruco, twenty-four miles away from San Cristobal, where there was then a settlement which was transferred two years later to the present town of Havana. In order that our fleet should take the right course, we asked a priest of San Cristobal called Alonso Gonzalez to come with us. We also chose for the office of Inspector a soldier named Bernaldino Iñiguez of Santo Domingo de la Calzada so that, should we by God’s will come upon rich lands, or peoples possessed of gold or silver or pearls or any other kind of wealth, there should be someone to guard the royal fifth.

When all this was arranged and we had heard mass, we commended ourselves to God and His blessed Mother, and began our voyage.

On the eighth of February 1517 we sailed for Axaruco, and twelve days later doubled Cape San Antonio. Then, once in the open sea, we steered at a venture towards the west, without knowledge of the depths or currents, or of the winds that prevail in those latitudes. So we were in great hazard of our lives when a storm struck us which lasted two days and two nights and had such force that we were nearly wrecked. When the weather moderated we resumed our course, and twenty-one days after leaving port to our great joy we sighted land, for which we gave thanks to God. This land was as yet undiscovered, and we had received no report of it. From the ships we could see a large town, which appeared to lie six miles back from the coast, and as we had never seen one as large in Cuba or Hispaniola we named it the Great Cairo.

We decided that the two vessels of shallowest draught should go in as near as possible to see if there was any anchorage close to the shore; and on the morning of 4 March we saw ten large canoes called pirogues, full of the inhabitants of that town, approaching us with oars and sail. These pirogues are shaped like troughs. They are large and hollowed out of huge single logs, and many of them will hold forty Indians.

These canoes came close to our ships, and we made signs of peace, waving our hands and our cloaks as an invitation to them to come and speak to us. For at that time we had no interpreters who knew the languages of Yucatan and Mexico. They approached quite fearlessly, and more than thirty men came aboard our flagship. We gave each of them a string of green beads, and they spent some time examining the ships. Then the principal man among them, who was the Cacique,1 told us by signs that they wanted to board their canoes and go back to the town. He indicated that they would return another day with more canoes, in which we could go ashore.

These Indians wore cotton shirts made in the shape of jackets, and covered their private parts with narrow cloths which they called masteles. We considered them a more civilized people than the Cubans. For they went about naked, except for the women, who wore cotton cloths that came down to their thighs.

Next morning the same Cacique came back bringing twelve large canoes with Indian oarsmen. With a smiling face and every appearance of friendliness, he made signs that we should go to his town, where they would give us food and everything else we needed, and to which they would take us in their canoes. As he invited us aboard he repeated in his language: ‘Cones catoche, cones catoche,’ which means: ‘Come to our houses.’ For this reason we called the place Cape Catoche, and so it is still named on the charts.

When our captain and the soldiers saw these friendly demonstrations, it was agreed that we should lower our ships’ boats, and all go ashore together in the smallest of them and the twelve canoes. We saw the whole coast crowded with Indians who had come from the town, and therefore decided that we would all land at the same moment. When the Cacique saw us land but make no move towards the town, he again made signs to our captain that we should go with him to the houses. He gave so much evidence of peaceful intentions that after some discussion most of us soldiers agreed that we should go forward, taking all the arms that we could carry. We took fifteen crossbows and ten muskets, and started to follow the road along which the Cacique was going with his great company of Indians.

We advanced in this way until we came to some brush-covered hillocks. Then the Cacique started shouting to some bands of warriors whom he had placed in ambush to kill us. In response to the Cacique’s call these bands quickly fell on us with great fury, and began to shoot with such accuracy that the first flight of arrows wounded thirteen soldiers. The Indians wore armour made of cotton which reached down to their knees. They carried lances and shields, bows and arrows, slings, and many stones; and after the arrow-flights, with their feathered crests waving, they attacked us hand to hand. Wielding their lances in both hands, they did us great damage. But, thanks be to God, when they felt the sharp edge of our swords and the effect of our crossbows and muskets, they quickly took to their heels, leaving fifteen dead on the field.

A little beyond this place where they attacked us was a small square with three houses built of masonry, which served as cues or prayer-houses. These contained many idols of baked clay, some with demons’ faces, some with women’s, and others equally ugly which seemed to represent Indians committing sodomy with one another. Inside the houses were some small wooden chests containing other idols and some disks made partly of gold but mainly of copper, also some pendants, three diadems, and other small objects in the shape of fishes and of the local ducks, all made of poor-quality gold. When we saw the gold and the masonry houses we were very pleased to have found such a country. For Peru had not yet been discovered, nor was it to be discovered for another twenty years.

Whilst we were fighting the Indians, the priest Gonzalez took possession of the chests, the idols, and the gold, and carried them to the ship. In this skirmish we captured two Indians, who when they were afterwards baptized received the names of Julian and Melchior. Both were cross-eyed. Once this surprise attack was over we returned to our ships and after attending to the wounded set sail along the coast in a westerly direction.

Believing this to be an island, as our pilot assured us it was, we went forward very cautiously, sailing by day and anchoring at night. And after fifteen days we sighted what appeared to be a large town beside a great inlet or bay. Here we thought there might be a river or stream at which we could take water, of which we were very short, since the casks and other vessels we had brought were not watertight. The reason for this was that we were too poor to buy good ones. The day of our landing was St Lazarus’ Sunday, and so we called the place Lazaro, by which name it is still marked on the charts. The proper Indian name for it is Campeche.

So that we could all disembark at once and not be caught as we had been at Cape Catoche, we decided to go in the smallest ship and the three boats, and to carry all our arms.

