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Introduction
This book tells a focused story: how a small band of Spaniards, allied indigenous
polities, and the unseen force of epidemic disease combined in a short, violent span to
dismantle the political and ceremonial heart of the Mexica empire and install the
foundations of early colonial rule. The chronology that concerns us centers on Hernán
Cortés’s arrival in 1519, the fraught diplomatic and military encounters that followed,
and the culminating events that led to the fall of Tenochtitlan on August 13, 1521.
Within that frame, the work moves beyond simple cause‑and‑effect to interrogate the
complex interplay of military tactics, political negotiation, and biological
catastrophe—and to recover the voices and choices of indigenous actors too often
reduced to background.

My aim is deliberately narrow and interdisciplinary. I draw on Spanish chronicles and
reports, Nahuatl annals and pictorial codices, and recent epidemiological and
demographic studies that together provide complementary—and sometimes
conflicting—views of the same events. Spanish narratives such as the
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soldier‑chronicles preserve tactical detail and imperial self‑justifications; indigenous
annals and codices give us alternative chronologies and priorities; epidemiology helps
explain why contested military engagements produced such disproportionate social
collapse. By placing these sources in conversation, the book seeks to distinguish myth
from measurable historical process without collapsing uncertainty into false certainty.

The chapters are organized to move from context to causation to consequence. The
opening chapters sketch the political geography of the Basin of Mexico and Cortés’s
own background, then follow the expedition’s first contacts and the diplomatic
exchanges with Motecuhzoma II. Mid‑book chapters examine the decisive roles played
by indigenous allies—above all the Tlaxcalans and other altepetl that opposed Mexica
dominance—the evolving military techniques (including how Spaniards adapted to or
exploited local terrain), and the pivotal impact of disease, especially the smallpox
epidemic that struck beginning in 1520. The final third of the book treats immediate
colonial institutions, practices of violence and conversion, and the emergence of new
social identities in the decades that followed the city’s fall.

Central to this study is a careful reassessment of agency. Popular accounts often
present the conquest as either an inevitable European triumph or a miraculous
providential victory. Neither captures the tangled reality: Spaniards lacked the
manpower to take Tenochtitlan on their own; indigenous polities supplied crucial
military manpower, intelligence, and local legitimacy; and biological factors—most
notably the smallpox epidemic—amplified what might otherwise have been a longer
and more costly conflict. I devote particular attention to how indigenous
decision‑makers calculated risk, exploited opportunities, and negotiated with both
friends and foes. Recovering those calculations lets us see the conquest as a set of
contingent choices rather than a simple teleology.

The book also addresses the immediate administrative and cultural aftermath of
conquest. How were tribute networks reconfigured? What legal forms—encomienda,
cabildo practice, and royal ordinances—first shaped colonial governance? How did
missionaries and native elites negotiate conversion and continuity? These questions
matter because the patterns established in the 1520s set precedents that endured for
centuries, affecting identity, landholding, and political authority across New Spain.
Close reading of administrative records and missionary texts illuminates how the
conquest’s violence translated into bureaucratic structures.

Finally, the work reflects on memory and historiography. From the earliest Spanish
dispatches to later nationalist and revisionist histories, accounts of 1519–1521 have
been instrumentalized for political and ideological ends. By foregrounding both
Spanish and Nahuatl sources and by incorporating demographic science, this book
offers a corrective to oversimplified narratives—while acknowledging the limits of
reconstruction. My hope is that readers will come away with a clearer sense of how
conquest unfolded in practice: as a contested, contingent process with immediate and
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long‑lasting consequences for governance, identity, and the shaping of a colonial
world.

CHAPTER ONE: The Basin of Mexico: Peoples,
Polities, and Power
The story of the Spanish conquest is, at its heart, a collision of worlds, and to
understand the seismic impact of Hernán Cortés’s arrival, we must first map the
vibrant and complex landscape of the Basin of Mexico as it existed on the eve of
contact. This geographical heartland of Mesoamerica was far from an empty
wilderness; it was a dynamic tapestry of powerful city-states, intricate economic
networks, and diverse cultures, all vying for influence and resources. The Basin itself,
nestled within the Trans-Mexican Volcanic Belt, is a highlands plateau, an enclosed
valley without a natural outlet to the sea, where elevations generally sit above 2,000
meters. Prior to Spanish efforts to drain them for flood control, a series of five
interconnected, shallow lakes – Zumpango, Xaltocan, Texcoco, Xochimilco, and Chalco
– dominated the valley floor, covering an expansive area. This lacustrine environment,
fed by numerous streams and rivers flowing from the surrounding volcanic mountains,
created a unique and incredibly fertile ecosystem, supporting one of the highest
population concentrations in the world at the time, with an estimated two to three
million people inhabiting the basin by 1519.

The defining political unit of this pre-Columbian Nahuatl-speaking world was the 
altepetl. More than simply a "city-state," the altepetl was a complex sociopolitical
entity rooted in the sacred concept of a "water-mountain" (ātl meaning "water" and 
tepētl meaning "mountain" or "hill" in Nahuatl). Each altepetl possessed its own ruler,
a tlatoani (literally "he who speaks"), a land base, a central marketplace, and a temple
dedicated to a patron deity. These units were the fundamental building blocks of
political life, characterized by ethnic distinctiveness and ritual sovereignty, with
residents identifying themselves by their altepetl rather than a broader ethnic label
like "Mexica." The altepetl were further subdivided into smaller districts called calpulli
or tlaxilacalli, which were often kin-based and played a role in tribute collection and
political representation.

