
Hernando Cortes—The Conquistador
Introduction
 
With superior firepower, 600 Spaniards, a dozen horses, and thousands of native allies, Hernán Cortés conquered 
Mexico for Spain. This also marked the fall of the Aztec Empire. His conquest enabled Spain to create a stronghold 
and colonies in the New World. From a young age, Cortés sought wealth and adventure. History remembers him as 
a fierce conquistador (Spanish for “conqueror”). Despite his reputation, he opened the door for further 
exploration and conquest to the south and north.

Biography
 
Early Life
 
Hernán (or Hernándo) Cortés was born in 1485 in the village of Medellín, located in the Estremadura province of 
Spain. His parents were Martin Cortés de Monroy and Catalina Pizarro Altamirano. Cortés was a distant cousin to 
Francisco Pizarro, the explorer who conquered the Incan empire in Peru. Cortés’ family was noble but not 
extremely wealthy. As a young child, Cortés was frequently ill, but his health improved when he was a teenager. In 
1499, at the age of 14, he was sent to the University of Salamanca to prepare for a law career. However, Cortés 
eventually grew tired of his studies and after two years dropped out of school and returned home. Cortés wanted 
a life of action, and was fascinated by the tales of gold and riches in the New World. He signed up with an 
expedition to the New World led by Nicolás de Ovando, who was the governor of Hispaniola. But an accident from 
a fall which buried him under rubble severely injured his back.1 So he could not sail with Ovando’s fleet.

Talk of the New World and the allure of wealth continued to captivate young Cortés. In 1504, he sought passage on 
a ship to Santo Domingo, Hispaniola (modern day Dominican Republic). Cortés began farming in the Spanish colony, 
which brought him much wealth, and owned several native slaves. He finally got his first taste of exploration when 
he joined a mission under led by Diégo Velasquez in 1511. When he returned, he promised to marry Catalina 
Suarez, the sister of his friend Juan Suarez, but backed out at the last minute. Velasquez, now governor of Cuba, 
imprisoned Cortés for not upholding his promise.2  Eventually, Cortés agreed to marry Catalina, but relations 
between Velázquez and Cortés remained tense. In 1518, he appointed Cortés to lead an expedition to conquer the 
interior of Mexico. He then withdrew the order because he grew suspicious of Cortés’ strong will and thirst for 
power. Cortés disobeyed Velasquez and set out for Mexico in 1519 to begin his invasion.

Voyages 
 
In 1519, Hernán Cortés left Cuba with about 600 men, and set out for the Yucatan region of Mexico.3 He first 
arrived in Cozumel, and began to explore the land for colonization. He encountered natives, and their large 
pyramid. He noticed the blood stains and human remains, and learned that this pyramid was used for human 
sacrifices to their gods.4 Appalled, Cortés began his efforts to convert the natives to Christianity. He tore down 
their idols and replaced them with crosses and statues of the Virgin Mary. Cortés relied on native translators and 
guides to communicate with the natives, and travel the land. Soon after, Cortés and his men sailed on and landed at 
Tabasco. Here, Cortés and his men clashed with the natives. On March 25, 1519, in the Cintla Valley, the two sides 
fought in a battle known as the Battle of Cintla. The natives were no match for the Spanish soldiers weaponry and 
armor. 800 Tabascans were killed; only 2 Spanish men were killed.5 The Tabascans pledged their loyalty to Spain, and 
gave Cortés gold and slave women.

One of the chieftains gifted a slave woman to Cortés named Malinche. She was bilingual so she spoke both Aztec 
and Mayan languages, which made her very useful to Cortés. She eventually learned Spanish, and became Cortés’s 
personal interpreter, guide, and mistress. They had a son named Martin. Having conquered the Tabascan people, 
Cortés moved up the coast to Tlaxcala, a city of the mighty Aztec empire. The Aztecs were not always popular 
rulers among their subjected cities. When Cortés learned of this, he used it to his advantage. He met with Aztec 
ambassadors, and told them he wished to meet the great Aztec ruler Montezuma. Xicotenga, a ruler in the city 
Tlaxcala, saw an ally in Cortés, and an opportunity to overthrow the capital city of Tenochtitlán. They formed an 
allegiance, and Cortés was given several thousand warriors to add to his ranks. By this time, Cortés’ men were 



beginning to grumble about Cortés. He continued ignoring Velázquez’s orders to return to Cuba, and the men felt 
he was overstepping his authority. Afraid his men would leave, Cortés destroyed all the ships.6 With nowhere for 
the men to go, they followed Cortés onward to Tenochtitlán.
 