In these bays or inlets the water drops very considerably at low tide. So we had to leave our ships anchored more than three miles off shore. We disembarked near the town, where there was a pool of good water, at which the inhabitants were accustomed to drink. For as far as we could see, there were no rivers in this country. We landed the casks, intending to fill them and re-embark. But when we were ready to go a company of about fifty Indians, dressed in good cotton cloaks, who looked like Caciques, came peacefully out of the town, and asked us by signs what we were looking for. We gave them to understand that we had come for water, and were going straight back to our ships. They asked us by gesture whether we came from the east, and repeated the word ‘Castilan, Castilan’. But we did not understand what they meant. Then they invited us to go with them to their town, and after some discussion among ourselves we decided to go, but in good formation and very cautiously.

They led us to some very large buildings of fine masonry which were the prayer-houses of their idols, the walls of which were painted with the figures of great serpents and evil-looking gods. In the middle was something like an altar, covered with clotted blood, and on the other side of the idols were symbols like crosses, and all were coloured. We stood astonished, never having seen or heard of such things before.

It appears that they had just sacrificed some Indians to their idols, so as to ensure victory over us. However, many Indian women were strolling about most peacefully, as it seemed, laughing and amusing themselves. But as the men were gathered in such numbers, we were afraid that there might be another ambush, like that at Catoche. At this point many more Indians came up, wearing very ragged cloaks, and carrying dried reeds, which they put down on the ground. These were followed by two bands of Indian archers in cotton armour, carrying lances, shields, slings, and stones, and each of these bands was drawn up by its captain at a short distance from us. At that moment there came from another house, which was the temple of their idols, ten Indians wearing long white cotton cloaks which fell to their feet. Their hair was very long, and so clotted with blood that it would have needed cutting before it could be combed or parted. These were the priests of their gods, who in New Spain are generally called papas. They brought us incense of a sort of resin which they call copal, and began to burn it over us in earthenware braziers full of live coals. By means of signs they gave us to understand that we must leave their land before the firewood that they had piled there burnt out. Otherwise they would attack us and kill us. The papas then ordered the reeds to be set alight, and departed without more words, and the warriors who were drawn up to attack us began to whistle and sound their trumpets and drums.

When we saw these great bands of Indians threatening us so boldly we were afraid. For we had not yet recovered from the wounds received at Cape Catoche, and had just thrown overboard the bodies of two soldiers who had died. So we decided to retire to the coast in good order, and began to march along the shore towards a large rock which rose out of the sea, while the boats and the small ship laden with the water-casks coasted along close to the shore. We had not dared to embark near the town, where we had landed, since a great number of Indians were waiting for us there, and we were sure they would attack as we did so.

Once we had embarked and got the casks on board, we sailed on for six days and nights in good weather. Then we were struck by a norther, which is a cross-wind on that coast. It lasted four days and nights, and was so strong that it almost drove us ashore, and forced us to anchor. In doing so we broke two cables, and one ship began to drag. Our danger was very great, for if the last cable had broken we should have been driven ashore and destroyed. But, thank God, we were able to ease the strain by lashing it with ropes and hawsers.

When the weather had improved, we continued to follow the coast, going ashore as often as we could, to take fresh water. For, as I have said, our casks were not watertight. They gaped and we could not repair them. But as we were following the coast we trusted that we should find water wherever we landed, either in jagueyes (pools) or by digging for it.

As we sailed on our course we sighted another town about three miles back from an inlet which looked like the mouth of a river or stream. So we decided to anchor; and because the tide falls so far on this coast and ships are liable to be stranded, we stood three miles off. Then we went ashore in our boats and the smallest ship, carrying all our casks and well provided with weapons. We landed a little after midday three miles from the town, where there were some pools, some maize plantations, and a few small stone houses. As we were filling our casks, many bands of Indians came along the coast from the town of Champoton, as it is called, wearing cotton armour to the knees, and carrying bows and arrows, lances and shields, swords which appeared to be two-handed, slings and stones. They wore the habitual feathered crests, their faces were painted black and white and rust-red, and they approached us silently. They came straight towards us, as if in peace, and asked us by signs whether we came from the east. We replied also by signs that we did. We were puzzled by the words that they then called out to us, which were the same as the Indians at Lazaro had used. But we could not make out what they meant. All this happened about nightfall, and the Indians then went off to some near-by village. We posted sentinels as a precaution, for we mistrusted these great assemblies of Indians.

As we watched through the night, we heard a great band of warriors approaching from the farms and the town, and we well knew that this boded us no good. We discussed what we should do, and some were for embarking immediately. As is usual in such cases, there was no agreement. The majority thought, however, that if we attempted to do so the Indians would attack us at once, and since they were so many we should be in danger of our lives. But a few of us were for attacking them in the night, for, as the proverb goes, the first blow is half the battle.

While we were still debating, the dawn broke, and we saw that we were outnumbered by two hundred to one. So wishing one another a stout heart for the fight, we commended ourselves to God and did our best to save our lives.

Once it was daylight we could see many more warriors advancing along the coast with banners raised and plumes and drums, to join the others who had gathered during the night. After forming up in squadrons and surrounding us on all sides, they assailed us with such a shower of arrows and darts and stones from their slings that more than eighty of our soldiers were wounded. Then they attacked us hand to hand, some with lances and some shooting arrows, and others with their two-handed cutting swords. Though we fought back with swords and muskets and crossbows they brought us to a bad pass. At last, feeling the effects of our sword-play, they drew back a little, but not far, and only to shoot at us from greater safety. During the fighting, the Indians shouted to one another ‘Al calachuni, calachuni’, which means in their language, ‘Attack and kill the captain.’ Our captain was hit by ten arrows, and I by three, one of which gave me a dangerous wound in the left side, piercing between my ribs. All the rest received severe lance wounds, and two of our men were captured alive.