While many altepetl maintained a degree of autonomy, the political landscape of the
Basin of Mexico was anything but static. The early 15th century saw the rise of the
Tepanec Empire, centered at Azcapotzalco, under the formidable ruler Tezozomoc. For
decades, the Tepanecs dominated the region through military conquest and the
extraction of tribute, with even the Mexica of Tenochtitlan initially serving as their
loyal subjects and providing warriors for their campaigns. This period, however, was
also a crucible for the Mexica, who, while serving their Tepanec overlords, were
simultaneously honing their own military strategies and diplomatic skills.
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The death of Tezozomoc in 1426 plunged the Tepanec realm into a succession crisis.
His son Maxtla usurped the throne and turned against those who opposed him,
including the Mexica ruler Chimalpopoca, who likely met his end at Maxtla’s hand. This
act of aggression ignited the Tepanec War (1427-1428), a pivotal conflict that
reshaped the balance of power in the Basin. A new alliance formed, uniting the Mexica
of Tenochtitlan, the Acolhua of Texcoco, and a faction of Tepanecs from Tlacopan,
against Maxtla’s Azcapotzalco. This nascent coalition, led by figures like Itzcóatl of
Tenochtitlan and Nezahualcóyotl of Texcoco, decisively defeated the Tepanecs,
dismantling their empire and paving the way for a new era of dominance.

The victors of the Tepanec War forged what history now remembers as the Aztec
Triple Alliance, formed in 1428 between Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, and Tlacopan. Though
initially conceived as an alliance of three self-governed city-states, Tenochtitlan, the
island capital of the Mexica, soon emerged as the dominant military power. By 1519,
the Triple Alliance effectively operated as a hegemonic empire, largely ruled from
Tenochtitlan, with Texcoco and Tlacopan taking on more subsidiary roles. This empire,
rather than a centralized state, functioned more as a system of tribute, allowing local
rulers to retain their positions as long as they submitted their payments and did not
interfere in local affairs.

At the heart of this formidable empire lay Tenochtitlan, a marvel of urban planning and
engineering. Founded on an island in Lake Texcoco around 1325 CE, the city grew into
a sprawling metropolis, sustained by an ingenious agricultural system known as 
chinampas. These "floating gardens" were artificial islands constructed from layers of
mud, decaying vegetation, and reeds, built in the shallow lakebeds. The chinampas
provided incredibly fertile land, allowing for multiple harvests a year and supporting a
dense population. Canals crisscrossed the city, serving as vital arteries for
transportation and commerce.

Directly north of Tenochtitlan, on the same island, lay Tlatelolco, a sister city that,
while closely linked to the Mexica capital, maintained its own distinct identity and
political autonomy. Tlatelolco was renowned throughout Mesoamerica for its colossal
marketplace, a bustling hub that amazed the arriving Spaniards. Bernal Díaz del
Castillo, one of Cortés’s chroniclers, described his astonishment at the sheer volume of
people and goods, as well as the impressive order and control maintained within the
market. Estimates suggest that on major market days, between 40,000 and 60,000
people would gather there, trading a vast array of commodities, from foodstuffs and
luxury items to slaves. This market was so vibrant that its sounds could reportedly be
heard leagues away.

The Aztec social hierarchy was, like its political structure, meticulously stratified. At
the apex was the Tlatoani, the supreme ruler, considered semi-divine and responsible
for military affairs, religious ceremonies, legal matters, and diplomatic relations.
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Beneath him were the pipiltin, the hereditary nobility, who held significant privileges,
including land ownership and exemption from certain taxes, and filled crucial roles in
government, military, and priesthood. Education for nobles often took place in
exclusive schools called calmecac, where they were trained in governance, theology,
and military tactics.

Below the nobility were the macehualtin, the commoners, who comprised the majority
of the population. This group included farmers, artisans, and merchants. Among the
commoners, the pochteca, professional long-distance merchants, occupied a unique
and elevated position. Organized into hereditary guilds and often residing in their own
neighborhoods, the pochteca facilitated the exchange of luxury and exotic goods
across the empire and beyond. Their travels made them invaluable as sources of
intelligence for the Aztec state, often serving as spies and diplomats in foreign
territories. Despite their wealth, which could rival that of the nobility, the pochteca
were often obligated to display it discreetly.

Warfare was an integral part of Aztec society, serving both political and religious
functions. Beyond territorial conquest and tribute extraction, the Aztecs engaged in
ritualized conflicts known as xochiyaoyotl, or "Flower Wars." These battles, primarily
fought against neighboring city-states like Tlaxcala, were designed not for annihilation,
but to capture prisoners for sacrificial rituals. The Aztecs believed that regular blood
offerings were necessary to appease their gods, particularly Huitzilopochtli, the god of
war and the sun, and to maintain cosmic balance. While some scholars debate the
precise motivations, the Flower Wars also served as a means for warriors to hone their
skills, to demonstrate Aztec might, and potentially to wear down un-conquered
enemies. These ritualized conflicts, often with pre-arranged rules of engagement and
specific battlefields, underscore the complex interplay of religion, politics, and military
strategy that characterized the Basin of Mexico before the arrival of the Spaniards.
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