Cortés and his men marched to Tenochtitlán. They reached the capital of the Aztec empire on November 8, 
1519.7 The ruler of the Aztec civilization was Montezuma II. Montezuma, though uncertain of the Spaniards’ intent, 
welcomed them graciously. He gave them a tour of his palace, and they were given extravagant gifts. This fueled the 
Spaniards’ greed and relations turned hostile shortly after. Cortés took Montezuma captive and the Spaniards 
raided the city. Montezuma was murdered shortly after from being stoned by his own people.8  In 1520, Spanish 
troops had been sent to Mexico to arrest Cortés for disobeying orders. He left Tenochtitlán to face the opposing 
Spaniards. After defeating them, Cortés returned to the Aztec capital to find a rebellion in progress. The Spaniards 
had been driven from the city. Cortés reorganized his men and allies, and seized control of neighboring territories 
around the capital. They regained control of the city by August of 1521. This marked the fall of the Aztec empire. 
Cortés had seized control of Mexico for Spain. Cortés was named governor, and went on to establish Mexico City, 
built on the ruins of the fallen Aztec capital.

Later Years and Death
 
Several years after his conquest of Mexico, Cortés endured many challenges to his status and position. He had been 
appointed the governor, yet was removed from power after returning from a trip to Honduras in 1524. Cortés 
went to Spain to met with the Spanish king in order to reclaim his title, but never gained it back. He returned to 
Mexico after his failing with the king and partook in several more expeditions throughout the New World. Cortés 
retired in Spain in 1540. He died seven years later on December 2, 1547 at his home in Seville from a lung disease 
called pleurisy.9

Legacy
 
Hernán Cortés remains one of the most successful of the Spanish conquistadors. He was a hero in the 16th 
century, but history remembers him differently. He had many conquests during his life. But he is perhaps most 
known for his conquer of the Aztec Empire in 1521. He enslaved much of the native population, and many of the 
indigenous people were wiped out from European diseases such as smallpox. He was a smart, ambitious man who 
wanted to appropriate new land for the Spanish crown, convert native inhabitants to Catholicism, and plunder the 
lands for gold and riches. However, we still recognize his role in history. He helped oversee the building of Mexico 
City, which is still Mexico’s capital today. He opened the door for further exploration and conquest of Central 
America to the south, and eventually led to the acquisition of California towards the north.

Letter from Hernán Cortés to Charles V, Holy Roman Emperor and King of 
Spain, on his interaction with the Mexica (Aztecs), 1520

This great city of Temixtitlan [Mexico] is situated in this salt lake, and from the main land to the denser parts of it, 
by whichever route one chooses to enter, the distance is two leagues. There are four avenues or entrances to the 
city, all of which are formed by artificial causeways, two spears' length in width. The city is as large as Seville or 
Cordova; its streets, I speak of the principal ones, are very wide and straight; some of these, and all the inferior 
ones, are half land and half water, and are navigated by canoes. All the streets at intervals have openings, through 
which the water flows, crossing from one street to another; and at these openings, some of which are very wide, 
there are also very wide bridges, composed of large pieces of timber, of great strength and well put together; on 
many of these bridges ten horses can go abreast. Foreseeing that if the inhabitants of the city should prove 
treacherous, they would possess great advantages from the manner in which the city is constructed, since by 
removing the bridges at the entrances, and abandoning the place, they could leave us to perish by famine without 
our being able to reach the main land, as soon as I had entered it, I made great haste to build four brigatines, which 
were soon finished, and were large enough to take ashore three hundred men and the horses, whenever it should 
become necessary.

This city has many public squares, in which are situated the markets and other places for buying and selling. There is 
one square twice as large as that of the city of Salamanca, surrounded by porticoes, where are daily assembled 
more than sixty thousand souls, engaged in buying and selling; and where are found all kinds of merchandise that 
the world affords, embracing the necessaries of life, as for instance articles of food, as well as jewels of gold and 



silver, lead, brass, copper, tin, precious stones, bones, shells, snails, and feathers. There are also exposed for sale 
wrought and unwrought stone, bricks burnt and unburnt, timber hewn and unhewn, of different sorts. There is a 
street for game, where every variety of birds in the country are sold, as fowls, partridges, quails, wild ducks, fly-
catchers, widgeons, turtledoves, pigeons, reed-birds, parrots, sparrows, eagles, hawks, owls, and kestrels; they sell 
likewise the skins of some birds of prey, with their feathers, head, beak, and claws. There are also sold rabbits, hares, 
deer, and little dogs [i.e.,  the chihuahua], which are raised for eating. There is also an herb street, where may be 
obtained all sorts of roots and medicinal herbs that the country affords. There are apothecaries' shops, where 
prepared medicines, liquids, ointments, and plasters are sold; barbers' shops, where they wash and shave the head; 
and restaurateurs, that furnish food and drink at a certain price. There is also a class of men like those called in 
Castile porters, for carrying burdens. Wood and coal are seen in abundance, and braziers of earthenware for 
burning coals; mats of various kinds for beds, others of a lighter sort for seats, and for halls and bedrooms.