Our captain saw that good fighting did not help us, since so many bands surrounded us and so many more were coming up fresh from the town, bringing food and drink with them and a large supply of arrows. All our soldiers had received two or three arrows, three of them had their throats pierced by lance-thrusts, and our captain was bleeding from many wounds. Already fifty of our men had been killed, and we knew that we had no more strength to resist. So we determined with stout hearts to break through the Indian battalions and seek shelter in our boats, which lay off shore, not far away. Thus we saved ourselves. Forming ourselves up in a close squadron, we broke through the enemy, who with fearful yells, whistles, and cries showered arrows upon us, and hurled their lances with all their might, wounding still more of us.

Then we ran into another danger. As we all jumped into the boats at the same time, and there were many of us, they began to sink. Clinging to the sides of the waterlogged craft as best we could, and half swimming, we reached the vessel of shallowest draught, which came in haste to our assistance. Many of our men were wounded again as we embarked, especially those who were clinging to the stern of the boats, for they presented a good target. The Indians even waded into the sea with their lances, and attacked us with all their might. But, thank God, by a great effort we escaped with our lives from these people’s clutches.

The battle had lasted an hour, and in addition to the fifty men or more killed and the two prisoners we threw five men overboard a few days later, who had died of their wounds and of the great thirst we suffered. As I said, the town was called Champoton, and the pilots and sailors named this coast on their charts La Costa de Mala Pelea.1

When it was all safely over we thanked God for our escape. But as the soldiers’ wounds were being dressed some of them complained of pains, for they were beginning to grow cold and the salt water caused considerable swelling. Some of them also cursed the pilot and his voyage to this island that we had discovered. For he was always insisting that it was an island, and not the mainland.

After attending to our wounds, we decided to return to Cuba. But as almost all the sailors were wounded we had not enough men to tend the sails. So we abandoned our smallest vessel and set fire to her after removing her sails, cables, and anchors and dividing her unwounded crew among the two larger vessels. But we had even worse trouble in our lack of fresh water. Owing to the attack at Champoton and our hurried retreat to the boats, we had not been able to fetch off the casks and barrels we had filled, but had left them on shore. We had such a thirst that our mouths and tongues were cracked, and there was nothing to give us relief. Such are the hardships to be endured when discovering new lands in the manner that we set about it! No one can imagine their severity who has not himself endured them.

We kept our course very close to the land in the hope of finding some river or bay where we could get fresh water; and after three days we sighted an inlet in which we thought there might be a stream or a freshwater creek. Fifteen of the sailors who had stayed aboard and were unwounded and three soldiers whose wounds were no longer dangerous landed with pickaxes and some barrels. The creek was salty and they dug some holes on the shore. But there the water was as salty and bitter as in the creek. However, bad as the water was, they filled the casks and brought them aboard. But no one could drink it, and it pained the mouths and stomachs of the few soldiers who tried. In this creek there were so many large alligators that it has always been called El Estero de los Lagartos, by which name it is marked on the charts.

While the boats were ashore taking water, a north-east gale arose, so violent that the ships dragged their anchors and were driven towards the beach. Seeing this danger, the sailors who had gone ashore hastily brought the boats back, and had just time to throw out additional anchors and cables, so that the ships rode in safety for two days and nights. Then we raised anchor and set sail, continuing our voyage towards Cuba. The pilot Alaminos discussed our course with the two other pilots, and it was agreed that we should now make for Florida which, according to his readings of the chart, was only two hundred miles away. Once we had reached Florida, he said, the crossing would be shorter than the course by which we had come.



[The ships sailed to Florida, and there took water just in time to save the lives of the parched adventurers. There was a sharp skirmish with the Indians, after which the expedition returned to Cuba, where its leader Francisco Hernandez de Cordoba and three of the soldiers died of their wounds. A report was made to the Governor Diego Velazquez that a thickly populated country had been discovered, whose inhabitants built stone houses, wore cotton clothes, possessed gold, and cultivated maize. The objects taken from the temple at Catoche appeared much superior to anything so far found in the New World. The idols aroused particular interest, and some attributed them to the Jews who were exiled by Titus and Vespasian and sent overseas.

The Governor examined the two prisoners, Melchior and Julian, as to the existence of gold-mines in their country. They replied that there were some, but Bernal Díaz considered this to be untrue. The Spaniards understood the newly discovered country to be called ‘Yucatan’. In fact the prisoners were explaining that they cultivate the Yuca or cassava, the plant of which they make their bread.

Diego Velazquez reported to the Royal Council for the Indies that he had made the discoveries himself at very great expense; and the President of the Council, Fonseca, Bishop of Burgos, advised the King – the Emperor Charles V – who was in Flanders, that this was so.

Bernal Díaz was reduced to poverty, and after a disastrous trading expedition asked for the help of the Governor, who was, as we have heard, his relative. Velazquez asked him if he would be prepared to return to Yucatan, and Bernal Díaz, after twitting him on the mistaken name and expatiating on the hardships of Hernandez’ expedition, was told that such hardships are to be expected by those who set out to discover new lands and gain honour. Bernal then agreed to serve in the next expedition.]


The Expedition of Juan De Grijalva

IN the year 1518 the Governor of Cuba decided to send out another fleet to the lands which we had discovered and which are called Yucatan, and he looked for four ships to compose it. Two of these had taken part in Francisco Hernandez’ expedition, and the other two he bought with his own money.


At the time when he was fitting out the fleet, there were present in Santiago de Cuba, where Velazquez resided, Juan de Grijalva, Alonso de Avila, Francisco de Montejo, and Pedro de Alvarado, all of whom had come to see the Governor on business, for they held encomiendas1 on the islands. All four were men of importance. Juan de Grijalva, therefore, who was a relation of the Governor, was appointed Commander-in-Chief, and the other three gentlemen each received command of a vessel. The captains contributed the provisions and stores of cassava bread and salt pork, and Diego Velazquez provided the four ships, a supply of beads and small articles of little value for barter, and some vegetables. He then ordered me to go with these captains as ensign.

As the report had spread that these lands were very rich, and the Indian Julian said there was gold, those settlers and soldiers in the island who possessed no Indians were eager and greedy to go. So we quickly collected two hundred and forty companions. Then each of us, out of his own funds, added such stores, arms, and other necessities as he could. It appears that the Governor’s instructions to the expeditions were that they should obtain all the gold and silver they could by barter, and settle if they dared and if the land was suitable for settlement, but otherwise return to Cuba.

When all of us were assembled, and the pilots – three of whom had served on Hernandez’ expedition – had received their instructions, and lantern signals had been arranged to be used at night, we set sail, after hearing mass, on 8 April 1518.

In ten days we doubled Guaniguanico or St Anton’s Point, and after another ten days’ sailing discovered the island of Cozumel, which we had not sighted before, for with the current that was running we were driven much farther to the leeward than when we sailed with Francisco Hernandez. We followed the southern shore of this island, and sighted a village with a few houses and a good anchorage beside it, which was free from reefs. The Captain and a number of us soldiers went ashore. But the inhabitants of the village had fled when they saw our ships under sail, for they had never seen such a thing before.

We soldiers who landed found two old men who could not run hiding in some maize-fields, and led them back to the Captain. Julian and Melchior, whom he had brought back from Francisco Hernandez’ expedition, understood their language perfectly, since it was the same as their own, the islands being only some twelve miles off the coast. Through these interpreters, the Captain spoke kindly to the old men. He gave them some beads and sent them to summon the Caciques of the town. They went off, but never came back.

While we were waiting for them, a good-looking Indian girl appeared, and began to talk in the Jamaican language. She told us that all the men and women of the village had fled to the woods in fear. As I and many of our soldiers understood this language very well, since it is the same as is spoken in Cuba, we asked the girl in some surprise how she came to be there. She answered that two years ago she had gone out from Jamaica with ten men of the island in a large canoe, intending to fish from some near-by islets. But the current had carried them to this land, where they had been thrown ashore. The inhabitants had killed her husband and all the other men, and had sacrificed them to their idols. Thinking that this woman would make a good messenger, our Captain sent her to summon the Indians and the Caciques of the village, and allowed her two days to go and return. For we were afraid that if we let Melchior and Julian go off they would go back to their own country, which was not far away.

But, to return to the woman from Jamaica, the reply she brought was that none of the Indians would be persuaded to come, whatever she said. We called the village Santa Cruz in honour of the day on which we discovered it.

When Juan de Grijalva saw that it would be wasting time to stay there any longer, he gave us orders to go on board, and the Indian woman went with us. We then continued our voyage, following the route we had taken with Francisco de Hernandez, and in eight days reached the neighbourhood of Champoton, the scene of our defeat by the Indians. As the tide runs out very far in the bay, we anchored three miles from the land, and put half our soldiers ashore in the boats near the houses of the town.

The Indian inhabitants and others from the district at once assembled, as they had done before when they killed fifty-six or more of our men and wounded all the rest, as I have related. They were carrying their usual weapons: bows, arrows, lances of various sizes, some of which were as large as ours; shields, swords single and double-handed, and slings and stones. They wore cotton armour, and carried small trumpets and drums. Most of them had painted their faces black, but some had daubed themselves with red and white; and, very proud of their recent victory, they were drawn up to the shore, ready to fall on us if we landed. But we had gained some experience from our earlier expedition, and had brought with us in our boats some small cannon and a good supply of crossbows and muskets.

As we approached the shore, they began to shoot arrows, and to hurl lances at us with all their might, and although we did them great damage with our cannon, such a flight of arrows rained down on us that half our soldiers were wounded before we got ashore. But once we had landed we checked their fury with good sword-play and with our crossbows. For although they continued to shoot at us we were all wearing padded cotton armour. They continued to attack us for some time, however, before we drove them back into some swamps near the town. In this fight seven soldiers were killed, among them Juan de Quiteria, a man of importance. Our Captain Juan de Grijalva received three arrow wounds and had two of his teeth broken; and more than sixty of us were wounded.

As soon as we saw that all the enemy had fled, we entered the town, attended to our wounded, and buried our dead. We did not find a single person in the whole place, and those who had retreated to the swamp had all disappeared. We took three prisoners in this skirmish, one of whom was a person of importance; and Grijalva sent them off to summon the Cacique of the town, giving them clearly to understand through the interpreters Julian and Melchior that we pardoned them for what they had done. As a sign of peace, he gave them some green beads to hand to their Cacique. They departed but never returned. So we concluded that our interpreters had not repeated what they were told, but the exact opposite. We stayed in the town for three days.

I remember that this skirmish took place in some fields where there were many locusts of the small variety, which jumped up and flew in our faces as we were fighting. The Indian archers were many, the arrows fell on us as thickly as hail. Sometimes we mistook them for locusts and, failing to put up our shields, were struck and wounded. But on other occasions we took the flying locusts for arrows, and were severely hampered in our fighting.

Keeping on our course, we reached what appeared to be the mouth of a very great and broad river. However it was not, as we had thought, a river, but a very good harbour. Because there was land on both sides of us, and the water was so wide that it looked like a strait, the pilot Alaminos said that here the island ended and the mainland began. Therefore we called it the Boca de Terminos,1 and so it is named on the charts.

It was in fact a lagoon, enclosed by islands, with three entrance channels.