There are all kinds of green vegetables, especially onions, leeks, garlic, watercresses, nasturtium, borage, sorrel, 
artichokes, and golden thistle; fruits also of numerous descriptions, amongst which are cherries and plums, similar 
to those in Spain; honey and wax from bees, and from the stalks of maize, which are as sweet as the sugar-cane; 
honey is also extracted from the plant called maguey, which is superior to sweet or new wine; from the same plant 
they extract sugar and wine, which they also sell. Different kinds of cotton thread of all colors in skeins are 
exposed for sale in one quarter of the market, which has the appearance of the silk-market at Granada, although 
the former is supplied more abundantly. Painters' colors, as numerous as can be found in Spain, and as fine shades; 
deerskins dressed and undressed, dyed different colors; earthen-ware of a large size and excellent quality; large and 
small jars, jugs, pots, bricks, and endless variety of vessels, all made of fine clay, and all or most of them glazed and 
painted; maize or Indian corn, in the grain and in the form of bread, preferred in the grain for its flavor to that of 
the other islands and terra-firma; patés of birds and fish; great quantities of fish---fresh, salt, cooked and uncooked; 
the eggs of hens, geese, and of all the other birds I have mentioned, in great abundance, and cakes made of eggs; 
finally, everything that can be found throughout the whole country is sold in the markets, comprising articles so 
numerous that to avoid prolixity, and because their names are not retained in my memory, or are unknown to me, I 
shall not attempt to enumerate them.

Every kind of merchandise is sold in a particular street or quarter assigned to it exclusively, and thus the best order 
is preserved. They sell everything by number or measure; at least so far we have not observed them to sell anything 
by weight. There is a building in the great square that is used as an audience house, where ten or twelve persons, 
who are magistrates, sit and decide all controversies that arise in the market, and order delinquents to be punished. 
In the same square there are other persons who go constantly about among the people observing what is sold, and 
the measures used in selling; and they have been seen to break measures that were not true.

All these persons dress in black, and never cut or comb their hair from the time they enter the priesthood until 
they leave it; and all the sons of the principal inhabitants, both nobles and respectable citizens, are placed in the 
temples and wear the same dress from the age of seven or eight years until they are taken out to be married; which 
occurs more frequently with the first-born who inherit estates than with the others. The priests are debarred from 
female society, nor is any woman permitted to enter the religious houses. They also abstain from eating certain 
kinds of food, more at some seasons of the year than others.

Three halls are in this grand temple, which contain the principal idols; these are of wonderful extent and height, and 
admirable workmanship, adorned with figures sculptured in stone and wood; leading from the halls are chapels with 
very small doors, to which the light is not admitted, nor are any persons except the priests, and not all of them. In 
these chapels are the images of idols, although, as I have before said, many of them are also found on the outside; 
the principal ones, in which the people have greatest faith and confidence, I precipitated from their pedestals, and 
cast them down the steps of the temple, purifying the chapels in which they had stood, as they were all polluted 
with human blood, shed ill the sacrifices. In the place of these I put images of Our Lady and the Saints, which 
excited not a little feeling in Moctezuma and the inhabitants, who at first remonstrated, declaring that if my 
proceedings were known throughout the country, the people would rise against me; for they believed that their 
idols bestowed on them all temporal good, and if they permitted them to be ill-treated, they would be angry and 
without their gifts, and by this means the people would be deprived of the fruits of the earth and perish with 
famine. I answered, through the interpreters, that they were deceived in expecting any favors from idols, the work 
of their own hands, formed of unclean things; and that they must learn there was but one God, the universal Lord 
of all, who had created the heavens and earth, and all things else, and had made them and us; that He was without 
beginning and immortal, and they were bound to adore and believe Him, and no other creature or thing.



I said everything to them I could to divert them from their idolatries, and draw them to a knowledge of God our 
Lord. Moctezuma replied, the others assenting to what he said, That they had already informed me they were not 
the aborigines of the country, but that their ancestors had emigrated to it many years ago; and they fully believed 
that after so long an absence from their native land, they might have fallen into some errors; that I having more 
recently arrived must know better than themselves what they ought to believe; and that if I would instruct them in 
these matters, and make them understand the true faith, they would follow my directions, as being for the best.@ 
Afterwards, Moctezuma and many of the principal citizens remained with me until I had removed the idols, purified 
the chapels, and placed the images in them, manifesting apparent pleasure; and I forbade them sacrificing human 
beings to their idols as they had been accustomed to do; because, besides being abhorrent in the sight of God, your 
sacred Majesty had prohibited it by law, and commanded to put to death whoever should take the life of another. 
Thus, from that time, they refrained from the practice, and during the whole period of my abode in that city, they 
were never seen to kill or sacrifice a human being.

Source: From Oliver J. Thatcher, ed., The Library of Original Sources (Milwaukee: University Research Extension Co., 1907), Vol. 
V: 9th to 16th Centuries, pp.   317-326.