Our Captain Grijalva went ashore with the other captains and soldiers, and we spent three days taking soundings at the mouth of the strait. After thoroughly exploring the bay up and down to discover where it ended, we found that there was no island, but that we were lying in a very good harbour.

On shore there were some stone buildings used as prayer-houses, which contained many idols of baked clay, wood, and stone. Some of them were female figures, others represented serpents, and there were many deers’ antlers.

We thought that there must be a town near by, since a place with such a safe port would be a good site for a settlement, but we were wrong. It was quite uninhabited, and the prayer-houses merely belonged to those traders and hunters who put in there when passing in their canoes and offered a sacrifice. We found good deer and rabbit hunting, and with the help of a greyhound bitch we killed ten deer and many rabbits. When we had finished our explorations and soundings we re-embarked, but the bitch remained behind.

Making our way by day westward, close along the shore, but not daring to sail at night for fear of reefs and shallows, after three days we sighted the mouth of a very wide river, and brought our ships inshore, since it seemed a good harbour. As we came nearer in, however, we saw the water breaking over the bar at the mouth of the river. So we lowered our boats, and discovered by sounding that our two larger ships could not enter. It was agreed that they should anchor outside in the open sea, and that all our soldiers should go up the river in the two ships of smaller draught and the boats.

We took this course because we saw many Indians armed like those at Champoton with bows and arrows and other weapons, lying in canoes alongside the river banks, and therefore realized that there was a larger town close by. Moreover, as we came along the coast we had seen nets set in the sea for catching fish, and had gone by the boat which was towed behind the flagship to take the fish from two of them.

The river was called the Tabasco river after the Cacique of the town who was so named. But since we discovered it on this voyage, and Juan de Grijalva was the discoverer, we called it the Rio de Grijalva, and so it is marked in the charts.

When we arrived within a mile and a half of the town, we heard a great noise of wood being cut, for the Indians were setting up obstacles, strong-points, and stockades, and undoubtedly preparing to fight us. Realizing this, we landed a mile or more from the town on a headland where there were some palms. When the Indians saw us go ashore, a fleet of some fifty canoes approached, full of warriors clad in cotton armour and carrying bows and arrows, lances and shields, drums, and feather plumes. Many other canoes full of warriors were lying in the creeks, and they kept at some distance from us, as if, unlike the others, they had not the courage to approach. On seeing these preparations, we were on the point of firing on them with guns, muskets, and crossbows when, thanks be to God, we decided to call out to them. Through Julian and Melchior, who spoke their language very well, we told them that they had nothing to fear, that we wished to talk to them, and that when they heard what we had to say they would be glad we had come to their country. Moreover, we intended to give them some of the things we had brought with us. When they understood our speech, four canoes carrying about thirty Indians approached us, and we showed them some strings of green beads, some little mirrors and ‘blue diamonds’,1 at the sight of which they assumed a more friendly attitude, for they thought they were chalchihuites,2 which they value very highly.

Then our Captain informed them through our interpreters that we came from a distant country, and were vassals of a great emperor called Charles who ruled over many great lords and chieftains, and that they must accept him as their lord, which would be greatly to their advantage, and that in exchange for these beads they must give us poultry and provisions.

Two of the Indians replied, one of them a chief and the other a papa – who, as I have said, in New Spain is a sort of priest who serves their idols – saying that they would give us the provisions we asked for, and would barter their things for ours, but that, as for the rest, they already had a lord, and yet we who had just arrived and knew nothing about them wished to offer them another. They warned us not to attack them as we had done at Champoton, for they had more than three xiquipiles of warriors from all the near-by provinces in readiness. Their xiquipiles are made up of eight thousand men. They said that they were all well aware that we had killed and wounded more than two hundred men only a few days before at Champoton, but that they were not such weaklings as those others, and for this reason had come to talk to us and find out what we wanted. Whatever we said would then be passed on to the Caciques of many towns who had assembled to decide on peace or war.

Our Captain then embraced the Indians as a sign of peace, gave them some strings of beads, and told them to go and bring an answer as soon as possible. He warned them, however, that though we did not wish to provoke them we would have to break into their town if they did not do so.

These messengers whom we sent spoke to the Caciques and to the papas – who also have a voice in their decisions – and they decided in favour of peace and gifts of food. They also decided that they and the neighbouring towns would presently look for a present of gold to give us, and so secure our friendship, in order that they should not meet with the same treatment as the people of Champoton had suffered.

From what I saw and learnt afterwards, it was the custom in that district and in other parts of New Spain to give presents when making peace, and this we shall see later on.

On the following day more than thirty Indians came to the headland of the palm trees where we were encamped, bringing roasted fish and fowls, sapota fruit and maize-cakes, also braziers with live coals, and incense, with which they perfumed us all. Then they spread on the ground some mats which they here call petates, and covered them with a cloth, and presented us with gold jewels; some in the form of diadems, some shaped like our own Spanish ducks, and others like lizards. They also gave us three necklaces of hollow beads, and other gold objects of small value. The whole lot was not worth more than two hundred pesos. They also brought some cloaks and skirts of the kind they wear, and begged us kindly to accept all this, since they had no more gold to give us, but that further on, in the direction of the sunset, there was plenty. They kept on repeating: ‘Colua, Colua’, and ‘Mexico, Mexico’, but we did not know what Colua or Mexico meant.

Although the present that they brought us was not worth much, we were satisfied, because we now knew for certain that they had gold. Immediately after the presentation they asked us to go on our way; and when Grijalva had thanked them and given them some more beads, we decided to go on board at once, since our two ships were in great danger. For if a northerly gale had blown it would have driven them on the lee shore. But we were also anxious to push on towards the place where they said there was gold.

Once on board, we set our course along the coast and after two days came in sight of a town and district called Ayagua-lulco, where many Indians marched along the sandy beach, carrying shields of turtle-shell which sparkled when the sun struck them, and which some of our soldiers swore were of low-grade gold. The Indians who carried them were cutting capers, as if mocking at the ships, for they knew that they were at a safe distance, being some way up the coast. We called this place La Rambla, and so it is named on the charts.

Sailing further up the coast, we sighted a bay into which flows the river Tonala, which we entered on our way back and named the Rio de San Antonio, as it is now marked on the charts.

Continuing on our course, we noted the position of the great river Coatzacoalcos, and decided to enter the bay, not in order to explore it but because of bad weather. Soon we came in sight of the great mountains, which are snow-covered all the year round, and we saw other mountains, nearer the sea, which are called the San Martin range. We gave them this title because the first to see them was a soldier from Havana of that name who was in our company.

As we followed up the coast, Captain Pedro de Alvarado went ahead with his ship and entered a river which is called in the Indian language Papaloapan, but which we named the Rio de Alvarado, since he was the first to enter it. Here some Indian fishermen, natives of a town called Tacotalpa, gave him some fish. We were waiting with the three other ships at the mouth of the river for him to sail down, and the General was very angry with him for having gone up without his permission. He ordered him never again to go ahead of the other ships, in case he should meet with some accident in which we could not come to his assistance.

We then sailed on, all four ships together, till we came to the mouth of another river, which we named the Rio de las Banderas,1 because we saw a great number of Indians with long lances, from each of which hung a great cloth.

Some readers who have visited New Spain, and other interested persons who have not, may be aware that Mexico was a very large city, built in the water like Venice, and governed by a great prince called Montezuma, who was king of many neighbouring lands and ruled over the whole of New Spain, which is a country twice the size of our own. This prince was so powerful that he wished to extend his sway and information further than was possible. He had received news of our first expedition under Francisco Hernandez de Cordoba, and of the battles of Catoche and Champoton, also of the happenings at Champoton during our present voyage. He knew that our soldiers, though few, had defeated the warriors of that town and the very numerous allies who had joined them. He knew that we had entered the Tabasco river, and of our dealings with the Caciques of Tabasco. Moreover, he realized that our purpose was to barter the goods we had brought for gold. All this information had been presented to him painted on cloths made of sisal hemp, which is like linen. Knowing that we were sailing up the coast towards his provinces, he ordered his governors, if we brought our ships into their districts, to barter gold for our beads, especially the green ones, since they somewhat resemble their chalchihuites, which were valued as highly as emeralds. He also ordered them to find out more about our persons and our intentions.

Now it is a fact, as we afterwards heard, that the Indians’ ancestors had prophesied that men with beards would come from the direction of the sunrise and rule over them. So, for one reason or another, many of the great Montezuma’s people were posted beside that river, watching for us, and carrying long poles with a white cotton flag on the end of each, which they waved at us, calling to us, seemingly as a sign of peace, to come and join them on the shore.

Astonished at this unusual sight, the General and his captains decided to lower two boats, ordering all our crossbowmen and musketeers, also twenty of us soldiers, the youngest and nimblest, to jump in. They sent Francisco de Montejo with us, with instructions to report immediately if the men with flags proved to be warriors, or if we saw anything else of importance.

At this time, thanks be to God, the weather was good, which it rarely is on that coast, and when we got ashore we found three Caciques, one of whom was Montezuma’s Governor and had many of his followers with him. They had brought some of their local poultry, and of those maize cakes that they eat, and some pineapples and sapota fruit, which in other parts of the country are called mameyes. They had spread mats on the ground and were seated under the shade of some trees, and they invited us to sit down also, all by signs, because Julian, who came from Cape Catoche, did not understand their language, which was Mexican. Then they brought clay braziers with burning coals and incensed us with a sort of resin.

Captain Montejo reported all these facts to the General, and Grijalva decided to cast anchor, and go ashore with his captains and soldiers. When the Caciques and Governor saw him land and realized that he was the Commander of us all, they treated him ceremoniously, according to their custom, and he behaved very ingratiatingly to them. He ordered that they should be given ‘blue diamonds’ and green beads, and conveyed to them by signs that they should bring gold to trade with us. Then the Indian Governor sent messages to all the neighbouring towns that gold jewels must be brought to be bartered; and during the six days that we stayed there they brought more than sixteen thousand pesos’-worth of jewellery of low-grade gold, worked into a variety of shapes.

This must be the gold which the chroniclers Gomara, Illescas, and Jovio1 say was given to us at Tabasco. They state this as the truth although it is well known that there is no gold in the Rio de Grijalva province or anywhere near it, and very few jewels.

We took formal possession of this country in His Majesty’s name; and when we had done so, the General addressed the Indians, telling them that we intended to return to our ships, and giving them some shirts from Spain. We took one of them aboard with us, who when he understood our language became a Christian, taking the name of Francisco, and I afterwards met him with his Indian wife.

Now when we had been there six days the General saw that the Indians would bring no more gold to barter. So, the ships being in danger from a north or north-east wind, he thought it was time to embark.

As we sailed along the coast we sighted an island of white sand washed over by the sea, which lay about nine miles from the shore. This we called the Isla Blanca,1 and it is so marked on the charts. Not far from this we sighted another island, on which were many green trees. This lay about twelve miles from the shore, and we called it Isla Verde.2 Sailing on, we saw yet another island, larger than the others and less than five miles from the shore, and in front of it was a good roadstead in which the General ordered us to anchor.

The boats were then launched, and Juan de Grijalva with many of us soldiers landed to inspect this island, for we saw smoke rising from it. We found two stone buildings of good workmanship, each with a flight of steps leading up to a kind of altar, and on those altars were evil-looking idols, which were their gods. Here we found five Indians who had been sacrificed to them on that very night. Their chests had been struck open and their arms and thighs cut off, and the walls of these buildings were covered with blood. All this amazed us greatly, and we called this island the Isla de Sacrificios,3 as it is now named on the charts.

We all went ashore opposite this island, and on the wide, sandy beach we set up huts and shelters made from the boughs of trees and our ships’ sails. Then many Indians came down to the shore bringing various small gold articles to barter, as at the Rio de Banderas. This they did, as we afterwards learnt, on the instructions of the great Montezuma. But the Indians who came were fearful, and brought very little. Therefore our Captain ordered the anchors to be raised, and we set sail. Our next anchorage was opposite another island about a mile and a half off shore, and this is the place where the port of Vera Cruz now stands.

We landed on a sandy beach, and to escape the many swarms of mosquitoes built our huts on the tops of the highest dunes, which are very extensive in these parts. From our boats we took careful soundings of the harbour, and discovered that there was a good bottom, also that under the shelter of the island our ships would be safe from the northerly gales.

Once this was done the General and thirty of us soldiers went to the island, fully armed, in two boats. There we found a prayer-house with a huge and ugly idol which they called Tezcatlipoca, in charge of four Indians in black cloaks and hoods, very like those of our Dominicans or canons. These were the priests or papas.

That day they had sacrificed two boys, cutting open their chests and offering their blood and hearts to that accursed idol. And these priests came to incense us with the same incense as they used on Tezcatlipoca, for at the time of our arrival they were burning something that smelt like incense before him. But we would not allow them to burn it over us. We were all too upset by the sight of those two dead boys, and too indignant at their cruelty. The General asked the Indian Francisco, whom we had brought from the Rio de Banderas and who seemed fairly intelligent, why they had done this; and he replied by signs – because, as I have said, we had then no interpreter, Julian and Melchior not understanding Mexican – that the people of Culua had ordered the sacrifice. But as he was slovenly in his speech he said, ‘Ulua, Ulua.’ So, our Commander who was present being named Juan, and it being Saint John’s day in June, we called the island San Juan de Ulua. This port is now very famous, and great sea-walls have been erected there to protect ships from the northerly gales. It is here that all merchandise from Castile is landed for Mexico and New Spain.

While we were encamped in the dunes Indians from the neighbouring towns came to barter their gold jewellery for our goods, but they brought so little and it was so nearly valueless that we took no account of it. We stayed there seven days, but found the mosquitoes unbearable, and realized that we were wasting our time. We now knew for certain that these were not islands but the mainland, and that there were large towns and great numbers of Indians. But the cassava bread we had brought was all mouldy and full of weevils, and was going sour. Moreover there were not enough soldiers in our company to found a settlement, especially as thirteen had died of their wounds and another four were still disabled. Taking all this into account, we agreed to inform Diego Velazquez of our situation, in the hope that he would send us some help. For Juan de Grijalva was most eager to found a settlement, even with the few soldiers he had with him. He was always a courageous man with all the qualities of a brave and bold leader.

It was therefore decided that Pedro de Alvarado should take the good ship San Sebastian and carry the message to Cuba. There were two reasons for this choice: firstly, that Grijalva and the other captains were annoyed with Alvarado for having sailed up the Rio Papaloapan, and secondly that Alvarado had come on the expedition against his will, as he was not in good health.

It was agreed that all the wounded men, and all the cloth and gold that had been gained by barter, should be sent back with him. Each of the captains then wrote to Velazquez expressing his own opinion, and the ship set sail.

No sooner had we left Cuba on our voyage with Grijalva than Velazquez began to be afraid that some disaster might befall us. In his anxiety for news, he sent a small ship with a few soldiers to look for us, under the command of Cristobal de Olid, a valuable and very resourceful captain, who was afterwards Cortes’ quartermaster. Velazquez instructed him to follow Francisco Hernandez de Cordoba’s route until he overtook us. His ship, however, was struck by a heavy gale while anchored off the coast of Yucatan, and his pilot ordered the cables to be cut to save it from foundering at anchor. So he returned to Santiago de Cuba, having lost his anchors.

Diego Velazquez was waiting at the port and, on hearing that Olid had no news of us, became even more anxious than before. But at this point Pedro de Alvarado arrived with the gold and cloth and the wounded men, and told the whole story of our discoveries; and when the Governor saw the gold that Alvarado brought, he greatly overestimated its value, on account of its being in the form of jewellery. With Diego Velazquez were many men from the city and other parts of the island, who were there on business; when the King’s officers took the royal fifth, which is due to His Majesty, everyone was astonished at the riches of the lands we had discovered.

Pedro de Alvarado was a good story-teller, and they say that Diego Velazquez could do nothing but embrace him, and there were great rejoicings and sports for the next eight days. There had been rumours enough already about the existence of rich lands, but now, with the arrival of this gold, they were exaggerated still further throughout the islands and in Castile, as I shall tell later. But I must leave Diego Velazquez to his rejoicings, and return to our ships at San Juan de Ulua.

After Captain Pedro de Alvarado had left us for Cuba, the General, the captains, and the soldiers decided, with the approval of the pilots, that we should continue to hug the shore and discover all we could along the coast. Keeping on our course, we sighted the Sierra de Tuxtla;1 and further on, two days later we sighted another and higher range which is now called the Sierra de Tuxpan, after a town of that name which is near by. As we followed the coast we saw many towns, apparently some six to nine miles inland, and belonging to the province of Panuco. And sailing further, we came to a great and very rapid river which we named the Rio de Canoas, at the mouth of which we anchored.

When all three ships lay at anchor and we were a little off our guard, about twenty large canoes, full of Indian warriors armed with bows, arrows, and lances, suddenly came down the river and made straight for the ship which seemed to them the smallest and lay nearest the shore. It was commanded by Francisco de Montejo. The Indians then shot a flight of arrows, which wounded five soldiers, and cast ropes about the ship, intending to tow it off. They even cut one of its cables with their copper axes. However, the captain and soldiers put up a good fight and overturned three of their canoes, and we hastened to their assistance in our boats with muskets and crossbows. We wounded more than a third of these Indians, who returned from their unfortunate adventure to the place from which they had come.

We then raised anchor, and sailed along the coast until we came to a great cape which was very difficult to double, for the currents were so strong that we could make no headway. The pilot Alaminos told the General that it was no use trying to follow our course any further, and gave many reasons for his opinion. A discussion was held to decide what should be done, and it was resolved that we should return to Cuba. One reason for this was that the winter rains were already setting in. But we were also short of provisions, and one ship was leaking badly. However, the captains were not of one mind. Juan de Grijalva said that he wanted to plant a settlement, but Alonso de Avila and Francisco de Montejo objected, saying that they would not be able to defend it against the great number of warriors in that country; moreover, we were all worn out by our long voyage.

So we turned round and set sail before the wind and in a few days, with the help of the currents, reached the mouth of the great Rio de Coatzacoalcos. But we could not enter it on account of unfavourable weather. So, hugging the shore, we entered the Rio de Tonala, which we had named San Antonio. There we careened one of the ships, which was making water fast, for as we came in it had struck the bar, where the sea was very shallow.

While we were repairing the ship many Indians came quite peaceably from the town of Tonala, which is about three miles away, bringing us maize-cakes, fish, and fruit, which they gave us freely. The Captain treated them most kindly and ordered that they should be given green beads and ‘diamonds’. He asked them by signs to bring gold for barter and we offered them goods in exchange. So they brought jewels of inferior gold, which they exchanged for beads. Some Indians came also from Coatzacoalcos and other neighbouring towns bringing their jewellery, but this was of no value.

Besides these objects for barter, most of the Indians were in the habit of carrying brightly polished copper axes with painted wooden handles, apparently for show, or as a sign of rank; and we began to barter for these in the belief that they were made of low-quality gold. In three days we had collected more than six hundred of them, and were very well pleased. But the Indians were even more pleased with the beads. There was no profit for either party, however, since the axes were made of copper and the beads were of no value. One sailor bought seven and was quite delighted with them.

I remember that a soldier named Bartolome Pardo went to one of their temples, which stood on a hill – I have already said that these were called cues, which means Houses of the Gods. Here he found many idols and some copal, which is a kind of resin that they burn as incense; also some flint knives used for sacrifices and circumcision, and in a wooden chest he discovered a number of gold objects such as diadems and necklaces, and two idols and some hollow beads. This soldier kept the gold for himself, but took the idols and other objects to the Captain. However, someone reported the matter to Grijalva, who wanted to take his booty from him. But we begged that he might be allowed to keep it, since he was a decent man, and Grijalva let the poor fellow have it after deducting the royal fifth. It was worth about a hundred and fifty pesos.

I sowed some orange pips near another of these temples, and this is the story. As there were so many mosquitoes near the river, ten of us soldiers slept in a temple on a hill. It was near this that I sowed these pips, which I had brought from Cuba, for it was rumoured that we were returning to settle. The trees came up very well, for when the papas saw that these were different plants from any they knew, they protected them and watered them and kept them free from weeds. All the oranges in the province are descendants of these trees. I know that people will say these old stories have nothing to do with my history, and I will tell no more.1

We left the Indians of that province very happy when we re-embarked for Cuba, which we reached after forty-five days of variable weather, landing at the point of Santiago, where Diego Velazquez was staying. He gave us a good welcome, and was pleased with the gold we brought, which amounted to about four thousand pesos. The total, including the quantity brought by Pedro de Alvarado, came to twenty thousand pesos in all, and some said even more. The King’s officers then took the royal fifth, but when the six hundred axes that we thought were inferior gold were produced, they were all tarnished, and looked like the copper they were. The officers laughed at us very heartily, and made great fun of our bargain.

The Governor was delighted at this, for he seemed to be on bad terms with his kinsman Grijalva. He had no cause, except that Francisco de Montejo and Pedro de Alvarado had quarrelled with Grijalva, and Alonso de Avila made the trouble worse. Once these squabbles were over, there began to be talk of sending another fleet, and about who should be chosen as Captain.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/html/images/img414-01.jpg
b l.mhﬁsia-mnlm et
T Tg
'm%lm l il
R
'nhmgu%ﬁ

i
T
ggz - outne
-:!*ME. —

. —n
—

%gw e 0
h ....mg' ug .::.L‘:*‘" e

fA R "II!::-’
!:L@Ega.m&@mw. - i,
i R ¢ ; ..
”um!”mmm“k L ::n:"" b R %
:::nu M‘ “Nmm::r!l&w oo nl SOt beotebstt bod e

e i






OEBPS/html/images/img415-01.jpg
TSt
m
s

...::.4..'::::141:.1

P
Rt
ooy soet

_

S 100
:.‘f".:.‘ii!’l..“! :.....:::;:::::zr

0 n ol
-mm«

—
% h‘....r‘z oorllaba

Ao aribl
R . ote 1

»”f U
m-n»nlu‘nv‘u

LTI

Y f
Pttt ) '.

it m.:m:u..-.!.m..






OEBPS/html/images/img416-01.jpg





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  






OEBPS/html/images/f0006-01.jpg








OEBPS/html/images/pub.jpg
pancuIN @





OEBPS/html/page-map.xml
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




